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Patience

        

      

    

    
      Buzzzzzzzz.

      Jumping out of my sleep, I took my blurry vision around the bedroom, searching for the noise that interrupted my slumber.

      In my hand, my loose grasp held on to a vibrator, the one I’d fallen asleep gripping after cumming so hard I’d collapsed into a coma.

      “Shit.”

      I hit the button to silence it, then dropped back against my sheets. Lately, my vibrator had been the only thing to make sure I slept well through the night. Well, except this time. That was no fault of the vibrator, however.

      After a disastrous breakup with my now ex-boyfriend Robert Finnegan almost a full month ago, resting at night shouldn’t have been a problem. I mean, he was a jerk. A cheater. An asshole. Getting rid of that baggage should’ve calmed my spirit. I should’ve been sleeping eight solid hours every night, knowing there was no one out there cheating on me.

      But no. Instead, annoyance had set up in my soul. The fact was, I spent three of my precious years with Robert Asshole Finnegan. And like most men, he’d been charming in the beginning—and full of excuses and noncommittal issues in the end.

      I exhaled and turned to check the time. It was three a.m., and once more, annoyance riddled through me that I was up again, thinking about that disaster.

      Make no mistake about it, I didn’t miss him.

      But I couldn’t lie, I did miss the D.

      Sighing, the illumination of my cell phone caught my attention, and I reached for it, seeing a notification that had been sent right after I passed out. It was from Lincoln.

      I hope you had a great day and have a restful night.

      I stared at that text too long, didn’t respond, and tossed my phone back on the pillow next to me.

      Lincoln Black was someone I’d met while searching online for a photographer.

      Four years prior, I was an award-winning author who’d inked a six-figure deal with one of the Big Five publishers. My career soared. Expressing myself through words was poetic for me.

      But things in the industry slowed when indie publishing boomed. My publisher was no longer offering deals with six figures, and I was too much of a boss to settle for anything less.

      I studied the market and played with thoughts of diving into indie publishing as well, but at the time, my desire was to mentor aspiring writers and help them get their manuscripts ready for querying or self-publishing. That all changed when I spotted an ad in the paper for a marketing consultant. So, after a year of trying to figure out my life, I decided to go for it, submitted my resume and was accepted for the position.

      That didn’t last long.

      A year into that job, I gave my resignation after becoming one of the top advertising experts in the region. Yeah, I was good and could take any company to the next level, depending on their needs and budget.

      I made good money, too. Six high figures a year—more than my contract with the publishing house. Unfortunately, it wasn’t what I loved. The job became something I did to make money. It wasn’t fulfilling, and I knew that a change was gonna come.

      At heart, I’m a lover of the written word. Fiction-scribing had always been my thing, even in grade school. So, to elevate my writing career the same way I’d promoted other companies, I dusted off my laptop and turned my attention back to publishing. I needed new headshots for my website’s official launch, and I needed them now.

      Mulling through pages of options online, I came across Lincoln’s handsome face, and that was an understatement. The man was gorgeous. I mean, dark rich chocolate skin, thick lips, a broad nose, and intense dark eyes with a hint of green that sparkled, depending on which way his gaze settled.

      I shivered thinking about him.

      The man was fine, fine. That’s what stopped my browsing. Clicking on his website, and one appointment later, I found myself in his studio, propped on a stool as he circled me like prey.

      In his hands, his camera flashed at all angles, and a strap clung to his neck connected to his camera.

      “I’m only looking for headshots,” I had told him.

      “The extras are on the house.”

      My brows rose. “Why?”

      He strolled to me, three long strides that had his scent sifting up my nose, drawing me closer to his magnificence. “Because you’re beautiful, and the camera agrees.”

      Turning the still images toward me, my eyes widened, a soft gasp leaving my throat.

      Shit, I looked like my forever first lady of the US. Smooth skin, hair with the right curl and bounce, brown eyes crystal-clear, medium shiny lips, a perfect smile. I was laughing as if I just heard the best joke there was to hear in some of the pictures.

      The off-the-shoulder top gave me a playful and relative appearance, and I was digging it. “Damn,” I’d said. “I’m kinda fine, huh?”

      Deep laughter barked from Lincoln, igniting my entire body and making my pussy tingle. What a pleasure it was to hear his thunderous laugh, I thought, sliding my eyes up his white casual oxford button-up shirt and down the plaid pencil pants kissing his muscular thighs. The makings of a tattoo peeked from the undershirt he wore, clipping off right at his thick neck. I wondered what it was but was too polite to get in his business and ask about it.

      Nodding, he spoke, “There’s no kinda needed.” His wide mouth eased into a sexy smirk. “You’re beautiful, Ms. Addison.”

      “Patience,” I said.

      He nodded. “Patience it is.”

      

      We lingered there far too long, staring at each other. That visit turned into me suggesting I would need additional professional photos for my business, and Lincoln giving me a business card with his personal telephone number on it.

      I wasn’t lying. I would—and did—need more photos, but I could admit that merely wanting to be in his presence again was initially the thing that made me point out my need for additional assistance.

      It had been almost a month of us casually reaching out to one another. After my disaster, I’d made the mistake of confiding in Lincoln on a phone call.

      “Let me come over. I want to be there for you.”

      I wanted him to come, but I closed my eyes and shut out my mind’s—and my body’s—desire to have him close.

      It was risky, and before I knew it, he would’ve been my boyfriend two weeks after a breakup. These were rebound methods. I convinced myself of this. Also, I didn’t want to cuddle with him.

      No.

      I was on the verge of turning forty. One week away, to be exact. And what I really wanted was to be fucked.

      I nodded while staring at the ceiling. I wanted the D so bad that I imagined the penetration, the plunging, the hard, pussy-wetting churning that would have me singing an opera tune.

      Yes. That’s what I wanted. Not a relationship. Dick.

      I caught myself pulling back from Lincoln. Not that we were close, but we were close enough for me to feel me bugging out on what-ifs.

      What if he was the man of my desires?

      What if he wasn’t?

      What if Lincoln was sent from heaven and I was avoiding God’s gift?

      What if the devil sent him?

      I shook out of that long enough to get my mind together.

      It was clear: Patience Addison wanted to be physically yet recklessly handled.

      After convincing myself, I remembered The Den.

      

      I smirked, thinking about next week’s visit. The Den was a popular upscale all-male strip club, often frequented by Atlanta’s celebrity A-listers. But what lay beneath was a risqué den of rendezvous, where women went to have their desires fulfilled.

      It sounded slutty at first, but according to one of my best friends, Asia McClendon, it wasn’t a whorehouse after all. Entertainment was the focal point. But if you were put on the list, then you had the option to dive deeper.

      Asia used to be the timid of the three of us. Me, Brandy Collier, and Asia. But after her first experience at The Den, she became the most daring of us all. At first, my girl kept her naughty engagements to herself. But at one of our weekly luncheons, where Brandy and I could use some good news, she spilled the juice.

      

      “Who have you been having sexual intercourse with?” Brandy had asked.

      I laughed, and Asia rolled her eyes and pursed her lips. “No-judgment zone?”

      We both pushed our lips out and cocked our heads to the side.

      “All right.” Asia exhaled, gathering her nerve. “I fucked a guy at The Den.”

      Sharp gasps flew from us, and our mouths hung open. Asia lifted her mimosa and took a sip as a giddy chuckle bubbled up from her lips.

      Brandy pushed her shoulder. “You better not be lying to us!”

      “Please. That’s the last thing I’d lie about. And, besides, is my brow twitching?”

      Whenever Asia lied, her brow twitched up a storm. For that reason, she was never able to tell us a tall tale.

      We stared hard.

      “She’s not lying,” I said.

      “Holy mac and cheese,” Brandy added.

      “Holy mac and cheese? Really?” Asia sipped more of her drink.

      “You really did it.” Brandy couldn’t stop staring. She was shocked. “How was it—I mean, how’d it come about?”

      “There’s a menu.”

      Our eyes widened.

      “I selected from the menu, and luckily, the lover that I selected wanted me as well, so we fucked.”

      We were thoroughly intrigued and astounded by her confession, but she didn’t stop there, letting me know it was worth it to find out for myself.

      “He fucked me goooood, too. So good I went back last Friday.”

      “AH!” Brandy screamed, covering her mouth.

      Asia laughed her ass off. “You guys wanted the truth. There it is.”

      “Oh, hell, no, I’ve got to go now!” Brandy shouted.

      

      But meanwhile, I was already planning my visit in my head. There was just one issue. You had to be on the list.

      To actually get on the list, someone who’d been a frequent visitor had to refer you. From there, an intensive background check took place, and if you managed to pass that, you would receive an encrypted email which could only be opened with your social security number.

      They were not kidding about safety and privacy measures at The Den. So, I told my friend what I wanted, and I don’t know what I expected. Judgment, maybe? But I should’ve known better. Asia was more than happy to oblige.

      This past Wednesday, I’d received my email.

      I wasn’t nervous, as I had always been a bit on the bold side.

      I wanted down and dirty entertainment: the harder, the better. I needed to see what The Den was all about.

      However, this weekend, I was celebrating my birthday with my girlfriends because next weekend, I didn’t want to see them heauxs until Monday morning.

      My weekend was reserved for whoever I chose to wax this pussy.

      I laughed and stretched, then rose from the bed, my feet sinking into the plush carpet. Strolling to the window, I pulled back a curtain, and moonlight spilled through the opening.

      I lived on the sixteenth floor of a high-rise tower downtown, The Resiling. The luxury condos were also rented—some were owned by A-listers in Atlanta. The cushion I’d saved for my leap back into my writing career allowed me to pay up my mortgage for three years.

      That’s all the time I needed to get my business off the ground and hopefully have a career that could sustain the life I was used to.

      My thoughts traveled to Lincoln, and I sashayed to the bed, lifted the phone, and scrolled to his name, sending off a text message.

      Thanks for the lovely words. I hope you had a great day and a good night as well.

      I dropped the phone and stared at it for a second. Maybe I should get my vibrator going again, and I could get back to sleep.

      I nodded and turned away from the phone just as it lit up.

      A phone call.

      I cleared my throat and glanced at the time again, then answered. “This is booty call territory here, Mr. Black.”

      A deep, authoritative voice spoke, “Then you shouldn’t be texting me during booty call hours, Ms. Addison.”

      “Patience.”

      “Lincoln.”

      We were doing a song and dance, and this was why I was desperate to stay away from him.

      “I like Mr. Black, though.”

      He chuckled. “Why is that?”

      “It’s mysterious, like you’re a guy who’s sexy and makes women bend to your will at the drop of your voice.”

      “Bend?”

      My mouth opened, and my tongue stretched across the outline of my top lip. “Yeah. At night when you go out hunting for prey.”

      His guffaw stole my breath—its deep, easy groove showering my body with chills. “I can assure you, Patience, when hunting season is in, my prey usually knows it.”

      The fine hairs on my neck rose, and a ripple of warmth flooded my core. A squirm and a flop on the bed later, and I was reaching for my vibrator.

      “Tell me, Mr. Black. How does one know? What are your methods?”

      I turned my vibrator on and slipped my legs under the cover, along with my hand to stifle the hum.

      “First, I build a friendship with my prey to gain her trust. Then she’ll let me in.”

      “Is that right?” I pressed the stimulator against my clit, arching at the speed against my sensitive flesh.

      “Yes,” his deep voice strummed. “Then, I show her why I’m the best person to be in her presence for more than a friendly relationship.”

      “Mm-hmm.” My lips parted as I pressed harder.

      “If she’s feeling me beyond friendship, one of two things happen.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I trust her with my heart.”

      “Really?” I moved the vibrator round and round, dipping into my pussy to soak it and then dragging it back to my clit.

      “Then, I show her the way to my pipeline.”

      I sucked in a breath, moaned, shook as heat attacked my skin. “Fuck.”

      I gripped the phone and came hard. Too hard. It was the easiest and fastest release I’d ever had.

      

      When I woke up, it was the phone’s loud ringing that stirred me. Discombobulated, I reached for it and saw Lincoln’s face.

      “Oh shit.” I’d drifted off again.
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Lincoln

        

      

    

    
      “Hello?”

      “Patience, is everything okay?”

      I heard rustling on the other end; then, her sultry voice brought delight back to my ears.

      “Yes. Yes. Um…” More rustling. “I’m sorry, I think, I fell asleep on you, Mr. Black.”

      I grimaced. “Damn. That boring, huh?”

      “No!” She rushed to add, “I don’t mean it like that.” Her breaths were heavy as she explained, “I… I’m just exhausted, you know. I had a long day, then fell asleep and woke up in the middle of the night and sent you that text. I am sorry. I promise it’s not a bad thing.”

      I smirked.

      “It sounds like it, though, doesn’t it?” she added.

      I laughed. “A little bit.”

      “Well, if anything, it was the smooth timbre of your voice that lulled me to sleep. How about that?”

      “Better.”

      She laughed, deep and throatily. “Good.”

      “I’ll let you get some rest. I only called back to check on you and make sure you were okay.”

      “Oh, I am. Thanks for checking. Normally, I wouldn’t care to stay up, but my girls have an all-day extravaganza planned for my birthday tomorrow, so, yeah, I need the rest.”

      “Your birthday’s tomorrow?”

      “No. It’s, um, next weekend, but I have plans, so they’re taking me out tomorrow.”

      I didn’t know whether to be disappointed in her plans, especially if they had anything to do with Robert Finnegan.

      “Are you and Robert getting back together?” I heard myself ask. That was none of my business, but since she’d offered information about their past relationship before, I was brave enough to ask.

      “Oh, God, no.”

      I was thankful for her answer.

      “I wouldn’t get back with him if he were the last man on earth.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “Is it?”

      “Of course. You don’t deserve what he did to you. No one does.”

      “Amen to that.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what do you have planned?”

      She hesitated, and I wondered if this was about a different guy. Whispers from one of my best friends, Eric, came rushing into my thoughts.

      During an impromptu conversation, my other friend Michael and I tried to coach Eric to come clean about his experience at The Den, but Eric avoided the details while throwing up that I had a thing for Patience.

      

      “She just got out of a bad relationship,” I said. “I’m only trying to be her friend. It’s what she needs.”

      “What she needs is a good, upstanding man who will love her madly and won’t break her heart.” He pointed at me. “That’s you. But until you admit that to yourself, you’ll miss out. And what happens when she decides to let another bozo be that person?”

      While I was attracted to Patience and interested in getting to know her better, I didn’t want to be her rebound. Those relationships never worked, and one of us would end up with a broken heart, especially if she decided to get back with Robert Finnegan.

      

      “Can I be honest with you, Mr. Black?” Patience asked, bringing me back to our conversation.

      “All the time.”

      “I’m visiting The Den.”

      The line quieted as my thoughts jogged around what she’d just laid on me. “The Den—all-male strip club Den?”

      “That’s the one.”

      Suddenly I was hot, my skin a thermal of heat. “Without your girlfriends?”

      She laughed softly. “Yes again.”

      I knew The Den had a hidden layer of activities happening there. It was where Eric met Patience’s friend Asia during Asia’s visit to The Den. And though Eric didn’t give up the specifics, I understood enough to know that sex was on the menu.

      “Interesting.”

      “Does that turn you off?”

      She was bold, and I loved it. At the same time, I wanted this to be a lie. “Not at all. As you know, that’s where our friends met.”

      “Technically, our friends met in junior high school, but I get what you’re saying. It’s where they unknowingly reconnected. What a fairytale, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      She laughed. “I understand your hesitation. Most fairytales start with the man and woman meeting, getting to know one another, and falling in love, right?”

      “Usually.”

      “Sometimes, it happens the other way around. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”

      I smirked. “No, there isn’t.”

      “Honestly, I thought you were going to say hell, yes for a second there.”

      I chuckled. “Why is that?”

      “You seem like the type who wants to meet and fall in love first.”

      “Or I could be the type to break your back first.”

      I heard shuffling on the other end. “Could you?”

      “Is that a request?”

      More shuffling. “You tell me if it’s an offer.”

      Heat moved through me, and I sucked my teeth and wondered if she was testing me. “If and when I bed women, it’s usually with strings attached.”

      She moaned slightly. “That’s too bad.”

      My brows rose. “Too bad?”

      “Yeah. Unfortunately, it’s all I’m looking for right now.”

      I could admit, her frankness threw me for a loop. “Is that why you’re visiting The Den next weekend?”

      “Yes.” There was no hesitation in her response.

      My muscles flexed inadvertently, my jaw locking, then I sucked off my teeth.

      “What if you unintentionally find your Prince Charming at The Den, like ya girl Asia did?”

      “Then he’s fucking me first. Hard. Long. Deep.”

      My dick rose, and laying in the bed with one hand holding the phone to my ear, I pulled my other arm from behind my head and grabbed my erection, trying to calm my libido.

      “You’re wild.”

      “I can be.”

      I chuckled.

      “It’s up to you to find out, though. Good night, Mr. Black.”

      “Good night, Ms. Addison.”

      We held the phone, silent a minute; then she dropped the line.

      An exhale ushered from my lips. Patience was playing hard to get in the most sinful way possible. She wanted the D before she wanted my heart. Or maybe she didn’t want my heart at all.

      Thinking about Patience’s last relationship, I could slightly understand why she wasn’t interested, but didn’t she know all men weren’t the same?

      Show her.

      I glanced at the time and locked my jaw again. “Fuck it.”

      I dialed Eric, and the line rang four times before he answered groggily, “This better be an emergency.”

      “It is.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Can you get me in with Daniella?” Silence. “Hello?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “It’s almost four a.m. This couldn’t have waited until morning?”

      “They’re closed during normal business hours,” I pointed out.

      He sighed harshly. “Do we need to have a meet-up? What is this really about?

      “Why do you ask so many damn questions?”

      “Hey, you called me, remember?”

      I smirked. Eric was the only one of us three that needed details about anything we were doing. Well, except that one time when Michael and I pushed him for info about the activities at The Den.

      “I’m trying to be available for one person. Patience. She’s going next weekend, and I need to be there.”

      A low chuckle came from the line. “I’ll call Daniella and connect you two, and you can contact her whenever you need to, brother.”

      “Thank you.”

      “See, that wasn’t so hard to admit, was it?”

      “Shut up.”

      He laughed as I disconnected the call and rolled over, stuffing my face in the pillow. Thoughts of what Patience would look like deep in the throes of passion assaulted me and kindled my flame for her.

      There was one issue. I was into her. I wanted more from Patience and hoped that if I got the chance to bed her that she wouldn’t push away from me when it was over.

      The fact was I wanted what she didn’t, and I couldn’t figure out if going on this quest for her love was unhealthy for me or good for my spiritual alignment.
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Patience

        

      

    

    
      Pop!

      Champagne spilled from the bottle in Asia’s hand, and she turned the bottle up, guzzling the bubbly.

      Smiling, I shook my head, and Brandy gathered our glasses to relieve Asia of the downpour. She took the bottle from her mouth and turned it toward our flutes, filling them to the rim.

      “Happy birthday!” she squealed.

      “Yeah, happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to Paaaaaatience!” Brandy sang. “Happy birthday to yooooou!”

      I laughed. “Thank you, ladies!”

      “Wait!” Asia held her finger out. “A toast before you sip.”

      We were inside Ruby’s Lounge, one of our favorite bars that kept a medium crowd, good hot wings, and happy hour from 6 to 9 p.m. on Saturday nights.

      “To our beloved friend!”

      A crew of servers and hostesses strolled up behind Asia, some carrying a huge three-layer birthday cake with sparklers shooting from two sides.

      My eyes widened, and I placed a hand over my chest. “Aww, you guys.”

      Another server had a tray of plates and utensils, while yet another carried a short envelope in her hand.

      I almost missed the big numeric four zero on the cake for the sparklers, but it was there, loud and proud, telling me I had made it around the sun yet again.

      Blessed.

      Being forty didn’t make me feel less than, old, or out of touch. Frankly, I felt how I did when I turned thirty—except for the stain on my heart from my disastrous ex.

      “We love you, and we wish you all the peace, love, joy, and unadulterated sex in the world!”

      “Hear, hear!” Brandy agreed.

      We laughed, as did the servers.

      “From Ruby’s, we want to offer you a one-year drinks-on-us gift card.”

      The server handed over the envelope.

      “Oh my God, are you serious?” I said, slipping the envelope from her hands a little too quickly.

      “Very.”

      I flipped the envelope open and glanced inside. Sure enough, there was a gift card.

      “Oh, wow. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Now—” Asia cut back in. “Make a wish!”

      They sat the cake in front of me on the table, and I thought about what I wanted out of my life.

      I had money. I had confidence in having a prosperous writing career. My mother and father were still alive and living their best life traveling all over the world. I had the best friends one could ever ask for. I was an only child, and it was far too late to ask my parents for any siblings.

      A chuckle slipped from my mouth, but it dispersed quickly when my thoughts shifted.

      I didn’t have the good fortune to find love. Past relationships always ended in grief—my heart broken and frustration settling deep inside me.

      I should’ve been angry. I should’ve been straight-up pissed and used that anger to go after men—only to be noncommittal in my own formal way of ruining lives the way mine was destroyed.

      I sighed.

      But I didn’t. Not only did I not have the energy to do that, but it wasn’t my cup of tea. So instead, I leaned forward and wished for the best, healthiest, rawest fulfillment of my sexual desires.

      When the candlelight evaporated, my friends and the employees at Ruby’s clapped and shouted, and I smiled, taking a sip of my mimosa.

      I felt good about my wish. It was up to me to make sure nothing got in the way of that—no relationships of any kind with men unless they were sexual—and of course, on my terms.

      Satisfied, I stood from my seat, emptied my glass on a final swig, and grabbed my girl’s hands.

      “Come on, ladies, let’s dance.”

      We headed to the dance floor looking like Destiny’s Child, but with enough hips and ass that we bumped each other slightly as we sashayed.

      “Best Friend” by Saweetie featuring Doja Cat was right on time as we circled each other, hands in the air, twerking to the music.

      Asia began to sing the song, and Brandy chimed in while pointing to us both, and I laughed, feeling exhilarated and excited about my official upcoming birthday.

      I could depend on these girls to get me in a great mood. They were my sisters. The siblings I never had, and I was grateful for them.

      The fact that they threw this early celebration for me, knowing I wanted to enjoy my birthday at The Den, said it all.

      Of the two of them, I think Asia was more excited for me. I figured it was because she’d experienced The Den, and it was so good to her soul that it would be that way to me.

      I was ready and willing to jump into this experience, eyes and mind open.

      And though I considered myself the boldest of us three, I stalled when the time came.

      

      After that night turned into me being drunk and crashing on Brandy’s couch, the week passed by in a flash.

      Before I knew it, it was Saturday night—my official birthday.

      Standing in the parking lot of The Den was not something I’d anticipated last week. Frankly, I saw myself strutting inside, head high and shoulders back. But now that I was here, a swarm of butterflies spun inside me, and I had the nerve to hesitate.

      Move your ass, Patience.

      I put one foot in front of the other, then paused again, eyeing the six stories of the building.

      “Patience,” I said, in an attempt to jar myself into proceeding.

      My eyes flipped from the top of the building to the entrance, and the tinted double doors slid open without me approaching, as if beckoning me inside.

      I smirked. “Here goes nothing.”

      The wind pushed against my backside, also encouraging me toward the door as I strolled, my confidence coming back as I remembered who I was and who I planned to be tonight.

      Warmth assailed me as I entered.

      “Good evening, beautiful.”

      A brown-skinned, flawless woman approached me with dreadlocks hanging neatly down her back.

      “Good evening. I’m—”

      “Patience,” she said, holding her hand out for a greeting. “I know. You’re right on time. I’m Daniella, and welcome to The Den.”

      A ripple of chills slid over me, and I had to wonder what kind of sorcery Daniella wielded to know I was Patience.

      She took her eyes over me, and I wondered if my attire was okay. I was dressed in a red two-piece outfit. My top was sleeveless and ripped across my breasts, hugging me tightly. My stomach was covered down to my belly button, which peeked out before my red skirt came into play.

      Bouncing airily around my bodacious thighs and ample ass, it hung loosely to mid-thigh. The heels on my feet were also red, pointy, and Christian Louboutin.

      Her eyes met mine again, and her smile extended across her face.

      “Is this okay?” I asked.

      “Everything is okay at The Den.”

      “That was a pretty canned response.”

      She laughed. “Okay. You’re hot, Patience. Extremely. How’s that?”

      “Better.”

      I heard Lincoln’s voice in my head then.

      Better.

      It’d come during our phone call when I explained how I fell asleep on him. I shook out of those thoughts. I didn’t want to think about Lincoln. I wanted to think about this dick I came to slay tonight.

      “What would you like to be called, Patience?” Daniella lifted an electronic tablet she clutched in her hand.

      “Giselle.”

      A perfectly arched brow rose up her face as she tapped at the screen. “I love that name.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.”

      “Well, Giselle, in your contract, you chose not to have a guard. That means I’ll be escorting you around to the stations you’ll be venturing through tonight. I’ll give you the details you need, and you’ll be on your own to explore The Den. Are you ready?”

      Excitement spread through me.

      “I am.”

      “Follow me.”

      I strutted, staying two steps in tow to let her lead. We headed left, walking through a corridor with tinted see-through walls. Over a balcony, my eye caught hold of male entertainers on their own stage, watched by an avid audience of women below.

      We were on another floor. Higher up, which meant there was an underground level that could only be reached by walking through the front door and escorted to that area.

      I wanted to see all of it. Every inch, as I was fascinated at the idea of a place like this.

      We headed for an elevator, and Daniella tapped against the screen of her tablet. The elevator doors opened, allowing us to step on without waiting. The doors closed, and I waited for us to lift or descend, but instead, we moved sideways.

      “I don’t think I’ve been in an elevator that moved this way,” I said.

      Daniella smirked. “There are many stations in The Den. To accommodate, we needed transportation that would get us—and you—anywhere we needed to be in seconds.

      Ding.

      The elevator doors opened, and the first thing I noticed was the red marble floor.

      “This is your guide.”

      I accepted the tablet she offered me and glanced at the screen.

      Red was illuminated in a circle. Green was illuminated in a square.

      “When you exit, take the path to the left. At the end of each corridor, you’ll come to a door. The name of the room will be displayed across the entrance. To get a preview of what’s behind the door, tap it twice, and a square opening will allow you to peek inside. If you desire to venture through, tap the green button on your guide. The door will unlock, open, and you’re free to explore.”

      I nodded. “Got it.”

      “Inside, there will be a bar with a tablet similar to the one I have. You’ll need to enter the last four of your social to unlock it. You’ll have many options to choose from. One menu is for drinks; the station will serve your desired beverage from a compartment on the bar. Other menus include music and activities.”

      “Activities…” I wiggled my eyebrows, and Daniella’s low laughter made me smile.

      “Yes. From there, simply follow the directions, and you’ll be on your way to having a good night.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      She nodded. “Good.” Daniella held her arm out to stop the elevator door from closing. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “I do have one more question.”

      “Sure.”

      “What if I want to have more than one entertainer?”

      Her smile turned mischievous. “Those options are available in your menu.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Oh, yes, I almost forgot. You’ll have to give your entertainer a name. They won’t speak unless you permit them to do so, and they must initiate anything outside of entertainment.”

      I left the elevator, and she dropped her arm. “Have a good night, and if you need me, the Chat option—bottom-right side of your guide—will signal me, or you can ask your entertainer. They are aware of anything you might need to know.”

      I nodded just as the elevator doors closed.

      Then, dropping my eyes to the path that lit up red, I took my first steps through The Den.
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Patience

        

      

    

    
      Fun House.

      My brows elevated, and I tapped twice against the door, leaning to peer through the small square opening for a look inside the Fun House.

      Mirrors were stationed vertically, lining the walls in a maze-like construction.

      “Interesting.”

      I thought about what I could witness with mirrors surrounding my lover and me. It warmed my skin and made me want to venture inside, but I hesitated, desiring to see what else The Den had to offer.

      Rising from my bent position, I tapped the red button, and the small door closed, then the floor lit up red in the opposite direction.

      I turned, following, rounding a tinted wall corridor before pausing at another door.

      The Lair.

      I won’t lie. Just the name of the room made the fine hairs on my neck rise. Something told me I should probably keep it moving, but my curiosity drove me to tap twice against the door and lean in for a look.

      A cave was the first thing I saw, with bulky boulders shaping the cavern. More fine hairs rose on my skin. The stone burrow’s opening was dark, and I couldn’t see what was inside. Just as I went to pull away, it illuminated, just enough to give me an eyeful of its interior.

      A man sat on what appeared to be a throne, a crown on his head—naked, his face masked with only his eyes available to me. I didn’t notice what was in his hand until it moved, and a whip flipped into the air and spanked the ground, hard.

      “Shiiiiiiit.”

      I moved back quickly, my heart racing.

      Fuck. Maybe I did need a guard.

      I laughed nervously. Then I took one last look inside before hitting the red button and following the path to another area.

      At the third door, my interest was piqued again.

      The Playground.

      Tap. Tap.

      I peered inside, and the first thing I saw was what appeared to be a set of monkey bars.

      Heat attacked my skin. How would one use monkey bars in a sexual encounter, I wondered.

      Green.

      I tapped the button, and the screen closed, the door opening for me to venture inside. I eased in, going straight to the bars to stand right before them.

      Straps hung from the poles. Big enough to clasp around a body. I imagined myself locked to the apparatus, my body hanging with my lover behind me, stroking me deeply.

      “Yes,” I whispered, snapping out of my thoughts long enough to take my eyes around the rest of the room.

      Black furniture was stationed around a stage—a sofa, chair, and a small round tabletop. The table was the perfect size for a single person with just enough space to hold a singular item. A gold hookah was positioned on the table, and I strutted over to take a closer look.

      Smoke me was engraved on the hookah.

      I dipped my nose to the hookah, sniffing for a smell, but there was none. Surely whatever was inside was safe.

      I thought it over, my eyes flipping upward to the bar against the wall. Taking my chances with liquor instead was more on my comfort level. But who came here for comfort? I mean, sure, but really, I wanted to get as uncomfortable in the most blissful way there was to be disheveled.

      I chuckled and headed to the bar, immediately noticing the electronic tablet. A Welcome message screen lit up on my approach and I sat on a leather stool.

      Pressing the screen made the words disappear, and a menu populated it.

      What would you like to drink?

      I tapped and ran through the options, landing on Tequila Sunset.

      A light buzz could be heard; then a moment later, a small compartment opened on the bar top, and a short glass tequila sunset rose through the opening.

      “Nice.”

      My eyes shuffled back over the tablet, and Menu was displayed on the screen, as it had returned to the main tab.

      Tap.

      Music. Desires.

      A ripple of heat fell over me, and I quickly tapped Desires.

      Choose your activity.

      A drop-down list offered me more options.

      

      
        
        Entertainment.

        Bound Me.

        Tease Me.

        Watch Only.

        Position Me.

        Ménage à trois.

      

      

      

      My nipples were hard now. Staring at the choices heightened what I knew would be an out-of-this-world experience.

      I yearned for it all. Did that make me a slut? If it did, I was Slutty McSally because I wanted each selection available to me.

      I tapped Ménage à trois, feeling a bit naughty but super intrigued when another set of directions filled the screen.

      
        
        Choose your lover(s).

      

      

      

      
        
        The Entertainer(s).

        Blind Date(s).

        The Warrior(s).

        Choose from a lineup.

      

      

      

      My eyes bounced between Choose from a lineup and The Warrior(s). I wanted to know whom and what the persons with a title such as this would do to me.

      I chose the lineup, tapping at the screen quickly.

      

      At no time under any circumstance shall The Den be liable for direct or indirect consequential or incidental injuries as a mishap of action regarding your desires. Modifications cannot be made without written and acceptable consent between The Den, the lover(s), and the patron. Proceeding warrants your agreement.

      

      
        
        Would you like to proceed?

        Yes.

        No.

      

      

      

      Yes.

      The screen turned black. Welcome was displayed for a moment, and then the screen went blank.

      The stage dropped out of sight as the floor opened, and my body buzzed with anticipation. When the floor slid back in place, five men stood a foot apart from each other, their wrists cuffed in restraints. A box rested on a stand in front of each of them.

      My eyes rode over each man, but it was the one in the middle that sucked my attention and wouldn’t let it go. A spartan helmet sat on his head, sprouting red plumes from the top front of his metal helmet to the back, with a flip down visor that also covered his nose and mouth.

      His gaze bore into me, but what I could tell was a muscular chest was covered in mesh chain mail—similar to what the warriors in medieval times wore.

      He was taller than the four men on either side of him, his thighs knotted with muscle as the Tarzan loincloth only covered a portion of his glory. I squirmed in my seat, and rose to my feet, my heart rate picking up an extra palpitation.

      Suddenly, I didn’t want a ménage à trois. I wanted him. Alone.

      A flicker from my tablet caught my attention.

      On the stage, the box holds the keys to unlock each lover. Choose your three by releasing them now.

      I swallowed a knot in my throat but strolled to the stage and climbed the few steps that brought me to the first lover. I passed him, going straight for the warrior in the middle, turning to face him head-on.

      A shower of chills raced down my body, and his intense dark gaze held a hint of green, reminding me of…

      Lincoln.

      I shook my head, pushing away my thoughts. Was I really imagining Lincoln right now?

      Still, my pussy thumped as I perused him, witnessing the strength of his physique up close.

      His muscles flexed in the chain mail body armor, and a spicy aphrodisiac scent pulled me closer. I took a step forward and bumped into something rigid. Glancing down, the loincloth was slightly lifted; my warrior’s erection seemingly choosing me as well.

      A smile ushered to my lips, and I wanted to touch him, but I needed his permission.

      “I want you, soldier,” I said. “Speak to me if you want me to.”

      “I do.”

      His timbre sparked down my flesh, deep, baritone, rippling in supersonic waves against my skin.

      “Oh…”

      The moan slipped from my lips before I could pull it back, but still, I managed to take my eyes off him long enough to open the box and remove a key from the compartment.

      I could feel his gaze on me as I unlocked his cuffs, and they dropped to the floor, along with the key in my hand.

      “Shall we begin?”

      His gaze lit up—glinted, almost—but he didn’t respond.

      “Speak.”

      “You chose ménage à trois.”

      “I did.”

      “You have to pick two more.”

      My eyes scurried across the others. “I changed my mind.”

      His gaze lit up again, and I licked my lips. “Is it all right to do that?”

      “Anything is all right at The Den.”

      I smiled.

      “But you have to change your selection.”

      I had another moment, where his voice rang familiar. I imagined Lincoln again, and a part of me wanted to scream. Did I find Lincoln attractive? Hell to the yeah. Would I mind bumping and grinding with him? Hell to the no, I wouldn’t mind it.

      And maybe I would sex him down since this fucking warrior was making me conjure thoughts of him. But I’d already slick-propositioned Lincoln, and he wanted strings attached.

      I closed my eyes momentarily to get my shit together.

      When I opened them, my warrior’s gaze was traveling over me. I assumed he approved of what I wore.

      “Gideon,” I said.

      His gaze drove back up to meet mine.

      “That’s your name,” I added.

      He nodded.

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “I’m okay with whatever Giselle wants.”

      My heart fluttered and my pussy pulsated. “Give me a second, Gideon.”

      I left the stage quickly, strutting back to the tablet. There, I hit the Chat button that Daniella told me about. I let her know I changed my mind about my previous selection and wanted the Bound Me selection with The Warrior instead.

      The process took about thirty seconds, but it felt like longer as I was anxious to get back to my warrior.

      Done.

      I looked to the stage just as Gideon stepped forward, and the stage dropped with the other four men, then returned to its proper place.

      It was just the two of us now.

      With haste, I ran through the music playlist and chose a previous random selection.

      “Do you dance, Gideon?”

      He nodded.

      I hit play, and “Motivation” by Kelly Rowland began to spin.

      “Strip.”

      On my feet, I watched him as he moved seductively, his torso going into a body wave, making his erection pop against the loincloth.

      A cloak of heat raced down my skin, and I found myself covering my breasts with my hands.

      Gideon stepped off the stage, his dominance on full display as he moved; his long strides bridged the gap between us swiftly.

      Right in front of me, he reached for the chain mail covering his chest and ripped it off, his muscles flexing teasingly as each metal piece snapped from the covering at his neck.

      A tattoo covered his dark melanin chiseled chest. Beautifully crafted, it was a single rose with red petals spreading over his skin, and green leaves rising to stop right before his throat.

      My lashes fluttered over the design, driving down the tightness of his abdomen.

      Waving his body, heat shuffled between us, almost as if his body tossed it forward and drew it back with each of his gyrations.

      Gideon dropped to a squat, pushing his torso out in a wave as he rose, his body sparking against mine in a graze.

      Wet.

      My pussy was juicy and ready for his dominance. He circled me, and when he returned to face me, his loincloth was gone. My eyes dropped to his erection.

      Fuuuu-ck me.

      His dick didn’t even try to be tame; it shot straight up over his navel with a collection of veins sprouting around his shaft like the leaves on his rose tattoo.

      “Have mercy,” I whispered, catching his gaze as he pressed that monster against my belly.

      That was it.

      I took that physical touch as confirmation of his permission and grabbed his dick, closing my fingers around the silky touch of his skin.

      Sliding my hand up and down, my mouth watered. His dick was so beautiful. Dark chocolate, just like him, blemish-free. A state-of-the-art dick.

      Damn.

      “Gideon.”

      He undressed me in a spin—twirling me and zipping me out of my clothes before I could give a command.

      “Oh!”

      In his arms, he slammed me against his body, my ass in his constricted grip, my legs wrapping around him.

      “Motivation” ended, and “Sex on the Ceiling” by Sevyn Streeter pumped through the surround sound.

      “The monkey bars,” I whispered breathlessly.

      We were there in seconds, and I was still leveled against his body as he clamped the harness around my belly, bound my wrists with clamps that hung from the bars, then shackled my ankles with another set of braces.

      I was completely suspended. My arms stretched over my head, the harness holding the top half of my weight at my belly while my ass remained in his grip. My legs were spread wide in a V at the mercy of the shackles that lifted them by the ankles.

      Fuck.

      Gideon drove his gaze over my body, hovering over my peach-fuzzed pussy. A sound came from his throat. Not necessarily a growl, but an animalistic warning, nonetheless.

      I was vulnerable like this. But I’d asked for it, and as I watched Gideon cover his shaft, then discard the foil package, a rocketing scream slipped from my mouth when he entered me—driving a powerful stroke so far I felt him in my throat. A shiver slipped through my soul. I wasn’t exaggerating. Tingles were dancing in my esophagus, and they’d only manifested from that mind-numbing thrust he bestowed.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I stuttered, head falling back. My ears heated, and he regripped my ass, slipping out, then in again, steady, giving me a chance to adjust to his circumference.

      “Don’t make love to me.” I lifted my head, our gazes meeting as desire stirred there. “Fuck me, Gideon.”

      He pummeled my pussy, driving back and forth, our bodies slapping together so fiercely my bottom stung.

      “Ah! OOOOH MY, Gideon!”

      His hands imprinted on my ass cheeks, his fingers digging deeper as he drew me to his lunges, popping my plum, churning my guts, faster, faster.

      “Aaaah!”

      I shook my head continuously, feeling insane as pleasure ripped through me, filling me with ecstasy.

      The position made me feel like I was on a free-falling swing, and with that, butterflies fluttered in my belly, and a chill settled on my ears as my heart leaped with each descending sway.

      Gideon impaled me. Over and over, he packed my pussy with the notorious pummel of his dick, bouncing back and forth, a steady rhythm that torched my body and sent shrills shooting from my mouth.

      “Wreck me! Wreck me!”

      I didn’t recognize my voice when I said it. He had pulled something out of me that was crazed and thirsty to be murdered, even when I valued my life.

      My pussy drenched his dick, then he slipped out of me, disappeared, re-immersed from behind me, driving that rigid, stringent pipe at full tilt inside me.

      “Gideon!!! AH!”

      I locked my jaw, shuddered, twitched, lifted my bottom from his grasps on the power in my clamped wrists.

      Running. I was scrambling to get away from the upsurge of his thrusts. But he caught up with my escape, held me firm, took down my walls as he beat the brakes off my pussy.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuuuuu-ck!”

      Tears burst from the corners of my eyes, and pleasure spun through me like a thunderstorm.

      “I’m…” I soaked his shaft with my cum, pulsation from my juicy fruit covering him in a tsunami of cream.

      Still, I whispered, “Don’t let up…”

      He slipped into my ass, and I ran again, yelping like a wounded animal in search of help and rescue. My body shook, my heart ricocheting, ears popping, eyes wide.

      He did murder me. I died each time his hips pulled back and was revived like a jump-start to a resuscitating engine when he drove inside me.

      “Gideon! Gideon!”

      I came again, my body vibrating as wave after wave spilled from me.

      This man was magical. One of those urban legends you heard about, but never found truth in…until you did.

      I was fortunate enough to be on the receiving end of the facts.

      He was the best lover I’d ever had, and I wondered where he was from, what type of supernatural sperm whipped him into the supersonic hero that he was and wondered if I could be his baby mama.

      Gideon slowed as my body spasmed, and constant but sporadic yelps sounded off my lips.

      “Ah. Oh. Um. Oooh.”

      Shuddering, my eyes rolled.

      I couldn’t figure out how I made it home in my delirious state of mind.

      But when I woke up in the middle of the night this time, it was with Gideon on my mind and no one else.
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        Photography Touch Studios

      

      

      

      “Hold your pose right there.”

      Flashes from my camera caught sharp images of Rosetta Chase, a client who came to me semi-annually for professional photos. As a website developer, she wanted to keep her pictures fresh, rotating every six months. She was vigilant about making sure her business online didn’t look stale, but remained clean, sleek, and branded to her preferences.

      I thought it was a good move, and as she spoke between my flashes, I worked overtime to focus on her words.

      This hadn’t been a complicated task in the past—before the conversation with Patience two weeks ago during that middle-of-the-night hour. Before meeting her head-on at The Den. Before filling her with the long strokes of my dick.

      This past weekend, when she’d chosen Ménage à trois, I can admit, I side-eyed the other men in that specific station. We were below ground, in an area where we prepped for our debut should we be summoned for guests’ entertainment.

      I was only to be alerted for her, but the selection of Ménage à trois threw me off, and before I knew it, five of us were lining up to be chosen by her.

      I gritted my teeth, and my jaw remained locked as I had no intention of letting any of them touch her. I’d planned to be selfish, to fuck her so sinfully erotic she would have no desire to seek pleasure from any other.

      I’d been at The Den a full week, during non-business hours training. That consisted of me knowing the rules, the lingo—Anything you wish at The Den—and even the different activities one could pursue when venturing through that specific area.

      My mind was blown by all of the activities, the rooms, the utter enormity of entertainment available to special guests only. But I was not there to judge and didn’t care how people chose to get off or fulfill their fantasies.

      I could understand it. Sometimes, life could be bland. Inner desires could become regrets if not acted on or satisfied. I understood the need for such an environment as The Den. I’d met the owner, who many didn’t know was Daniella herself. She loved being in the position of a worker rather than the boss.

      As a black female entrepreneur, she also made sure The Den was safe for the women who frequented the club. She ran regular, extensive background checks. Drugs screens were required, as were health screenings. Daniella seemed to have it all figured out, even going so far as to provide bodyguards to make her guests feel secure.

      The whispers I’d heard about the club before were minor compared to what lay beneath the levels of secrecy. And that was a great thing. It meant the risqué nature of the club was kept on a low level, which was good for business.

      

      “Lift your chin slightly. Right there. Hold your pose.”

      I snapped Rosetta’s image, but the only thing flashing through my mind was images of her.

      Giselle.

      

      Alerted that Patience had entered the building as Giselle made my blood warm. It was showtime, and out of the forty years of my existence, I’d never been anxious about a sexual encounter.

      This, however, was different.

      Not only was I there to make sure Patience was safe, but also in the right hands—those hands being mine. I had all intentions of giving her everything she needed.

      I wanted to nurture her heart, her pussy, her mind. I needed her to know all men were not like the ones she’d encountered in the past, however recent.

      Understandably, Patience didn’t want to hear it. On the phone, she’d told me as much; she didn’t want strings attached. And I might have been unrelenting in changing her mind, even if it meant I’d have to string her to the extensive strokes of this dick for her to find out.

      

      “I got it.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Rosetta said.

      I helped her to her feet, reaching a hand out to which she grabbed.

      “Whew!” she yelped, bumping my chest as I drew her up.

      “You good?”

      She laughed softly. “Yeah.” Rosetta stood there for a long moment, staring.

      I crossed my eyes. She laughed, and I eased away from her, feeling the attraction from her making its presence known.

      I could be honest without being cocky to know I had that effect on women. I had the hereditary good fortune of being a solid image of my father—thick brows, deep waves in my fade, medium lips, hard masculine features that you saw on those men in movies. I was six foot five, at two hundred and forty-five pounds.

      In grade school, I was in the yearbook as “Most Likely to be an NBA Star.” My skills on the court probably added to that, but I wasn’t as passionate on the court as I was behind the lens.

      

      “Let me show you what we’re working with.”

      Rosetta meandered to stand next to me, her shoulder bumping my waist as she was at least almost two feet shorter than me.

      I ran through the images, and her eyes lit up with each one we passed.

      “Oooh…” She pointed. “Look at this one. Oh, my God…”

      I nodded. “You’re photogenic. That’s a good quality to have.”

      Her eyes rose to meet mine, and I realized my mistake. Her lashes fluttered, and a blush rose in her cheeks. She’d inaccurately assumed my genuine compliment was flirtatious banter, and now I had to clean it up.

      I grabbed the mouse to my laptop and clicked until the payment screen populated.

      “You can choose from either of these packages, and I’ll get your pictures ready for you.”

      Her eyes dimmed a bit at my change in conversation, and I wanted to apologize, but I kept that to myself.

      “I’ll take them all.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. I wouldn’t dare leave an image from your lens on the table.” Her smile widened.

      I inwardly cringed but worked fast to get her package together and show her the door. “I have you down to return in six months, same time?”

      “Yes.” She moved to the exit, then turned back to me. “Mr. Black, I hope this isn’t out of line, but are you single?”

      My smile was a polite one. “I…am.”

      “Is it weird if I asked you out on a date?”

      “Ms. Chase—”

      She held her hand up. “Rosetta.”

      I nodded. “Rosetta, I’d like the opportunity to be honest with you without it hurting our professional relationship.”

      She nodded. “You’re not interested.” She dropped her head and slapped her forehead.

      “It has nothing to do with you. I’m interested in someone else at the moment, and I can only give my attention to her.”

      Even though she doesn’t want it.

      Rosetta nodded. “That actually makes me feel better.” She chuckled, and I was thankful.

      “Good. I’m sure I’m missing out, and some lucky fella will be glad that I am.”

      She blushed and pushed through the exit with her shoulder. “Have a great day, Mr. Black.”

      “You as well, Rosetta.”

      When I was alone, I locked the door, flipped my Open sign to Closed, and then strolled to my laptop. There, I glanced over the last of Rosetta’s images, but it was Patience’s mirages in my mind’s eyes.

      Wreck me!

      My body heated as I remembered the soft feel of her ebony skin, the bridge of her neck as her head was thrown back, her hot and soaking wet pussy sliding along my shaft with each thrust I bestowed into her core.

      Giselle was bold, alive, hungry, demanding. And even when she attempted to run, I chased her down, keeping our connection accelerated, mixing and melting into her sanctuary.

      I’d wanted to taste her lips—on her face and between her legs. The desire was so intense I almost broke the contract and removed my helmet to dive into her plum for a full, mouthwatering suck.

      I could imagine her sweetness on my tongue, my palate, filling my mouth with her cum.

      I shook out of my thoughts and glanced down.

      My dick was hard, and I had no one to blame but myself. Giselle seemed to enjoy our encounter. And the fact that she was drawn to me enough to change her original arrangements thrilled me.

      However, she didn’t seem to notice that her Gideon was me—even after I made it a point to leave my eyes uncovered. The Den offered colored contacts. They provided everything that would obscure my real face, but I denied the offer.

      My tattoo was also pointed out, and they offered to cover it with makeup that wouldn’t rub off during the night. I denied that as well.

      I wanted her to know it was me—wanted her to see the warrior behind the stretch of her pussy was the Prince Charming that would fuck her first, according to her words, and steal her heart later. Yet, if she did put two and two together, she didn’t make it known.

      “What if you unintentionally find your Prince Charming at The Den, like ya girl Asia did?”

      “Then he’s fucking me first. Hard. Long. Deep.”

      Her words haunted me, and I could’ve been considered crazy for going out of the way to get her attention.

      My reasons were simple. At least they were to me.

      Patience deserved love—pure, unadulterated, without suffering first. And I planned to give it to her.

      My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it from the tabletop as I glanced at the screen.

      Eric was calling, and my mouth widened as I smiled. I cleared my throat. There was no reason to delay the inevitable questions that I knew he had for me, so I answered.

      “Wassup.”

      “He answered the phone,” Eric said to someone in the background. Seconds passed, and I was put on speakerphone as I heard another voice a bit clearer.

      “Oh, shit! Wassup, man. Listen, we would ask you how you’re doing, but you know the real reason for our call,” Michael said.

      I shook my head and gave it to them straight.
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      “I’m busy, fellas, got a lot of clientele here, so I’ll have to call you back.”

      Okay, so I didn’t give it to them straight, but I was cracking up on the inside with laughter, listening to their moans and profanity in response to me.

      “Don’t start that shit, Lincoln,” Eric said. “We all agreed to meet at the bowling alley when your studio closed, and we know there’s no one there.”

      I laughed. “Damn, you got me.”

      “Why he playing games?” Michael asked.

      “Because his mind is in the clouds. It’s understandable, especially after a first experience at The Den,” Eric countered.

      I closed down my computer and strolled to the stationary lights to power them down, too. Eric was right. My mind was in the clouds, and the only one there with me was Patience.

      “I’m on my way.”

      “Aye, man, don’t lie.”

      “Now, why would I do that? See you all in a minute.”

      I disconnected the call and continued to shut down my studio while gathering a few items I always kept with me.

      In the car, I drove through a heavy downpour of rain with the windshield wipers frantically working to give me a clear view. It would take me twenty minutes to get to the bowling alley on a sunny day.

      Today, however, as I pulled to a stop on two-eighty-five south, I knew that twenty would turn into an hour.

      The Bluetooth speaker in my Lincoln Navigator connected to my phone when it rang out. I dropped my gaze to the screen but didn’t recognize the number.

      I answered anyway. “You’ve reached Lincoln Black. How can I help you?”

      “Mr. Black, this is Daniella Armstrong.”

      My brows shot up my face. “Ms. Armstrong.”

      “I should’ve never told you my last name,” she said, sighing.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, but the cat’s out of the bag now.”

      Daniella was almost more mysterious than her club. “Please, if you want to stay on my great side, call me Daniella.”

      “You got it.”

      “You’ve got an appointment tomorrow night. Sorry, this call is last-minute. I received the appointment earlier, but the day got away from me, so I’m calling you from my cell.”

      That explained why the contact number didn’t register when she called.

      “Are you sure it’s tomorrow and not this upcoming weekend?”

      “I’m pretty sure. If you’re busy, I can call Giselle back and tell her you’re unavailable.”

      “Wait. Did she ask for me?”

      “Specifically. I believe her words were, ‘No one else will do but Gideon.’”

      My brows stretched further up my face, and a fire kindled in me that brought my loins to life. “No one else, huh?”

      “You must’ve made quite an impression on your debut, Mr. Black. I might need you to hang around after…whatever you two are doing is over.”

      “Daniella.”

      “Before you decide against it, just know there’s a hefty five-figure fee for a single night attached to that offer—six for the weekend.”

      Traffic on the highway began to move again, but I was sitting still, despite the blast of horns behind me. I shook out of my shock and drove forward, clearing my thoughts long enough to respond to Daniella.

      I was clearly in the wrong business.

      “That’s very generous of you, Daniella, but—”

      “Think about it—no need to give me an answer now. I don’t give out offers like that often. Trust me. Only my top-tier workers have a clue about those earning possibilities. The Den is a lucrative business, Mr. Black. I pay my workers weekly, but I’d pay you nightly. Sleep on it.”

      I could appreciate Daniella for her persistence, and if I were still in my late twenties, early thirties, I might have taken her up in an instant.

      “Let me know now, however, if you can’t meet Giselle tomorrow, and I’ll try to see if she’s open to seeing someone else.”

      “Hell no.” The words came out like a dangerous growl.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I apologize.” My pulse raced at the thought of Patience with someone else. “I’ll be there.”

      Daniella was quiet for a minute. Then, “You’ve got mail.”

      A notification window dropped down on my screen as I drove off of the highway and pulled into a gas station, parking.

      In my email, I entered my numerical signature, signing the contract.

      “Done.”

      “Thank you very much, sir. Have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      I exited the gas station, driving down the road on Piedmont when the bowling alley came into view.

      I could admit that knowing Patience was returning to The Den wasn’t something I expected, as I thought she was going as a wild night out for her birthday only.

      It appeared that either she wanted to indulge in that life a little more or make it a part of her routine. It wasn’t my place to feel any type of way about it, but I did because I couldn’t help but think she was only visiting as a remedy to aid her broken heart and relieve the stress of her prior relationship.

      Some people dated multiple people at once. Some tried dating the opposite sex, looking for a change of heart.

      Some warded off men forever.

      Some went on a fucking spree.

      Patience seemed to be in the latter category.

      I entered the parking lot and cut the engine, getting out of the SUV and entering the bowling alley double doors. Games were heard underway as bowling pins were knocked over and players shouted…and groaned.

      “There he is!”

      I was met at the entrance with a pair of shoes for the tournament Eric and Michael had started.

      They were both dressed down, jeans, sweaters, and Nikes on their feet.

      Michael gestured over to our station. “We didn’t get started without you.”

      “I wouldn’t have been offended if you did. It would’ve let me know you’re instant cheaters, which I think you might be anyway.”

      “Hey, didn’t you win the Super Bowl bet?” Eric asked, knowing the answer.

      I smiled boastfully. “I did.”

      “So, we could say you cheated.”

      “How—when my team won the game?”

      “Mm-hmm. I’m noticing you’re winning more and more games these days.”

      I flipped off my shoes and stuck my feet inside the bowling shoes, grabbing a ball. “And I’m going to win tonight’s game, too, fellas. Don’t be so hurt by it, yeah?”

      I strolled to the lane and sent the ball spiraling down the alley.

      “Strike!”

      “Oh, hell no!” Michael shouted, walking up beside me to look as if he hadn’t believed the X on the scoreboard.

      “Ha, ha, ha! I told you I was winning this game.” I smacked his shoulder and whistled as I walked back to a seat.

      Michael turned to look at Eric. “This fool just got here.”

      Eric shook his head. “The man has a stroke of good luck, it seems.”

      I shrugged. “I’m favored, that’s all.”

      “Is that right?” Eric sat across from me and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “How favored are you?”

      This question was about The Den.

      “Blessed and highly favored.”

      We both laughed as Michael approached. “It’s my turn, and I’m about to show you why you’re not winning.”

      He grabbed a purple ball, and Eric lifted his hand toward him.

      “Hold on for a second.” His attention swept my way. “This man called me at four in the morning last week.”

      “It was a week and a half ago.”

      Eric nodded and clasped his hands together. “All right. You heard the man. It was a week and a half ago. I got a phone call asking to be connected to Daniella from The Den and—”

      “Did you know she owned the place?” Sure, I was stalling. I wasn’t quite ready to release the intimate details of Giselle and Gideon’s rendezvous.

      “No. I didn’t know that.” Eric sat back and rubbed his chin. “Are you sure?”

      “I am. But she likes to remain incognito.”

      “This is the woman you said was the greeter?” Michael asked Eric.

      Eric nodded. “Yeah, and she never once introduced herself to me as the owner, and we’ve spoken several times.”

      “Maybe it’s because she likes me better.”

      Eric’s brows stretched up his face, and his lip twisted.

      Michael laughed while I held on to a smirk.

      “If that’s what helps you sleep better at night, sure. I don’t care one way or the other. Trust me, I have everything I need at home.”

      My smirk turned into a wide smile, and Michael replaced the ball, then rubbed his hands together and leaned into us.

      “Yeah. Our boy over here is in love. How is everything going with you and Asia?”

      “Beautiful.”

      Our brows rose even further.

      “That’s it. Just beautiful?” I asked.

      “What’s understood doesn’t need to be explained my man.”

      “Wow.” Michael rubbed his chin. “I’ve never heard you say anything like that in the last, what, decade?”

      I nodded—intrigued and…jealous.

      I could laugh at myself. I’d been just fine a year ago. Even six months ago. But meeting Patience, feeling the positive energy she brought, hearing her laughter, watching her work her poses as I snapped pictures of her—and hearing her heartbreak through a cracked voice on the phone changed me.

      “I can’t believe he would do this to me. I mean, couples have arguments. I get that. Yes, we sometimes disagree on subjects close to our hearts like religion, growing a family, and even combining our bank accounts. But to go so far as to outright disrespect me by entertaining other women in my face?”

      She paused, then sniffled. “What’s the point of that? All of this time I’ve wasted! Ugh!”

      “Where are you, Patience?”

      More sniffling. “I’m home.”

      “Let me come over and be with you.” I ran back my sentence. “Not be with you, but I want to be there for you. Could you use some company?”

      She was silent for a minute, then quickly she rattled off her address. I hadn’t needed to write it down. I was halfway to the door with the phone plastered to my ear when she spoke again.

      “Lincoln, wait.”

      I paused but knew what was coming next.

      “Thank you for listening, but you don’t need to come over. I’m sorry that I ever mentioned him. It’s not your problem.”

      “Patience, I don’t mind. I’m an excellent listener.”

      She chuckled. “Thanks, but…I’ll pass.”

      

      Since then, I’ve been on this mission to heal her heart. I didn’t know it at the time, but it’s apparent to me now.

      Patience, however, was on a different mission—to guard her heart.

      Rightfully so.

      “I’m happy for you,” I said to Eric.

      “Thank you. I should be saying the same about you soon, yeah?”

      I smiled and blew out a breath.

      “That sounds like a no,” Michael said.

      I chuckled. “It’s a ‘I have no fuckin’ idea.’”

      They groaned. As men, it wasn’t easy when we couldn’t get a feel for the woman we pursued. But I supposed that would be challenging for anyone.

      “Are we eating, fellas? Or do I need to whoop your asses in this game first?”

      Eric glanced at Michael. “You see how he went from congratulations to shit-talking?”

      Michael nodded. “Noted.”

      I laughed. “Come on, lover boy. It’s on you.”

      Eric rose to his feet. “You still haven’t told us about your first time at The Den.”

      I folded my arms and sat back against my chair. “Let’s just say it was reminiscence of your first time at The Den.”

      His smile was slow but mischievous.

      “But you don’t know about his first time,” Michael inserted.

      “Yes, he does,” Eric said, staring at me. “He’s experienced it with Patience.” He glanced at Michael. “If you want to know, then guess what?”

      Michael twisted his lips.

      “Unlike you two lucky bastards, I don’t have anyone to experience it with.”

      Eric’s eyes twinkled between Michael and me.

      “That’s what I thought at first, but it seems you never know who will come through the doors of The Den.”

      I nodded. For Eric, his destiny was set in stone. Asia had come to The Den looking for a good time and had run into her future—Eric.

      As for me, I was controlling the outcome of my destiny, and that involved Patience.
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      “Don’t let up!”

      Thunder crackled, and a string of lightning split through the sky. Standing in front of my floor-to-ceiling windows, I watched the downpour of rain soak the city below. In my thoughts, my mind traveled back to The Den, jumping between the past and the present.

      Though I was dry and out of the weather’s way in my condo, my pussy was moist, my panties saturated from the drips that slipped from me because of those reckless musings.

      “Don’t make love to me… Fuck me, Gideon.”

      As if I were still in his grip, I could feel the tightness of his fingers, the way he took hold of me like I might slip from his strong, powerful grasp.

      Who the hell was he?

      I couldn’t help but wonder if all of the men were like him or if I had just gotten lucky.

      “You chose ménage à trois. You have to pick two more.”

      I shuddered. True, I was feeling wild. My body yearned to be manhandled, even if that was by more than one set of hands.

      Until I saw him.

      Lincoln.

      I shook my head and strolled away from the window, entering the kitchen.

      “Not Lincoln. Gideon,” I whispered.

      A shiver slipped through me.

      “Gideon. That’s your name. Are you okay with that?”

      “I’m okay with whatever Giselle wants.”

      

      That voice, while darker than what I was used to hearing from Lincoln, still reminded me of him.

      I removed a wine glass from my cupboard and Peach Villa Rosa Moscato from the ice bucket as my eyes traveled over to my cell phone.

      I wanted to put an end to this. To that eccentric voice on my shoulder that told me it was him by calling to talk—just to hear his voice and confirm it wasn’t him. I mean, was it farfetched?

      The same thing had happened to Asia. So, it could likely…

      I shook my head and laughed, popping the cork on my bottle just as my doorbell rang.

      I twirled on my heels, brows rising as I wondered who could be at my door.

      Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!

      Smirking, I poured my wine, filling my glass halfway, then took my time drifting to the entrance. “I didn’t authorize any visitors, so you must have the wrong door.” I took a sip from my glass.

      “Girl, if you don’t open up…”

      Shaking my head, a laugh slipped from my lips. It didn’t take much for me to put two and two together. The only people who had access to my floor were the mailman, UPS included, my mom and dad whenever they were in town, and my girlfriends.

      I unlatched the door, and it swung open.

      “Ooh, drinks, don’t mind if I do,” Brandy said, entering and taking my glass off my hands.

      I cut my eyes at her. “Excuse you. I was drinking that.”

      “Not anymore,” Asia countered, entering and giving me a sympathetic pat on my shoulder. “You got another glass?”

      I rolled my eyes and smirked, closed the door, and poured wine for Asia and me.

      “So, ladies,” I sat on the sofa and crossed my legs, “to what do I owe the interruption of this visit?”

      “No, she didn’t.” Brandy glanced at Asia.

      “Yes, she did.”

      Their eyes came to me. “What?”

      “The interruption of this visit?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “What were we interrupting?” Asia glanced around. “Is Lincoln here?”

      My brows furrowed. “You know I’m busy going through the submissions for my aspiring writer’s mentor program. Why would Lincoln be here? Do you all know something I don’t?”

      “Oh, you never said you were moving forward with the mentor program,” Asia said.

      “I make a lot of decisions internally. You know I’m a thinker. I haven’t told anybody. Not even my parents. But it’s something on my heart, so you can find information about it on all of my social media channels.” I glanced at Brandy. “But you didn’t answer my question. Why would Lincoln be here?”

      “Because we are in your business, and we know you two have a thing. Anyway,” Brandy said. “How was your birthday celebration?”

      I looked at Brandy. That was a smooth change of subject, but I let it go.

      “It was the best…” I pumped my hips, “…birthday I’ve ever had.”

      “Ouuuuuu!” they shouted, leaning toward one another to slap hands.

      I laughed and sipped my wine.

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Brandy seemed happier than me. “It’s my turn next, bitches. You all ain’t leaving me out of the fun.”

      “Why we gotta be bitches, though?” Asia said, her laughter cut short as she went into a neckroll.

      Laughter cruised from my lips. “Yeah, why we gotta be bitches?”

      Brandy waved us off. “You know I didn’t mean that with malice. But I am jealous.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of you and Asia living y’all hot-girl summer fantasies.”

      We laughed. “Asia’s living more than that. She got the dick and the man.”

      “Oh, don’t leave out the makeshift Den!”

      Brandy and I nodded and laughed while Asia sat there smirking and peering at us. She knew it was true, which was why she didn’t have a rebuttal. Her man Eric had gone out of his way to turn the basement in his home into a model of The Den so that they could continue the fantasies without visiting the club.

      “That’s super-hot, by the way,” I said.

      “Why, thank you. I’m having the time of my life.”

      “I bet you are. I’m surprised you’re not with him now.”

      Asia shook her head. “Oh no, no. We don’t do that. During the day, he does what he does, and vice versa. It’s much better for our nightly reunions.”

      “Ouuuuu!” Brandy yelled.

      “Besides, he’s representing Uncle Jerome in the discrimination lawsuit against his ex-employer. So, he’s busy, and the salon is just as demanding.”

      “How’s that going with him and Uncle Jerome?”

      Asia smiled. “They’re getting along pretty well, and he says Uncle Jerome’s character keeps him laughing.”

      “Uncle Jerome better be nice if he wants Eric to win his case.”

      “I can tell he’s warmed up to Eric.” Her voice quieted. “I’m glad because he’s not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “All right now. I love all of this love and hot sex talk. Gives me all the feels,” Brandy said.

      I was surprised it didn’t make her sick with the way her marriage was in shambles, and her divorce proceedings were underway.

      “How are you doing, Brandy?”

      “Huh? Who me? Girl,” she waved me off, “I’m fine. That’s it, and that’s all. Now. Back to you and…what’s his name?”

      “I haven’t told you his name.”

      Asia laughed. “She was smooth with it, though, right?”

      “She was.” I glanced between them and shook my head. “His name is Gideon, and he’s the man of my wet-pussy dreams.”

      “Ouuuuuuu!”

      The doorbell ringing sucked the laughter from my lips, and I eyed the front door, perplexed.

      “Are you expecting company?” Asia asked.

      “I’m not.”

      Rising to my feet, I strolled to the door.

      “Who is it?”

      “UPS.”

      A drift of wind hit me when I opened the door. Sure enough, in a brown signature uniform, the UPS man stood there, his eyes stretching over me, then back to his handheld computer.

      “Patience Addison?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sign here.”

      I held a hand up. “I didn’t order anything.”

      “It has your name on it, ma’am.”

      My eyes dropped to the package sitting on the ground. I frowned but took the device and scribbled my name across the screen.

      Lifting the box, he handed it over. “Have a good day, and if I were you, I’d stay inside. It’s getting down pretty bad out there.”

      I finally noticed that his coat was drenched. I gave him a look of sympathy. “Thank you. Try to stay dry, will you?”

      He nodded and waved goodbye, and I shut the door with a foot. Turning, I ran into Brandy, who was staring at the box in my hand.

      “Who’s that from?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      I sat the box on the living room table and cut it open with a pair of scissors I kept as an accessory on the mantle.

      Asia and Brandy were crowding me now, both anticipating what was inside. Surfing through bubble foam, I lifted a box with a MacBook logo displayed and a note attached.

      Before I could rip it off, however, Brandy snatched it up, opened it, and read,

      Happy Belated Birthday, Ms. Addison. I hope you don’t find my gift disturbing. It is from my heart to you. And don’t tell me a writer can’t use a new laptop. I wish you a year of blessings and hope you get everything your heart desires.

      —Mr. Black

      My face warmed, and my body tingled. Brandy and Asia turned to me simultaneously.

      “What?” I asked.

      “A MacBook?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “What?”

      “What?!” Brandy screeched. “Lincoln is totally into you!”

      My heart tugged, and I left them with the package to get more wine and hide the blush that I knew darkened my ebony cheeks.

      Ding! Ding!

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake…” Spinning around, I fast-walked to the door and snatched it open.

      “Delivery for Ms. Addison.”

      The doorway was filled with a bouquet of red long-stemmed roses, so tall they covered the man holding them.

      “Oh, my gosh!” I took them off his hands. “Ladies, a little help.” Asia beat Brandy to my side, lifting them from me. I finally got a look at the delivery man.

      “Sign here.”

      “Goodness.” I scribbled, my heart pattering, and my pulse accelerating.

      “Those are some beautiful flowers. You’re special to someone. Have a good day.”

      Speechless, I nodded as I watched him disappear down the hall. Closing the door, I turned slowly to find Asia and Brandy staring at me wide-eyed.

      I plucked the small envelope from Brandy’s hand, opened it, and ran my eyes across the script.

      

      Rosebud, the flowers are also a gift for your birthday. They were supposed to show up at the same time as the laptop. Forgive me if the deliveries interrupted your day.

      With Love-

      —Mr. Black

      

      My chest rose as I inhaled a deep breath. What the hell was Lincoln trying to do to me? Was it not enough that I thought about him at odd times of the day? Like, when I was merely thinking about my warrior—or getting ready to bone him?

      Asia stuck her nose in the roses, her eyes closing as she inhaled.

      “Damn,” she dreamily spoke. “Reminds me when Eric gave me the yellow canary flowers.”

      I strutted past them and headed back to the kitchen, where I retrieved my wine glass and tossed the rest of its content down my throat.

      “Anything you want to tell us?” Asia sat the bouquet down, and Brandy placed a hand on her hip.

      “Like what?” I poured more wine.

      “Um, I don’t know, maybe like how Lincoln got your address?”

      “I knew he’d been over here,” Brandy muttered.

      I smirked and drank, then set the glass down and eyed them both.

      “Lincoln has not been over here. I gave him my address one night when I was going through it and feeling bad about myself. It was a mistake, and I didn’t even know he still remembered.”

      “Wait. When were you feeling bad about yourself?” Brandy asked.

      I shrugged. “It was when Robert and I first broke up. I was feeling pitiful and invited Lincoln over but changed my mind.”

      “Hmph.”

      “Well, are you going to call him and thank him?”

      “No.”

      They both looked at me as if I’d developed scales on my flesh.

      “Look. I’ll send him a text or something, but I can’t talk to him.”

      Brandy frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t, okay?”

      They glanced between each other. “Patience, it’s okay if you like him.”

      I cut Asia off, holding up a hand. “No, it isn’t. At this time in my life, I need to like no one but myself. And, well, maybe Gideon.”

      Their brows rose.

      “Gideon?” Brandy questioned, but Asia was smiling. She understood the reference.

      “Her Den companion,” she explained to Brandy.

      “Oh.” Brandy pursed her lips, her brows dipping. “Well, can’t you have both?”

      Asia and I looked at her.

      “What?” She shrugged. “You got both,” she said to Asia.

      “Yeah, that’s because Eric just happened to be both.”

      “Well.” Brandy shrugged again, and I dropped a hand over my face.

      “I don’t want Lincoln,” I lied. “I want Gideon.”

      “So, if hypothetically, Gideon and Lincoln were the same person, you still wouldn’t want Lincoln?”

      I raised my hands and bent my fingers into claws as if to choke Brandy. “They are not the same.”

      “She didn’t answer the question,” Brandy said to Asia.

      “It’s because the answer is yes.”

      “Hey! I can hear you both.”

      “She already likes Lincoln. She’s just scared,” Asia continued as if I hadn’t said a thing.

      “What do you think it’s going to take?”

      I lifted my glass, drank down my second fill, then marched toward them, arms out.

      “Hey!” they protested as I pushed them toward the door.

      “Thanks for coming over, friends. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get my beauty sleep. I have another date with Gideon tomorrow night, and I need to be well-rested.”

      Brandy lifted a hand. “But—”

      “No buts!” I opened the door and pushed them into the hallway.

      “Damn, you’re strong.” Brandy rubbed her shoulder.

      “She’ll come around eventually.” Asia continued to talk to Brandy as if I didn’t just put them out. “She needs Gideon to wax that ass before she submits to Lincoln. Let’s give her time.”

      I rolled my eyes and shut the door—nervous that what she said could have very well been the truth.
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      I wanted him in the Fun House.

      Gideon.

      Strolling to the entrance, I tightened the belt on my ankle-length Burberry wool coat. Underneath, I was naked. Well, I wore a red see-through Victoria Secret’s panty and bra set, but that was it—and it was forty-two degrees in Atlanta.

      The weatherman warned that temperatures would drop, but I might as well had been not listening because that went in one ear and out the other as I dressed for the night. Warmth threaded my veins just thinking about the display I would witness through the maze of mirrors.

      The double doors opened, and I entered, coming to a slow pause as another guest in front of me was checking in. She, too, was in a long coat, and I wondered what she had on underneath.

      “Yes, I am. More than ever,” she said, speaking to the greeter who wasn’t Daniella. My brows dipped as her voice caught my attention. The more I looked her over, the more familiar she sounded.

      “Excuse me, Nicole?”

      She whirled around, eyes wide, then her mouth spread into a smile. “Well, look at what the cat dragged in!”

      We laughed and pulled each other in for a hug. Nicole was a college friend who Asia, Brandy, and I had gotten reacquainted with in the last few years. Currently, she worked for Asia at the Nail and Spa salon.

      She pulled back to look me over. “A coat down to your ankles, huh?”

      I laughed, my head falling back. “Yes. I’m Giselle. Nice to meet you,” I teased.

      Her smile widened. “Giselle. I like it!” She twirled. “I’m Kitty, and I’ll see you later.” She winked and strutted off in the direction her greeter was, waiting.

      “Yes, ma’am!” I shouted after her.

      Never had I expected to run into someone I knew. But Nicole was the person who told Asia about this place. So, in hindsight, she was like our Den sister.

      “Good evening, Giselle.”

      Out of nowhere, Daniella had manifested.

      “Good evening, Daniella.”

      “Are you ready to meet up with Gideon?”

      I blushed, my cheeks burning as I tried to keep my face neutral. “I am.”

      “Follow me.”

      We were on the elevator and cruising sideways to Gideon’s stationed headquarters.

      I was giddy on the inside—excitement and desire flaring the closer we came to a stop.

      Ding.

      The doors opened, and I was handed a guide.

      “Have a good night.”

      “Daniella, is there any way to speed this up? I already know which room I’m interested in occupying tonight. The activities as well.”

      “Which room is that?”

      “The Fun House.”

      Her smile was slow-spreading, but she dropped her attention to the electronic tablet and typed a few sequences. “Sign here.”

      I scribbled my name.

      “Gideon is waiting for you in the Fun House. And, you’ll have to verbally tell him your activity of choice to get your evening started.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I didn’t wait for the doors to close this time. I strutted off, heading to the Fun House with a saucy sway in my steps.

      When the doors opened, my heart rocketed. Sure enough, Gideon was waiting on me, this time in a red velvet loincloth, his complete chiseled structure on display in his arms, chest, shoulders, and thighs.

      “Dammmmn.”

      I sucked in a breath and stepped closer, then paused. His image bounced off of the mirrors on either side of him, further stimulating my body.

      Music was already playing. “Say It” by Ne-Yo pushed me to speak my mind, and I had every intention of doing so.

      “Good evening, Gideon. Speak to me. Did you choose the playlist?”

      “It’s your previous playlist. I thought you might like to hear it again,” he said.

      My nipples tingled, and I peered at him. Those fuckin’ eyes…

      I stepped closer, our bodies colliding softly and heat swirling between us.

      We were staring, neither of us moving as we played a game of chess.

      An image of Lincoln’s face attacked me before going back to Gideon. A shiver slipped through my soul—that gaze of his. So uncannily familiar that I looked away, turned my back, and opened my coat.

      It fell to the floor in a pool at my feet, and I bent forward, purposely lifting my ass in the air and slowly removing the coat from our path—tossing it.

      “I want you to strip, Gideon, and dance for me.”

      As I rose back to stand, I glanced into the mirror on my left, and my heart lunged into my throat as I caught the end of Gideon slipping the loincloth away from his muscular waist. His dick sprouted, popping me hard on the ass, and I knew it was from his control.

      “Oh!”

      Erect, I stood straight, stinging from the smack from his solid dick. Hips moving, Gideon slow-danced, his powerful body undulating, muscles flexing, dick bouncing back and forth from the middle of his torso back against my ass.

      “Ah! OH!”

      My yelps also seemed to bounce off the mirrors as my voice surrounded us.

      Trembling, I untied the knots of the bikini strings at my waist, removed my panties, and bent over again.

      Pop! Pop!

      “OH!”

      Shuddering, I spoke, “Fuck me, choke me, and don’t stop until I cum.”

      His strong hand slid around my neck at the same time his dick drove into my pussy with the most powerful thrust I’d ever felt in my life.

      My toes curled, eyes rolled, and a scream tore from my throat.

      “Aaaaaaaah! Got damn it!”

      Tears clouded my eyes, and my initial response was fight or flight. But I held firm, my heart hammering and my pussy packed with warrior dick.

      His fingers strengthened around my neck as he moved in out of me, slow at first, then he became a drummer as his rhythm spanked against my ass—thrusting, deep-stroking as he dipped, spreading me with each plunge.

      “OH…” My words died as his palm clasped my neck, pulling me to rise, deepening the arch in my back. He pummeled, and my mouth opened, but not a sound escaped.

      Naturally, I could feel my pussy spreading, sucking his shaft that was now slippery and dripping with cream.

      Shaken, I vibrated, jerked, and gave up trying to breathe while he pounded into me. His fingers loosened, and I took in a much-needed lungful of air.

      Gideon, however, didn’t stop. Obeying me by beating my bottom senseless, holding steadfast to my esophagus, and grinding so hard and deep that tears burst from my eyes.

      Watching us in the mirror, I felt his grip loosen more, and his rhythm reduce.

      “Don’t stop!”

      “Giselle.”

      His voice surprised me as I hadn’t told him to speak.

      My throaty vocals dropped to a sultry command. “I said, DON’T STOP.”

      His rhythm began to rejuvenate, his speed increasing. He broke protocol and bent forward, whispering in my ear.

      “Tell me you’re okay, and I’ll tear this ass up the way you wish you never had.”

      I laughed, a bit chaotically. That shouldn’t have turned me on. There was no way my arousal should have increased by his request and his threat. Yet, I stretched my neck upward, turning my eyes to his gaze as he stared down at me.

      “I’m better than I’ve ever been in my entire life. Do you believe me, Gideon?”

      He’d been fucking me this whole time, a smooth spanking drum against my ass while he checked on me.

      He was unsure. I could tell by the way his eyes softened.

      “These are tears of joy and pleasure. Mmmmm…” I bit my bottom lip, enjoying the groove of his plunges as my eyes closed.

      That must’ve convinced him because his grip tightened, and he lifted one of my legs and wrapped it around his waist, opening me further.

      “Sssssss. Yes… Gideon. Yes, baby. Tear this pussy up. I’m not giving it to anybody else. It’s yours.”

      In and out, he slid, faster, deeper, full throttle. He was an exhibitionist, showing me he meant business as his shaft found a home inside me. Exploring my sanctuary, dragging against my walls, discovering the deepest reaches of me and every stroke was harder—more intense than the one before it.

      “Oooooh, Gideon!”

      I shut my eyes tight, fisted my palms, locked my jaw. Shaking, I became undone as my body took on an onslaught of unruly pleasure.

      “Fuck!”

      My ears tingled, ass stinging, pussy stretching.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

      A growl came from him, so dark that I felt the rumble from his torso against my back as he lifted me.

      My body was in his hands, gripped at my neck and in the crevasse between my thighs and my pussy. I’d never felt like such a lightweight in my life.

      I mean, I was one-hundred and sixty solid pounds of woman. Yet, Gideon’s clutch on me, the way he worked my plum, plunging in and out of me in suspension, was as if I were as light as a feather.

      “I’m going to cum!”

      By the time the word cum left my mouth, my pulsation below was wrestling his dick in a jerk-a-thon.

      “AH! AH! OH MY GAWD!”

      I choked on my own sporadic hyper-intensive breaths—ears ringing and eyes rolling.

      Spasms bowled through me. “AH!” My screams short, then loud, yelps, then whimpers. I was out of my mind. Drowning in sensation as my body jerked.

      I went to speak again but didn’t understand the language of my words.

      Drifting, Gideon faded, the mirrors faded, and I don’t know what happened, but I also faded.
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      My heart dropped.

      “Giselle?”

      Her body went limp, and her head fell forward into a roll.

      “Shit!”

      She came hard, then passed out in my arms, and I was unsure what was happening. Panic set up inside me, but I was thankful to have a conscience that gave me direction.

      Check her pulse.

      Placing two fingers against her neck, I exhaled. She was alive, thank God.

      I removed myself from her, laid Patience on the floor, and removed my helmet.

      Quickly, I tapped the emergency button inside the headdress, and fifteen seconds later, the doors opened, and a two-person emergency crew came into the room.

      I covered Patience with her coat, forgetting to cover myself as I was focused on her recovery.

      The men did a series of checks, then looked at me. “She’s fine.”

      My brows knocked together. “What do you mean she’s fine, she’s—”

      “Asleep,” the other helper said.

      “So, you’re saying she…just fell asleep?”

      “It would appear so.”

      “That can’t be a good thing.”

      One of the men smirked. “It’s a great thing. It happens sometimes.”

      Bewildered, I stared at them, then looked back at Patience.

      “We’ll call the person on her emergency list to come to retrieve her.”

      “No. I’m taking her home.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      I glared over at the man and rose from my crouched position over Patience to my feet. “Who’s going to stop me?”

      The doors opened again, and Daniella strolled inside. “You can’t take her home. Are you crazy? She doesn’t know you—”

      “Yes, she does!”

      Daniella took in a breath and sighed. “Whether she knows you in real life or not, she doesn’t know you here. How do you think she’ll feel to wake up at your home? Are you trying to get me shut down?”

      “I’m not taking her to my home. I’m taking her to her home.” Daniella’s brows rose in surprise. “I know where she lives and can get her there safely.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Why the hell not? I’ve explained—”

      “So have I, Mr. Black. If she sees you, that could ruin me. I won’t let you or anyone else tear down what I’ve built up.”

      I shook with indignation, then I dropped my head and sighed. My eyes combed over Patience laying there, seemingly helpless.

      “Please,” I said, bringing my gaze back to Daniella, “it’ll kill me if I don’t ensure that she makes it home okay. I promise she won’t see my face. She won’t even know I was there.”

      “And what will happen when she starts to question how she got home?”

      “I’ll take care of all of it. I promise. Please.”

      She locked her jaw, her cheeks going tight. “If you mess this up—”

      “I won’t.”

      She spoke into an earpiece. “Bring me Gideon’s clothes.”

      It took me seconds to clothe myself, gather Patience, and slip out of the employee entrance with her in my arms.

      At her home, I removed Patience’s car key, sat it on the driver’s seat of my Navigator, then used her condo key to enter her building from an elevator in the parking garage.

      With her in my arms, we ascended in the elevator car, and I watched her sleep comfortably, with light snores that drifted from her lips.

      Concern laced me. I didn’t know enough about Patience to be certain she was okay. I thought of our experience. I’d choked her but not tight enough to cut her oxygen. At least, I didn’t think so. Imagining our sexual chemistry being so rough that she would pass out left me reeling.

      Inside her home, I moved through the condo, doing my best not to make a sound. When I found her bedroom, I laid her down, covered Patience with her comforter, then backpedaled until I got to her bedroom door.

      In my pocket, I removed my phone and sent a text to Michael. I need a favor. I wouldn’t be asking this late if it wasn’t an emergency.

      Send.

      What’s up?

      I tapped at the keys. Without asking any questions, I need you. Hear me out.

      I gave Michael directions, and while he was busy retrieving Patience’s car, I stood idly in her doorway, watching her sleep.

      I had put myself in a bit of a situation. If Patience didn’t believe she’d driven home herself, I would come right out and reveal to her what happened.

      My heart raced, thinking about how she might respond, but honestly, I was eager to let the secret out.

      I didn’t want any misunderstandings with her. I thrived off truth and accountability.

      Forty minutes later, a text came through my phone.

      I’m in the garage. How am I going to get you her car key?

      I responded. Come to the elevator door, and I’ll buzz you up.

      Send.

      I’m here.

      I strolled into her living room to the pad that sat next to her front door and hit the button.

      Standing at the door, I cracked it and took the key from Michael when he approached.

      “How am I supposed to get back to the club to pick up my car?” he asked.

      I exited, wanting to be as discreet as possible but without shutting the door completely. “Go get in my car, and I’ll take you over there in a minute.” I handed him my keys.

      “You’ve got some explaining to do.”

      I nodded and reentered the condo. Back at her bedroom door, I only needed to see her eyes open to know she was okay and capable of taking care of herself for the remainder of the night.

      Thirty minutes passed when Patience jumped out of her sleep. I took a step back out of sight but watched her check herself, then sigh and fall back into the sheets.

      Stealthily, I moved through her condo, exited, and quickly made my way to the garage. There, I slipped into the driver’s seat of my Navigator, and Michael lifted his head from the headrest.

      “What the hell, man?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ten minutes passed, and I still hadn’t answered his question as we both sat in silence, him looking at me with brows furrowed while I reached for my phone and sent off a text message to Patience.

      I know it’s late, but I was thinking about you and felt the need to check on you. If you’re asleep, text me when you wake up.

      I glanced at Michael and ignited the engine when my phone beeped.

      This is the second time you’ve contacted me at such a late hour. Just say you want the booty call, Mr. Black.

      I smirked, and my heart settled as I let go of a breath. She was okay. I shook my head.

      “What a fuckin’ night,” I said.

      “Yeah, well, tell me about it.”

      I smirked over at Michael and gave him the important details on the way back to The Den to recover his car.
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      5:36 a.m.

      I dropped my cell phone onto the sheets next to me.

      “What the hell?”

      I was missing a part of the night. I ran it back in my head. I was at The Den, and Gideon was fucking me senseless.

      A shiver slipped through my soul. Lord, have mercy… He was by far the best lover I’d ever had in my life. My body warmed, thinking about the strokes he bestowed. But then I…

      A gasp broke from my mouth, and I sat straight up in bed.

      “I passed out,” I whispered.

      Dropping my forehead into the palm of my hand, an impatient sigh cruised from my lips. Lately, whenever an orgasm tore through me, I would lose consciousness at the moment after climaxing. It happened with the extreme vibrator action I had a few weeks ago, and it happened tonight.

      “Oh, my goodness.”

      Gideon must have been frightened, but…

      “How the hell did I get here?”

      I removed the covers. I was still in my Burberry coat, with my panties and bra back on.

      “Hmmm.”

      I’d driven home. This wouldn’t be the first time I didn’t remember getting here, but those times I was drunk. Very much so.

      Perplexed, I shook out of my jacket, tossed it to the floor, then left my bed to check the condo.

      The front door was unlocked.

      I placed my hands on my hips and stared at the unlatched door. “I’m blaming this on Gideon.”

      He’d fucked me so well I must’ve stumbled in, crawling into the bed without another care in the world. It was a good thing no one could access the building without a key to one of the condos or being buzzed up.

      “My Gawd…” I slipped my fingers through my hair and ruffled my tresses. My mind was blown that I’d been so irresponsible.

      After locking the door, I turned, entered the kitchen, drank half a bottle of water, and then decided to take it to the bedroom with me. I shed my clothes, showered, and dove into the bed with Gideon on the brain.

      Truthfully, I needed to switch modes. I was in an endless sexual mindfuck. Gideon, Gideon, Gideon.

      It didn’t help that his erotism was so tantalizing that I wanted to do nothing but let him ruin me—in the most blissful way there was to be ruined. Hooked was an understatement.

      Still, if I were to sponsor and mentor aspiring writers, then I had to get focused.

      My thoughts shifted to Lincoln.

      I would need headshots for all of the writers. Also, I would need his assistance for the intimate gathering I’d pondered on having to congratulate the writers who made the cut.

      Pictures were a way to keep memories close to your heart. I wanted to make sure they had them.

      Focusing on Lincoln, Gideon’s eyes came to mind. I shut my lids tight. I’d been doing my best to keep Lincoln at arm’s length.

      He was a nice guy. Super sweet. Sexy as hell. I could easily fall for him if I gave him the attention he seemed to be reaching for. But I couldn’t. I didn’t trust men. So that was that.

      “Go to sleep, Patience.”

      My head slipped deeper into the memory foam pillow, and that was the last thing I remembered before waking up at ten a.m.
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        * * *

      

      The espresso machine whirled as I waited for my cappuccino to be delivered in my mug. Ruffling my hair again, I glanced down at a ringing phone with Asia’s name displayed across the screen.

      “Hey, girl,” I answered.

      “Hey! So, listen, I need a favor.”

      “Go on.”

      “Our high school reunion is tonight.” She groaned. “I don’t want to go, but Eric has gassed me up, talking about how much of a beautiful and intelligent person I am and how I have to show up to show out. I’m surprised he wants to go because he didn’t have the most pleasant experience in school.”

      I chuckled. “Maybe he, too, wants to show that he got the girl. The one everyone adored and lusted after.”

      She was quiet for a minute. “You know what, I hadn’t thought of that. You’re probably right.”

      “Of course, I am.”

      My smile remained as I tapped a few keys on my brand-new MacBook Pro. I’d yet to call Lincoln and thank him for the gifts, but I was going to rectify that today.

      “What’s the favor?”

      “Can you come with me?”

      I gawked. “Why do you need me there?”

      “Well, it is your high school reunion, too.”

      “Yeah, but girl, I just turned forty. I don’t want to play with them anymore.” My voice was practically a whine.

      Asia laughed. “I know, but you’ll be interacting with me. Come on. I need you and Brandy at our table.”

      The line got quiet.

      “Patience, don’t even try to think of a way to say no. I know how you are when you get quiet.”

      I groaned. “Please don’t make me.”

      “I’ll owe you one!”

      I rolled my eyes, clutched the phone between my shoulder and ear, then carried the laptop and the cappuccino to my office.

      Sitting down carefully in a chair, I pulled my legs underneath me and whined again. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Don’t see. Do. I need you to do it, Patience.”

      Eyeroll.

      “Okay, fine. But I’m not staying all night. You’ll get an hour, tops.”

      “Two hours, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      “As if you can bargain.”

      “Technically, since I’ll owe you a favor, I can bargain. And you know you’ll be cashing in.”

      I tightened my lips, grimacing. “Fine.”

      “Eeek! Okay, I’ll see you later.”

      “Wait! You want to tell me where this is happening?”

      “Oh, yes. The skating ring off Duncan and Melrose.”

      A smile spread across my face. Skating was the highlight of my youth. And it was one of those things like swimming. Regardless of how much time passed without exercising that skill, it never left you.

      “Skating, huh?”

      “See, you’re getting excited, aren’t you?”

      I rolled my eyes, then smirked. “Maybe just a little.”

      “Eeek!”

      I laughed. “Okay, I’ve got to go to work. Get off my line, woman.”

      “I’m gone!”

      She hung up, and I shook my head and blew across my mug, then took a sip. The brew went down warm, and my actions shifted to calling Lincoln.

      Hey you. Are you busy?

      I sent the text message through, and not a few seconds later, he responded.

      Hey, rosebud. It’s nice to hear from you.

      I blushed then shook my head.

      What the hell was that?

      Can I call?

      My phone rang, and Lincoln’s gorgeous face filled my phone screen.

      Damn, that man was fine.

      I got so lost in his eyes—those Gideon eyes—that I almost let the phone go to voicemail. I answered on the last ring quickly. “Hey!”

      “Good morning. I thought I’d get your voicemail for a minute.”

      I laughed and squirmed at his twenty-four-hour nocturnal voice. “I cut it close that time. My bad.”

      “You’re good. It’s nice to get a call from you.”

      “Is it?”

      “One-hundred percent.”

      My body tingled, and I inhaled and cleared my throat. “I should’ve reached out before now, and I want to apologize. I received your gifts and seriously, Lincoln—”

      “Don’t tell me you can’t use it because I don’t want to hear it.”

      I laughed. “What’re you talking about, Willis? I’m using this thang!”

      His boisterous laugh ran through me.

      “I have the laptop open on my lap as we speak.”

      “Good. Very good. I’m glad you could use it.”

      “Yes. So, thank you, Lincoln. I didn’t even realize you remembered where I lived. And the roses were…divine.”

      “Divine, huh?”

      “This is me giving my fingers a chef’s kiss.”

      I made a kissing noise, and he laughed again.

      “Then I’ve done my job.”

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      “Given you great gifts for your birthday. It’s often said that men don’t know how to give gifts. Even when they’ve been in a relationship for years.”

      “That is true for most, but you pay attention to me. Which is surprising and…cute.”

      “I can be cuter.”

      My cheeks burned as I blushed. “Oh yeah?”

      “Absolutely. Can I show you?”

      As long as you don’t make me fall in love with you. But I said, “Sure, I’m up for seeing what else you got.”

      “And I’m up for showing you, rosebud.”

      Warmth slid through me. “I’m so curious as to why you call me rosebud.”

      “Because you’re like that perfect seed that, once planted, turns into a rosebud, then later blossoms into a beautiful flower.”

      Damn it. I was blushing again.

      “I’m in no shape perfect. But I’ll take your compliment, nonetheless. How do you know I’m going to blossom, though?”

      “You were a successful author and then a top-ranking member at a successful marketing firm. Now you’re on your way back to what you love, and I know without a doubt you’re going to master what you do.”

      I pulled my bottom lip in with my teeth.

      “Hopefully, you’ll give me the chance to watch you flourish.”

      “You know, Lincoln, I’ve enjoyed our conversations. I like you. So, stick around, and maybe you’ll get to see me flourish.” I smiled and pinched myself. Why the hell did I just say that?

      “Oh, so is that’s an invitation to get close to you, Patience?”

      My name rolling off his tongue made my pussy thump. “Uh. Close?”

      His voice grew deeper. “Personal space, close.”

      The activity in my panties was going crazy now. I shut my eyes and calmed myself. “Um. Well.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I snickered. “You’re so persistent.”

      “When I want someone, nothing can deter my direction.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Um. Lincoln, I have something to ask you. I need a photographer for my aspiring writer’s headshots. I also need one for the gathering I’m planning. Is your schedule open, or are you completely busy?”

      He chuckled, noticing my obvious change of subject. “I’m always busy, rosebud. But I can make time for you. When do you need me?”

      My heart was doing a jig, and I was inwardly telling it to hush. I would not fall for this man. I won’t give him the chance to get inside my heart.

      “I’m picking the winners in two weeks. You can take the headshots at the event. I’ll have space for you to set up and do your thing.”

      “Sounds good. Count me in.”

      “Oh, my God, thank you so much! I can pay you whatever your fee is.”

      “Nah. I want something else.”

      Heat struck me quickly. Damn, I had to get my mind out of the gutter. I blamed Gideon and those twin eyes he and Lincoln shared. “What…do you want?”

      “A date.”

      I closed my eyes. It was what I wanted and feared simultaneously. “Lincoln.”

      “Hear me out.”

      I closed my lips and listened.

      “I need a date for a class reunion tonight.”

      The fine hairs on my neck rose. “This wouldn’t happen to be at the skating rink, would it?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Asia already called me and begged me to come. She knows I loathe those gatherings. Wait. Did you go to our high school?”

      “Senior year. I moved to Georgia from Louisiana at the end of my junior year.”

      “How did we not know each other?”

      “I was quiet. I kept to myself, and no one seemed to notice.”

      “But you’re fine as hell.”

      Dark laughter speared through the phone, and my entire being was smacked with chills. Whew…

      “Why, thank you, rosebud.”

      “I mean, if you haven’t noticed, I’m upfront about what I’m thinking or feeling. Sorry if that was crazy.”

      “No need to apologize. I appreciate and rather enjoy your honesty.”

      I sipped some of my cappuccino, having a little bit too much pleasure talking to him myself.

      “So, does that mean you’ll be my date?”

      I groaned.

      “I’m not that bad.”

      “Oh no! It has nothing to do with you.”

      “That’s right. You hate these things.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, I can make it fun for you.”

      “How?”

      “Can you skate?”

      “Can I?!”

      “I know you just turned forty, so you’re kinda old. I’ll understand if you can’t get jiggy with it.”

      He was full-fledged fucking with me, and I was giggling but about to let him have it all the same. “Listen here, Mr. Black. I will skate circles around your ass.” I snapped my fingers. “Like that.”

      “Wanna bet on it?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      “I’ll be there to pick you up at six.”

      “It’s a date, then.”

      “Yeah, and I’m looking forward to it.”

      I inhaled, and my line beeped. I glanced at the call.

      “Oh, Lincoln, my parents are FaceTiming me from Jamaica. I need to take this.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I ended the call and sat there stunned that somehow Lincoln had talked me into a date.

      The phone rang, and I answered FaceTime, but couldn’t shake him or this upcoming date from my thoughts.
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      I was putting in my second diamond stud earring when my door buzzed. I checked the watch on my wrist. A Swarovski crystal white rose-gold gift my parents sent via next-day-air for my birthday.

      I wasn’t expecting Lincoln for another thirty minutes, but when the buzz came again, I strutted to the door and hit the button.

      “Yes?”

      “Rosebud, let me up.”

      Surprised, I hit the button giving him entrance—glancing around to make sure my space was neat.

      Usually, I would dress in formal wear for a gathering like this, but considering this reunion was being held at the skating rink, I decided to be sexy-casual.

      Laughing, I stepped in front of the full mirror, poked my lips out, and fluttered my eyelids, looking over myself. I wasn’t putting on a pretense for these old high school associates and frenemies. Living in my truth was vital to me, and though I was bold back then, I was even fiercer now.

      Deciding to go with a form-fitting black bodysuit, a dark purple belt, lipstick, and four-inch Manolo Blahniks would guarantee that eyes would follow me throughout the night. But really, I had to ask myself why I wanted any attention at all.

      Deep down, I knew my truth. It was Lincoln’s attention I wanted to capture.

      Why?

      We were officially on a date. I needed to look good, and he was fine. There was no way I was going out without looking the best for the occasion. However, that wasn’t all.

      I adored his attention, and I knew that was not a good thing. I already liked him; I didn’t need to love him. I had to remind myself of this to stay focused.

      Knock, knock.

      A nipple-tightening fragrance whipped past my nose when I opened the door.

      Oh. My. God.

      The first thing that sucked me in were those intense dark eyes with a hint of green mixing in his irises. My heartbeat raced as I dropped my eyes over his wide nose, those moist lips, that soft but masculine goatee.

      “Good evening, rosebud.”

      My mouth opened, but my gaze was still perusing him. Thick shoulders, covered in a black biker jacket, black shirt, blue jeans, and black Timberland boots. Bling covered him with ease. Not too much, but just the right amount of flash from his rose-gold Cartier watch, rose-gold single-stud earrings with a BVLGARI emblem outlining a row of diamonds, and a double herringbone gold necklace. My pussy was shuffling all around my panties.

      “You are fine as fuck.”

      His mouth spread, laughter drumming from his core as he reached for my chin and pinched me.

      “Thank you, Patience. You are a depiction of a thousand of our beautiful ancestors—and it is my pleasure to be in your company.”

      His gaze ate me up, and I wanted that mouth on the softest parts of my sensitivity. His tongue traced his moist lips, and I was stuck there, staring.

      “I didn’t know you had a philtrum piercing. Is that new?”

      I blinked, coming out of my trance long enough to answer him. “Oh…no.” I’d almost forgotten about my upper lip stud. “It’s been there for a while, but I rarely wear it.”

      “Why? It’s sexy as hell.”

      I squirmed on my feet. “Because it’s frowned upon in the corporate world.”

      “Well…” He stepped closer. “That’s behind you now. Do what makes you feel good.”

      “Mmmm.”

      What made me feel good could have us entwined in my place, reunion be damned.

      Girl, you told Gideon this pussy was his.

      Shit.

      As far as I was concerned, Lincoln and Gideon were the same fuckin’ person. And even though I had no truth of that, I was going to pretend they were the next time Gideon fucked my brains out.

      Lincoln drew a single rose to my view. In his other hand, another black biker jacket. I glanced between both, holding back my blush while furrowing my brows in question of the jacket.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we take the bike out for a spin.”

      I took a step back. “You have a motorcycle?”

      “I do.”

      “And you rode it here?”

      “I did.”

      “What if I don’t want to ride a bike?”

      “Then I’ll go back home and get the Navigator.”

      I smirked. “A Lincoln Navigator for Lincoln.” My smile spread, and he dropped his head in laughter. “Did you do that on purpose?”

      “I didn’t. I swear it.”

      We were both laughing. I turned my back to him and slipped my arms into the jacket, then spun back around, leaning into a hip.

      “How do I look?”

      He bit his bottom lip, his gaze darkening as those penetrating eyes moved over me.

      Are you Gideon? I wanted to ask, but I sucked in a breath and kept my lips tight, waiting for his final assessment.

      He pulled his fingers to his mouth in a chef’s kiss, and I laughed heartily.

      “You’re gorgeous, and the zippers and style of this jacket are bad as hell on you.”

      “You think so?”

      I twirled side to side to give him a better look.

      “I know so,” his dark vocals drummed.

      “Same to you, handsome. There’s just one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have my own custom skates. Where am I going to put them if we’re riding a bike?”

      His mouth spread into that sexy ass smile again. “The same place where my skates are.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, girl. I can skate.”

      I put a hand on my hip. “So that’s why you were quick to bet me earlier.”

      “You assumed I couldn’t get down, but I’m about to show you.”

      “Okay, let’s go. I can’t wait to see this.”

      I grabbed my skates, locked the door, and Lincoln took the roller-skates from my hand.

      He was right. His bike had a compartment where his skates rested. I giggled. This man had custom skates. A man after my own heart. What were the odds? Robert thought I was childish for having them. I scrunched my nose and slid onto the rear seat of the bike, my arms gliding around his powerful back.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes!”

      He chuckled. “Hold on, rosebud.”

      We were off, zipping through traffic, the engine igniting my arousal. Lincoln was skilled behind this mountain of metal, and I’d be damned if this man didn’t become sexier every second I was with him.

      Being in his company was such a pleasure, and help me, Lord, I wanted more memories like this—with him.
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      Carefully, I moved through late Atlanta traffic, focused on my surroundings, especially with the gem I had holding tight to my chest.

      Braced against me, Patience’s hair hung from the helmet I’d supplied her and whipped across my jacket, managing to slip inside my collar, tickling my exposed neck.

      I locked my jaw as a thread of heat slipped through me. I don’t know what I expected when I showed up at her door with my Harley, but I was hoping she would have some fun with me.

      She did. That excited me. Told me she was confident enough in my driving skills to keep her safe. Unknowingly, she’d trusted me with her essence, and I couldn’t help but think she saw and felt the similarities between me and Gideon. I was banking on it. I just needed her to come out and ask. Now all I had to do was get her to trust me with her heart.

      That would be no easy feat with her past, but I was willing to go the extra mile to gain her trust.

      I hit the gas, cut around a Greyhound bus, and exited the ramp, shooting down the street, then slowing as the skating rink came into view.

      The parking lot was crowded as our former classmates entered, making their way inside. I parked at the entrance, kicked my brake down and pulled myself to stand.

      “Let me help you, rosebud.”

      I offered her my hand, and she accepted, and I was electrified by the charge that slipped through our fingers. Beautiful brown eyes rose to mine, and I kept her attention while simultaneously slipping her helmet off.

      “Thank you.”

      She blushed, and I drove my tongue across my teeth, wanting desperately to taste her mouth.

      “How was that ride?”

      “Thrilling.” Her brows wiggled.

      Laughing, I said, “I take it you like a good thrill, huh?”

      “A great one is even better.”

      Desire spun in her eyes, and I was sure I mirrored her craving.

      “Wait a minute, I know that’s not Patience Addison?!”

      We glanced to Asia with Eric at her side.

      “Family,” I said, meeting them halfway for handshakes and hugs.

      “Man, I haven’t seen you since…” Eric snapped his fingers. “Last week?”

      We laughed, and I shook my head.

      Asia cut in. “Ms. Patience Addison.” She placed her hands on her hips, looking my beauty up and down. “You are a hot tamale tonight!”

      “Girl, must you call my name out like that?”

      “Why not? I know you’re not trying to hide with this on because, baby, you will be seen, okay?”

      The ladies laughed while I agreed with a head nod. “Definitely got my attention,” I said.

      She blushed up at me, and I winked.

      “You know what, you two are really cute together.” Asia glanced between us. “Are you going out or—?”

      “I’m Lincoln’s date tonight.”

      Asia shifted and leaned into a hip. “Is that right?”

      Eric held his palm up and we slapped hands. “My man,” he said. “How did you get Ms. Addison to go on a date?”

      I looked at her. “I have something she needs, and she has something I want.” “Well, shit,” Asia said.

      Patience’s cheeks darkened, a blush rising and a shiver making her squirm. “Let’s go inside and find a table,” Asia ushered.

      I grabbed our skates, and we headed inside where the party was already underway. We grabbed a table in front of the rink and waited for Eric and Asia to get their skates.

      I whistled. “They will be in that line a long time.”

      “Damn. Too bad they don’t have their own skates.”

      I chuckled. “Most people don’t, but we’re not most people.”

      “True that.”

      I was biting my bottom lip again, driving my gaze over Patience when I heard Eric shout at the man behind the counter.

      “Aye! My man! Help a brotha and his lady out!” He held up his size and Asia’s size with his fingers, like an SOS.

      We laughed but interestingly, the attendant grabbed their skates, letting them break the line.

      “Aw, hell naw…” Some people fussed.

      “All right, Eric isn’t going to start shit up in here, is he?” Patience asked.

      “Nah. He’s good.”

      Her eyes moved past me. “Wait, hold on. Uncle Jerome?”

      “Heeeey, baby!” Uncle Jerome was Asia’s uncle. But everyone just called him Uncle Jerome, like Snoop Dogg called everyone nephew.

      She rose to her feet and leaned over for a hug. “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, baby, I’m here every week like clockwork, shiiiiid. I ain’t too old to get down, believe that! Just because this little shindig is going on don’t mean I’m not staying.” He did a shoulder bounce, and in his hands, Uncle Jerome clutched a pair of skates.

      “You have custom skates?” Patience asked.

      “Hey, I sure do.”

      He removed his shoes and quickly put on his skates. “Is this y’all’s table?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right, Imma leave my shoes underneath here, and bet not no heathens steal my Jordans.”

      “Oh, let me get those and put them someplace safe.” I grabbed his shoes and took Patience’s sexy-ass heels along with my Timbs and put them in a locker. When I came back to the table, Uncle Jerome was already spinning in his skates.

      “Aaaaye!” he shouted. “There’s my favorite lawyer-man right there!”

      We all glanced toward Eric and Asia, who had a crowd of classmates around them. I was humored by the attention Eric received. He didn’t care for the attention, same as me, but our former classmates were obviously surprised by his transformation from what he called Steve Urkel to Stefan.

      “It looks like they’re tied up,” I said.

      Uncle Jerome spun again. “I’m heading to the rink, y’all coming or what?”

      I grinned over at Patience. “It’s time to show me what you got, rosebud.”

      I held a hand out, and she slapped it while skating her sexy ass past me.

      “Let’s go, pretty boy!”
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      “Back to Sleep” by Chris Brown spun through the rink’s surround sound. Patience and I moved onto the floor with ease, gliding side by side before she turned and moved past.

      Facing me, she danced, moving her feet over and under each other as she grooved to the music.

      She was a rare gem, her beauty striking me with heat so intense my body charged. Watching her move ignited me every second she enjoyed the music.

      Perusing Patience, her sultry eyes steadied on me. She’d added a touch of dark purple to her midnight color—on those full lips, in a belt cinched at her waist, in those sexy-ass heels I put in the locker. Even her skates were black and purple. I couldn’t help but admire her style. To be honest, the connection I felt with her was unlike anything I’d experienced before.

      She spun around, tracked me in circles, her hips moving, body waving to the rhythm. I enjoyed the show—treasured it, actually—but I wanted her close to me, so I reached out, sliding my arm around her waist and then drawing Patience into the heat of my shadow.

      We sizzled there as my movements matched hers, our feet gliding as we progressed around the rink.

      I took her with me on a spin, a bit of a thrill rising in her surprised expression.

      “I like your moves, Patience.” I moved my hips, grinding against her belly.

      She sucked in a breath. “I like your moves, too, Lincoln.”

      Our bodies below touched, the apex of her thighs bouncing lightly against my thigh. I took her on another spin, and our bodies stirred off one another. The chemistry between us was intense, erotic, the kind that could have her legs on my shoulders by the end of the night if we kept this up.

      Guiding us, I tightened my grip on her in my arms, and we coasted steadily, my gaze falling to hers.

      There, we watched each other, on an endless glide, wrapped in what felt like a passionate aura.

      I felt her tremble in my embrace, then without notice, she spun out of my grasp, sped up—running from me. I gave her a second of space but caught up and danced next to her, moving my hips in a dutty wine.

      Taking the lead, I moved past her, turned, waved my body, and dipped—gliding backward.

      A smile etched at the corners of her lips, desire still simmering in her eyes. Pulling back to my full height, I circled her slowly. I didn’t mean to crowd her space so much, as she’d already shown me that she would run from our harmony. Still, I steadied my glide when I was back in front of her, slowing enough for her to run into me. I took her in my arms again. Leading, spinning, grooving, cruising.

      Jamie Fox was now singing about “beating it like a drum.”

      The musical choice had me wondering if the DJ expected old high-school friends to hook up tonight. A shadow rushed past us, and we both glanced to see Uncle Jerome doing his own dance with a classmate.

      I smiled, and Patience burst into laughter. It was a true experience witnessing her face illuminate. The diamond that sat on her upper lip only further added to her allure. She was a timeless classic, the kind to leave a lasting impact on you. Her laughter faltered as I sucked her back in with my gaze, but I wanted to see more of her happiness.

      “Tell me something embarrassing about you.”

      Her face lit up, brows arched, that mouth spreading back into a smile. “You don’t want to know.”

      I twirled her out, and she grooved back to me. “I do.”

      She shook her head, smirking.

      “Come on. I promise not to laugh.”

      Pursing her lips, she shrugged. “Okay. I…” She took in a breath. “I sometimes pass out when I have a hard orgasm.”

      My mouth parted, shock written across my face. I grabbed her hand and pulled her to the wall of the rink, where we stopped.

      She laughed hysterically. “It’s pretty embarrassing, but…” she shrugged again, “It is what it is.”

      “You…” I stared at her, completely struck by that admission. “You pass out, like, completely out.”

      “Yes.” Her eyes twinkled, humor filling her face.

      I covered my mouth and just stared at her for a minute.

      “I told you, you didn’t want to know,” she said, skating off, getting back in rotation with the curve of the rink.

      We were parted for a brief moment when I caught back up to her. “You can’t just lay that on me and skate off.”

      Her laughter picked up. “You should see your face.” She spun, then faced me again. “If you were white, you’d be pale.” She snickered.

      “I’m just…a little taken aback.”

      “I can tell. But you asked for it.” She skated up on me, her voice dipping. “You want to see if I’m telling the truth?”

      My body torched. I would never get used to her frankness, but I loved it all the same. I wrapped my arm around her. “I…don’t, and I do simultaneously. Is that possible?”

      She threw her entire body into her laugh, tossing her head back, her form jiggling in my arms, and she lost her footing.

      “Oh!”

      I held her tighter, lifting Patience slightly, then settling her back on her feet, not missing a beat. “I got you.”

      Our gazes were sturdy, our feet gliding as we hit another curve.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      “All right, all right, class of ninety-nine, we’ve got gift boxes for all of you,” the DJ announced. “If you make your way to your seats, we’ll pass them out, and you can get right back to grooving.”

      We took one last run around the rink, then slid to the exit and skated to our table. Patience eased into a chair next to me when she’d sat across me before.

      I took that in stride, with the hope that she was getting more comfortable with getting closer to me in every way.

      “Whew! You guys were smoking hot out there! Okay, I see you.”

      Patience blushed over at Asia. “What are you talking about?”

      “What are you talking aboooout,” Asia mocked.

      I chuckled, and names began to be called from the DJ booth.

      “We missed the principal’s introduction, guys.”

      Asia and Patience spoke back and forth. “Is he still the principal?”

      “No. I saw him speaking to some other classmates and asked. Girl, he’s seventy-five, retired, and only here to show support for our reunion.”

      Patience nodded, and Asia did a double-take.

      “Hey!”

      We all turned toward the direction of her shout. Her voice lowered. “I know that isn’t my uncle.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Eric mumbled.

      I laughed. “He’s having the time of his life.”

      “But how did he track me here, and why?” Asia asked.

      Patience smirked. “Girl, he’s not thinking about you. He said he’s here every week. You are following him at this point.”

      We all laughed, and Asia shook her head. “I believe it.”

      Patience turned to me.

      “Would you like something to drink?” I asked.

      “I would, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I can grab you a plate, too. There’s a station with food.”

      “Yes. What kind of food?” She leaned close, rising a bit to look over me at the food area.

      “From what I can tell, it looks like barbecue food.”

      “I’ll take a few wings if they have it, and a bottled water is fine.”

      “What, no liquor?” Asia inserted.

      “Not if I’m getting back on the rink.”

      “True. True.”

      “All right, I’ll be back.” I rose to my feet, and Asia turned to Eric.

      “Baby, can you bring me back a plate?”

      “Anything.”

      I smiled. Seeing Eric in love so deeply made me happy for him. His past relationships were fleeting at best. But somehow, I knew he would be with Asia for the long haul.

      We moved away from the ladies and approached the table, then began to fix the plates. “Eric, what’s up with Michael? Why isn’t he here?”

      “He said he was busy and wouldn’t be able to make it.”

      I stopped what I was doing and stared at Eric. “Busy?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “This late in the evening?”

      We gave each other knowing looks, then I returned to fixing Patience and me something to eat.

      Curiosity got to me about Michael’s absence. But I did notice Patience and Asia’s friend Brandy was also missing.

      Hmmm.

      If we were overlooking something, I was sure we’d know in due time.
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      “Where is Brandy?”

      Asia pursed her lips. “Girl, this heffa is M.I.A., do you hear me.”

      I frowned. “Should we be worried, or is she out being a heaux?”

      Laughter shot from Asia, and I joined her.

      “I’m just saying. With the way she’s expressed wanting to try out this newfound heaux-ness, I just figured it was a matter of time before she was spread-eagled on her back somewhere.”

      Asia’s howling continued, turning heads of our classmates—some still holding the envy in their eyes that they did back then.

      “Girl, please tell me again why we’re here?” Patience said.

      “Pfft! You’re having fun, especially with Lincoln, so don’t even try it.”

      “Yeah, that’s the only fun I’m having.”

      “Well, I won’t take that to heart, but at least that’s a good thing. I’m glad I asked you to come out. Which I don’t owe you for anymore since you agreed to be Lincoln’s date.”

      “Don’t even try it!”

      “You did!”

      “I knew you would try and use that against me.”

      “How is what I said wrong when it’s the truth?”

      “Whether I was Lincoln’s date or not, I was still coming out because of you. That’s why.”

      She huffed. “If you want me to owe you one, just say that.”

      “Oh, I do, and you do.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Eric Bartholomew Jackson.” The DJ called him for his gift, and whistles and catcalls shot into the air by other women.

      Asia cut her eyes around the class, then shouted, “You weren’t all…” she imitated their whistles and catcalls, “…in high school, so don’t even try it!”

      Laughter sprang up around the venue.

      I raised a hand, and she high-fived me as the guys approached. “Tell their ass, best friend.”

      Eric leaned in and kissed her, and a moment of jealousness knotted inside me. Taking my attention to Lincoln, I realized my desire to kiss him was as strong as the strokes Gideon beat into me. I wanted them both. And strangely I didn’t feel bad about that awareness.

      “Thank you,” I said, referring to the food.

      “You already said that.”

      “When?”

      Eric left to grab his gift.

      “Before I left to get the food.”

      “Hmmm.”

      My eyes were steady on his mouth then drove up to his gaze. Gideon’s image flashed before me, and I blinked rapidly, my pussy thumping wildly.

      My name was called, then Lincoln’s and Asia’s. Eric turned back, grabbed all of our gift boxes, and then made his way back to the table.

      Energy charged between Lincoln and me.

      It was indescribable how much we were drawn to one another. He just felt good to me. His spirit, his class, every time we shared a space, the energy was easy, like being home from a long day of labor.

      We ate, and by the time we were done, everyone had their gift. Simultaneously, we opened them, and shouts and howls went around the room at the “Class of Ninety-Nine” sterling silver rings.

      “Wow,” I said, stunned. “This has my name scribed on it. How did they even know I’d be here? I didn’t RSVP.”

      Asia raised her hand. “I might’ve RSVP’d for you.”

      My brows rose. “What if I would’ve been adamant about not coming?”

      She shrugged. “Wouldn’t have been so bad. But look, you came, and I was right.” She wiggled her brows, and I pursed my lips and shook my head.

      We made it back to the rink—all four of us skating around each other, having a great time. When it was time to leave, I realized I’d been there three whole hours.

      “I told you two hours!”

      Asia laughed as she skated to stand next to our locker. “That was before your date. So, blame your great time on Lincoln, not me.”

      I glanced up at Lincoln as he handed me my heels. “She got me there.”

      He winked down at me, and I felt a hot blush rise up my face.

      Oh great, I’m blushing.

      

      Outside, the sky darkened, and thunder rolled through the clouds.

      “Uh-oh, rosebud. It looks like we might get a little wet.” His gaze drove down me as he reached for my helmet. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      I bit the corner of my bottom lip. “I don’t.”

      “I can get us to your place quickly, but you’ll have to hold on.”

      He helped me on to the back, and we were off, speeding down the street and entering the on-ramp to the highway.

      The wind whipped past us in a blur, and I held on to him so tight we could’ve melted into one another.

      “I got you!” he yelled, and I breathed a sigh of relief. While I knew Lincoln would be careful, even at this high rate of speed, that reassurance helped me out. We were an exit away when fat, disrespectful raindrops fell from the sky.

      The clouds sparked with lightning, and suddenly, I felt like being pinned to the nearest wall by him. Damn, anymore of this yearning, and he would be taking Gideon’s place.

      Stay focused. Don’t let him in, girl.

      That was becoming harder the longer I was with him.

      We were drenched by the time we made it through Atlanta traffic.

      “Go to the garage entrance!” I yelled.

      He pulled up, and I inserted my key, allowing us to get in the cover of the building.

      We rode the elevator, soaking wet, our eyes eating each other up as we rose. Lincoln was no doubt fine as fuck, but with his clothes plastered to his hard muscular chest and that dangerous look in his gaze, I was ready to strip him out of all of it.

      At my door, he spoke. “I had a great time tonight. Thank you for being my date, Patience.”

      I looked up at him while fumbling for the key. “I had a great time, too. More than I thought I would. Thank you for that.”

      “Maybe you can have that much fun on our next date.”

      I laughed. “You’re really smooth. You know that?”

      “Only with you.”

      “Hmmm.” I entered the key and opened the door.

      “Have a good night.”

      “Wait,” I turned back, “where are you going?”

      A single brow rose up his face.

      “It’s pouring outside. You don’t have to leave.” I reached for him, my fingers clinging to his wrists. “Stay.”

      Desire stirred in his gaze, and if he felt anything like the incendiary heat that moved through me, then we were in good trouble.

      “As you said, I’m soaking, and I don’t want to get your furniture wet.”

      I folded my arms. “Would it make you feel better if I said I might have something you can change into while your clothes dry?”

      He looked me up and down, and I laughed.

      “No, silly. Not my clothes.” I pulled him inside. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      I ran to the back into a spare bedroom and shuffled through the closet. When I returned, I handed him a pair of gray sweatpants and a black T-shirt.

      “That shirt might be a little snug, but those sweats should fit.”

      At his inquisitive look, I slapped my forehead and sputtered, “Oh! Long story short, my parents sold their house last summer to travel around the world together. Whenever they come back to Chicago, it’s only for a week or two before they’re off to the next place. Because of that, they stay here with me in my guest bedroom. Those are my father’s clothes that are clean and comfy.”

      He offered me a broad smile. “How nice of you. Are you an only child?”

      “I am. What about you?”

      He nodded. “Same.”

      “We should make a bunch of babies,” I said, then corrected my words hastily. “When we settle down with whoever.”

      His gaze was killing me right now. It was as if I was the only person in the world when he looked at me.

      I reached for his wrist again and tugged, leading him to my master bathroom. “You can change in there.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I’ll be right here, in my bedroom.”

      Naked, I wanted to say, but instead I sputtered, “Changing. Come get me when you’re done, or we’ll meet back here in the hallway.”

      His teeth slipped down to grip his bottom lip, and it was all I could do not to jump his bones. “Thank you again.”

      I backed back into my room, then turned and entered my walk-in closet, leaving my door ajar.

      Something about this entire evening had my emotions running wild. Lincoln was every bit of the type of guy I wanted to date long-term. He was getting in my system, and I was nervous about that.

      Ten minutes later, he exited the bathroom, and when I left my closet, his full domineering body took up the entire space of my doorway.

      Gawd.

      I touched my throat and wondered how deep he could get if he had a monster dick.

      “Hey.” I looked over him.

      “Hey, you.”

      “Those fit nicely.” I snickered a little at how his biceps couldn’t be restrained in the shirt. “Well, almost.”

      “It’s fine. And I appreciate you.”

      I strolled to him, and he took a step back, moving out of the doorway.

      “I like you in my space, Lincoln.”

      He held me captive with that stare. “I hope that never changes.”

      I blushed again. The effortlessness of that gesture made it easy. “You seem like somewhat of a romantic. So, tell me what your favorite black romance cinema is.”

      He rubbed his chin. “I’m a big friends-to-lovers romantic myself.”

      “Hmmm. I like friends-to-lovers. Why do you?”

      “The journey of their relationship. Knowing each other. Wanting—no, craving—one another so bad you feel like you’re going to burst…it’s beautiful and is good for the heart.”

      I took in his words and knew I was in trouble as much as I tried to hide it.

      Damn it.

      “How about we pull up some friends to lovers choices on-demand?”

      “I’m game, but I should warn you that it’ll only get later, and the weather isn’t going to let up until dawn.”

      “Then you can spend the night.”

      We both got quiet then he smirked. “What?”

      My voice dropped. “You heard me.”

      He cleared his throat. “Rosebud, I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m attracted to you, and I don’t trust myself to behave throughout the night.”

      I loved the passion in his honesty. “I trust you. And I’m open to being open with you.”

      Oh, my God, I just said that.

      A new hope arose in the way he straightened and stepped to me, closing our miniature gap. “Say you mean that.”

      I sucked in a breath. “I mean it.”

      We were lost in our own thoughts for a dreamy second, and I wondered what his mind was filled with.

      “I’ll sleep on the couch,” he said, “after you fall asleep on me.”

      I smirked. “I’m not falling asleep on you.”

      I said that with such certainty that when I woke up at four a.m., in my bed, I slapped my forehead and rubbed my temples.

      Had I fallen asleep on Lincoln?

      Slipping from underneath the covers, I quietly walked across the carpet into the hallway, where I strolled to the living area. Sure enough, his elongated body was stretched across my sofa with half of him—his legs—hanging over.

      Rain was still beating against the windowpane, but my eyes remained with his calm, restful slumber. Traveling, my eyes left his feet, making it to his bare chest where I paused, my brows furrowing.

      Approaching quietly and slowly, I turned my head from side to side, looking past his folded arms to the tattoo that rested on his chest.

      I stopped immediately.

      A rose.

      Quick breaths were sucked in, and my pulse accelerated.

      Not just any rose.

      The rose.

      Gideon’s rose.

      I blinked rapidly, and now my heart rate had caught up with my pulse.

      I turned fast and ran back to my bedroom, pressing my back against the wall, mouth opening as I muffled a squeal.

      Gideon was Lincoln.

      I shook my head, and all of their similarities hit me at once.

      Shit. I had indeed just been playing when I referenced them to one another. At least, that’s what I thought.

      “Holy smokes.”

      I covered my fast-beating heart. Lincoln was Gideon. Gideon was Lincoln. I took it in with a palpitating heart that threatened to beat out of my chest.

      Then something arose in me.

      Relief.

      Surprised, I mulled over why knowing this fact made me relieved.

      Because you knew you secretly had a thing for Lincoln but were fucking someone else.

      I shut my eyes and covered my face.

      Reality. Lincoln had been fucking me senseless. I didn’t know how that came to be or why, but suddenly, I was excited.

      He had a naughty side. We meshed in so many ways, and now this.

      I did wonder why he hadn’t told me. If he were concerned I would find out; surely, he wouldn’t have slept with his shirt off or at least covered his tattoo.

      Wait…was he fucking other people at The Den?

      The thought made me want to regurgitate everything I’d eaten last night. But I had to believe he was there because I was there.

      Questions ran through me, and I knew going back to sleep wouldn’t be likely with the new developments.

      “Fuck.”

      Gideon was Lincoln. Lincoln, my warrior.

      I was ready to fuck him right then and there. But instead, I called Daniella and made an appointment for tomorrow night.

      I loved the arousing entertainment, the atmosphere, the allure of it all. And even though initially I felt not knowing my lover was better suited for me, I felt deliciously satisfied that that wasn’t the case.
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      When my eyes opened, Patience sat across from me, comfortable, with a coffee mug in her hand.

      “Good morning, handsome.”

      I blinked and rubbed my lips together. “Good morning, gorgeous.”

      She reached forward and uncovered a dish that sat on a tray.

      “I made you some breakfast.”

      My gaze dropped to the plate.

      “There’s a little bit of everything. Your eggs and meat are on a separate small dish in case you’re vegan or something.” Each item was on its own plate, including the fruit.

      “Did I dick you down last night or something?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You have no idea.” She shrugged. “Or maybe you do.”

      Her commentary confused me but pulled questions to the surface. Was that her being funny, or had I missed something?

      “I would never forget a night, a morning, or an evening like that with you.”

      “I hope you never do.”

      My gaze lowered on her. “You’re different this morning. Was it our date last night?”

      “How am I different?”

      I glanced down at myself. I was covered with the blanket she supplied me with, but I was surprised to see it’d lasted the night without being thrown off.

      “For starters, you have a permanent blush on your face.”

      She sucked her cheeks in and shook her head, I guess, in an attempt to get rid of the blush, but it remained.

      I chuckled. “You’re looking at me like I taste good, rosebud.”

      “What look?”

      “Your tongue is sitting at the corner of your mouth, and every few seconds, you bite your lip.”

      Again, she sucked in her lips and tried to shake what I saw.

      “Maybe it’s you,” she said. “Perhaps, you’re the one different this morning.”

      I smirked. “Hmmm.”

      “Anyway, are you going to eat the food that I slaved over a burning stove to make, or are you going to keep analyzing me?”

      My smirk strengthened. “I would never want to waste food you slaved over,” I joked, and she rolled her eyes, that blush settling deeper into her cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, and your clothes are dry.”

      She pointed to the edge of the couch, and I glanced up, grabbed my shirt, and slipped my arms through first, settling it over my chest.

      “Here, let me get that from you.” She left her seat and was on me before I could fold the blanket, grabbing its edges.

      Pulling it away, her eyes slid down me, pausing at my morning erection that lifted the gray sweatpants.

      “Oh…” she said, biting her bottom lip, and a moment of hedonism rocked through me. I reached for her, wrapping Patience with my arm, and pulled her against my chest, her ass on my lap.

      “Shiiiit,” she cursed, shivering while simultaneously rotating her ass. “Mmmm,” she moaned, and I bit into her neck as heat attacked me like an assailant.

      Her head fell back against my chest, her eyes closing. “Lincoln…”

      A phone rang in the distance but got louder the longer we ignored it.

      “Mm-hmm,” I responded, inebriated off of the taste of her.

      “I… I…”

      Her head lifted, and she listened. “Shit. That’s my parents.”

      Quickly, she moved to the device. The special tone she’d given them had stopped, but she redialed while her eyes were stuck on my building erection.

      The hunger I saw in her eyes was usually reserved for Gideon.

      I was hoping she was ready to give it to me—Lincoln—then we would come full circle when I gave Gideon back to her.

      That idea was diminished the minute I lifted my cell phone and saw a missed call from The Den. Perplexed, I knew the only reason Daniella would contact me was if I had an appointment set.

      Damn.

      So close. She seemed almost ready to give me everything she was giving Gideon. If that happened with her knowing I was interested in more than the walls we could break, I’d consider that a victory.

      I sighed, and my thoughts were interrupted by her mother’s squeal.

      “Oh, my God, Mom, what are you doing?”

      “It’s your father, honey. I’m sorry.”

      “No, she’s not,” a man I assumed was Patience’s father spoke.

      Giggling came from her smartphone, and she flipped the phone toward me to keep the images on her FaceTime call away from her sight.

      “Hey! Who’s that, pumpkin?” her mom asked.

      “Oh.” She snatched the phone back to face her. Luckily for us both, I’d shifted enough to keep my dick out of view.

      “That’s…” She smiled over at me, and I smiled back, waiting, hoping. “A good friend of mine.”

      Ouch.

      “Tell your mother the truth,” I spoke. “I’m your husband. You married me overnight while we ran through Las Vegas having a ball.”

      Her face brightened, her mouth opening, a gasp leaving her mouth, then a laugh.

      “What!” her mom shouted.

      I held on to a lazy grin and enjoyed the merriment she displayed.

      “Patience, you didn’t get married without your father and me! Now, listen, young lady, we didn’t raise you to run off and—”

      “Mom!” Patience tried to glare at me, but the tight smile on her face only made me laugh. “I’m not married. He’s only kidding.”

      “Young lady,” her father’s voice broke through.

      “Oh, God,” she said, and I stood and walked to her, getting in the view so her parents could see both of us.

      “Good morning or evening, Mr. and Mrs. Addison. I’m Lincoln Black. Patience and I are getting to know each other, but we’re not married. I was joking.”

      They both sighed in relief. I turned my gaze to Patience, who was staring me down with lust-filled eyes.

      “So, you’re more than friends, then?”

      I turned back. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “All right, it looks like it’s time for us to head back for a visit,” Mr. Addison said.

      “No, Dad. You and Mom take your time and have fun. Where are you now?”

      “In the Caribbean for the next two days, then we’re going to the Bahamas,” her mother replied.

      “Son, you look familiar. Have we met before?”

      Patience’s brows furrowed, and she glanced between us.

      “You may have seen a billboard with me on it over Atlanta. I own Photography Touch Studios in Midtown.”

      “Wait!” Mrs. Addison yelled. “You took our anniversary photos!”

      My grin spread as Mr. Addison added, “They were beautiful. You did a great job and had a very cool demeanor. It’s good to know you’re with my daughter. I guess I don’t have to bring the rifle out. But that won’t excuse you from an ass-whooping if you prove me wrong.”

      I laughed. “Understood.”

      Mrs. Addison’s smile seemed to get wider, and I must admit, it tickled me.

      “Well, honey, since you have company, we won’t hold you.”

      Mr. Addison stared Mrs. Addison down, and she squealed again.

      “Stop it, Frank!”

      “I will not.”

      “Okay, bye!” Patience disconnected the call and shuddered.

      Laughing, I shook my head. “Don’t be like that. Your parents have to have love, too.”

      “Whatever.”

      “How about we eat breakfast?”

      She nodded. “I’m cool with that.”

      Patience watched me the entire time we ate. Making an awful attempt to feed herself, she sometimes poked herself with the prongs of the fork, unmindful of where her mouth was.

      This newfound attention coming from her put me in a confused state of mind. She acted as if she was more intrigued with me, but the date tonight with Gideon made me think otherwise.

      “Did you have a good time last night, Patience?”

      “Sure did.”

      “How did you sleep?”

      Her eyes dropped to my chest, then rose back to my gaze. “Wonderful. Sorry, I fell asleep on you.”

      “I told you that you would, didn’t I?”

      She smirked. “See, I believe words can manifest. So perhaps if you hadn’t said that, I wouldn’t have fallen asleep on you.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Hmmm.”

      I took the rest of my orange juice down, then asked, “How’s your breakfast?”

      She dropped her eyes to her partially full plate—brows furrowed, a light grunt, then she was back with me again.

      “It’s cool. Not starved, but…” She mumbled something unintelligible.

      “What?”

      “Huh?”

      “I didn’t hear that last part.”

      “Oh. Nothing.” Her laugh rang with a bit of mischief, and I knew there was something that I had yet to catch on to.

      Whatever it was, I planned to figure it out.
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Lincoln

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to stay with her for a bit longer. But the need to shower and change encouraged me to head out and reunite at another time.

      We would be connecting tonight as Giselle and Gideon, and though I wanted her in every sexual position known to man, my gut tightened as I wanted her as Lincoln, instead.

      Atlanta’s weather was constant in off-and-on torrential rain. But thankfully, I’d made it to my abode before my clothes were resoaked. Pushing through the door, I flipped out of my shoes, shed my clothes, entered the shower, and stood there for twenty straight minutes while the hot water and steam beat me down.

      Thoughts from last night, on the skating rink floor, her admission of passing out when she came hard flooded me.

      I can admit a part of me was relieved it wasn’t something I’d done—well, outside of giving her an orgasm that made her drop in my arms. However, it did make me wonder what sessions would be like from here on out. I was a willing participant, but I wasn’t sure Daniella would be comfortable with me taking Patience home when she did.

      I washed my body, spent another thirty minutes under the shower’s spray before the water turned lukewarm, then eased out and patted dry with a terry-cloth towel.

      Naked, I strolled into my master suite, entered the closet, and stared for a long moment at my costume. Images of us in the mirrors and the monkey bars flashed.

      Heat packed my skin. I blinked out of my reverie, grabbed a pair of boxer briefs, and oiled my skin.

      My calendar was packed for this upcoming week, and next weekend, I would be busy making memories with Patience at her event.

      A smile pushed at the corners of my mouth.

      She was such a sweetheart who’d borne too much pain from someone she loved. That was the worst type of pain, and it could make a person close down and never open up again.

      Still, I was breaking through—determined to give her all of me in hopes that she would do the same.

      Or maybe…I was a fool, looking forward to something that would never come to fruition. I locked my jaw, grinding my teeth together. That would be unfortunate. And it’s not as if I had a thing for dating women with broken hearts.

      It was her. I wanted to heal her heart, and even if mine were broken in the process, I was willing to risk it.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at The Den, there was an alert for me. Giselle had required to enjoy our evening in The Lair. I smirked, wondering if she would feel the same once she felt the sting from my whip.

      Part of me wanted to ask if she would be interested in a different room. I was trying to avoid her passing out. With the activities we could get into in The Lair, she most definitely would.

      However, I decided I would make her cum without dropping on me. I had a few methods that could coax her into an orgasm and keep her conscious. I laughed lightly and got into position.

      When the door opened, Giselle sauntered into the dark room and removed her coat. It slid slowly from her arms to the floor while she carried her eyes over me.

      I was naked, my dick already at attention, stretching up the middle of my muscled abdomen.

      I cracked my whip, letting it fly into the air and strike the ground right next to her feet. She jumped, along with her boastful, beautiful brown nipples. Heat attacked me. Giselle had come to The Den with nothing but a pair of black crotchless panties, see-through stockings, and those sexy-ass heels that brought her right up under my neck in height.

      Again, I cracked my whip, this time on the opposite side of her while simultaneously allowing the cave I was in to illuminate so she could get a better look.

      Desire stirred in her eyes, and she took a step forward, then another. Next to me, I grabbed the condom I’d already opened right before she stepped into the room and glided the protection over my erection with one hand.

      She paused, and I sent my whip flying again, this time coiling around her body in a tight wrap.

      “Oh!”

      She yelped, and her body vibrated, as I was sure a shiver moved through her. I drew her to me, twisting my hand, winding the whip around my palm.

      “Giselle,” I said, giving her the greeting we were trained to provide upon initial contact.

      “Gideon.” She closed her lips, then opened her mouth again. “Don’t spare me.”

      She was ready for action, but I remembered I needed to make her entire body light up on an orgasm without making her pass out. I yanked the remainder of the whip, and she was on my lap, sliding down my dick as I entered her in an upsurging hip thrust.

      “Ooooh!”

      Her arms were around my neck, her body trembling, neck exposed with the fall of her head, heat cocooning us.

      I grabbed her ass, lifted her, then dropped her down my shaft twice over.

      “Ooh! Gideon…”

      I wanted to taste her throat. Every time I stroked her, the desire to have her flesh in my mouth consumed me. Her toes were curled, but the passionate hedonism must’ve hit her hard because she braced her hands against my chest and placed her feet on the side of the throne we fucked on.

      “Ah! Ah! AH!”

      She bounced, lifted, dropped her pussy on me, giving vigor and ignition as if she’d hit a stride.

      I grunted, moaned, and locked my jaw, trying to remain quiet while she danced on my dick.

      I tightened the whip still around her body, sucked the wind out of her, smacked her ass as she bounced, and threw back every stroke she dropped on.

      We met in the middle, fucking so hard that I felt her go insane. She was twitching, her teeth bared, screams fighting to rip through her clenched teeth when she bit down.

      “Aaaaah! Mmmmm. Fuuuuuu-ck!”

      I repeated my actions. Tightened the whip, spanked her ass when she begged…

      “I need your mouth on me! Give it to me, give it to me, now!”

      I broke our agreement and spoke, “You didn’t sign up for that, ros—Giselle.”

      Fuck. I’d almost called her rosebud, but the passionate euphoria Giselle was in must’ve been all she knew because she didn’t respond to my slipup.

      “I don’t care!” She rotated on my dick, moaned, bounced, and called my name like a séance. “I won’t look. Whatever it takes!”

      Her whining was turning me the fuck on. So, while she bounced and I filled her with my drive, I slipped my hand up her neck and pushed her head back to put her eyes on the ceiling.

      I gripped the flap covering my mouth and lifted my helmet back. It was enough to expose my mouth, but truthfully, I wanted to toss it across the room.

      I chased after her brown areolas, sucked in a nipple, filling my mouth, inhaling her.

      “Oooh, yes! Yes, yes, yes, baby—Gideon!”

      Her bounce didn’t miss a beat.

      “Choke me!”

      I tightened my fingers around her neck and juggled her breasts as I sucked in one, then the other. She was sweet molasses on my tongue as I drove my hips to stroke her deeper, harder.

      A growl rumbled from my stomach, and her skin got hotter, the kindling between us explosive.

      My tongue slipped up her skin, and I bit into her neck, sucked her there, as our continued sex drive created a symphony of slaps between us.

      “OH!” Giselle shook. “Kiss me.”

      She was moving closer to the point of seeing my face. There was no way for me to obey her without revealing myself. She had to know this. So, the request took me slightly aback.

      I dropped my hand from her neck, but she remained arched as I stood with her in my grip, continuing to bounce her hot, wet pussy on my dick. I moved into the cave, and she was in too much ecstasy to care.

      When I approached the spider web, I reached for a piece of the cotton lining and ripped, then lifted her from my shaft and flipped her onto all fours on the mesh. The makeshift design had no openings; it was created to the look of a web with white cotton crossing over and under, hung and extending to hooks on the walls.

      “Oh, my God!”

      It had just dawned on her that she was in a trap, and before she could gather a response, I covered her eyes with the ripped web and drove a powerful stroke into her pussy from behind.

      “Oooooh!”

      She scurried, trying to get away from me, but I pulled her back by her thighs, tightened my grip, and fucked her hard.

      “Shiiiit!”

      She was thrown into an arch as our flesh slid together, and I’d never felt so fucking fulfilled in my life.

      Patience was everything I never knew I needed—beautiful, intelligent, caring, a freak of all freaks, but most importantly—trustworthy.

      She wore that badge of honor on her sleeves, and it was one of the reasons she was avoiding getting closer to me—in the case that I didn’t hold that same quality.

      I pushed into her soft heat, kindled as my flesh ignited and was doused with chills. Muscles flexing, I bit down on my jaw, then reached for her throat with one hand and lifted her to her knees.

      She turned her face to me, and I didn’t need to pry her mouth open because when my tongue touched her lips, she opened up for me, moaning, purring as I sucked her tongue.

      Boundless passion, emotional turbulence, and pure thrill covered us as we chorused praises in sexual satisfaction. I was on my feet, standing up, my dick buried in her pussy, dipping and thrusting while she was throwing it back, her ass bouncing off my pelvis, our tongues in a dance.

      We remained that way for so long it felt as if we’d joined, becoming one hypersensitive organism. Breathing together, our mouthwatering kisses were a suction of continuation as we bounced against one another.

      I didn’t want to move from her mouth, but I was thirsty to taste the rest of her. My tongue slid down her chin, neck, shoulders, and she shook.

      “I’m going to cum so hard!” she shouted.

      I remembered then to make sure she did, but I needed her to stay with me.

      At her back, I bent her again, kissed down her spine, pulled from her sanctuary, then bit into her ass.

      “OH!”

      I slipped my tongue over her ass, covered her pussy with my mouth, and drank the juices that spilled from her.

      She shook. “AH!” Her screams grew sporadic while she twitched. I sped up my flipping tongue to her clit, slowed it down, then sucked her entire peach, tighter, tighter, then went back to flipping at her clitoris.

      She was shaken into her orgasm, and I caressed her body, my hands rubbing her ass, under her belly, pinching her nipples, shocking her further.

      Giselle was drenched, soaking my tongue, feeding me the necessary nutrients that would keep me sustained.

      I rose back to my full height, reentered her, and grabbed her throat, bringing her back to me.

      Her body was still in a spasm, but she was with me after that release, and that enthused me and made me stroke her harder.

      “Fuuuu-CK, Gideon!”

      I did. Back to front, slaps against skin, my penetration so deep I could’ve levitated her with my dick.

      Her screams were filled with erotism—my moans a muffled cluster of growls as we kissed again.

      I couldn’t get enough of her, and I knew if I didn’t relax, I’d fuck her until the club closed.

      She mumbled something I didn’t understand. “I didn’t hear you, Giselle.”

      She sucked in a breath and purred, “You remind me of someone.”

      I slowed but kept my stroke steady. “Is that right?”

      “Yes…”

      She threw her ass back, and I caught each bounce deeper.

      “How?”

      “Your voice…eyes.”

      A shower of chills fell over me.

      “Why aren’t you with someone instead of here, with me?”

      “I’m pretending you are him.” She threw it back harder. “Does that bother you, Gideon… OH! Ah! Sssss….” She trembled.

      “You said this pussy was mine.”

      Slap! Slap! Slap!

      I sped up, and she moaned, purred, her head rolling, then… “It was. It’s his now. Pretend to be him and shut up.”

      I sucked off my teeth.

      “You’ll answer to Lincoln from here on out. Now—”

      I drilled into her pussy, clutched her throat with one hand, and tore into her, my powerful strokes giving off a plethora of stings against her flesh.

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”

      She twisted, scrambled to run again, but she might as well have been in a slow-motion dream for how lazy her getaway was.

      Her body dropped to the web, and I fucked her until she came again.

      It was a hard release, but with the help of my sexual stimulating methods—the pinching, the bites, the slaps—she remained awake. It was a good thing, too, because this time, the way I was feeling about everything that had just gone down, she would’ve woken up at my house, pretense be damned.

      I was focused on her pleasure, but my ejaculation crippled me, and we both went down on the web, falling against one another, our breaths matched in another heated kiss.
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      He was graceful with the whip as if it was an extension of him. There was no lash or pain when it coiled around me, but just enough of a sting to stimulate my entire body. He squeezed, winding me, and each constriction ignited me that much more.

      By the time he’d drawn me to him, I was pouncing in his lap.

      “Have mercy on me.”

      If someone had told me going to The Den would change my life, I wouldn’t have believed them.

      I can admit I had questions. How did Lincoln end up at The Den? Was he there specifically for me, or was it a coincidence that we were together?

      You picked him out of a lineup.

      My thoughts raced.

      You could’ve chosen one of the others, but you chose him.

      I shut my eyes and tried to make sense of it all. What were we doing?

      Musings of him, me, us, created stories in my head. Stories of sex, love, and happiness. But I had to get myself together. We were simply friends with benefits. They were great benefits, too.

      But still, I wanted to get down to the reason he came for me—or not.

      

      Unfortunately, today, I wasn’t taking any calls. My brain had been knocked into next week after the beating Gideon—or Lincoln—had given me.

      Soaking in a bath, I lifted a glass of Peach Villa Rose Moscato to my lips and took a big swig. The alcohol helped relax me, along with this sauna, but every thought of him made my heartbeat rocket.

      It was Wednesday morning, and I’d gone through the last couple of days on autopilot—going through the motions.

      I sighed and leaned my head back against the bath pillow. How would I navigate through the upcoming weekend in Lincoln’s presence after being fucked by him so wantonly?

      I didn’t know if I could control myself. Would I jump his bones? Would I remember we were in a professional setting and be cool like nothing had happened between us?

      Not only this, but mental highlight reels of our first and second encounters also heightened me—my pulse, my heart, my thumping pussy.

      I inhaled a breath, then took another sip of my Moscato, almost draining the glass. Sunday, I’d rested all day. No phone calls, no TV, no writing, just sleep.

      Monday, I dragged myself from the sheets and showered, then bathed, and managed to open my computer long enough to respond to emails and send out congratulation correspondences to the winners of my mentor program.

      It was last minute, too. They all had about five good days from then to prepare to meet me at the venue this weekend. I planned to honor the winners with congratulation certificates, headshots, and good food.

      We would have a great time, and I could imagine the elation the recipients would feel.

      When I’d first started publishing, the only person that pushed me was my mom. My father was a “sure—yeah, go for it” type of guy. It wasn’t the hooray I received from my mom, but I took it, nonetheless.

      There was a sense of pride in my spirit for offering them what no one offered me. And truthfully, I believed my journey was meant to take this route so these winners could jump into their careers full throttle.

      My phone rang, and I dropped my eyes to it.

      Lincoln.

      I swallowed and wished the twitch of nervousness had been my Villa Rosa traveling down my throat instead of this anxiousness.

      Yeah, Lincoln was in my system in more ways than one, and while I tried to keep myself from loving him, I was falling, and I knew it.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Ms. Addison.”

      “Mr. Black.”

      He chuckled, and a coil of chills wrapped around me, that dangerous voice reminding me of those growls and moans as he fucked me.

      “You got me,” he said.

      “Hmm, what?”

      “I called you Ms. Addison, and you got me back. I forgot how quick you are with the reflex.”

      “Oh, yeah.” My mind was elsewhere, his you-got-me shaking me up as I found a different meaning in his words.

      “Does it bother you when I call you Ms. Addison?”

      “Call me whatever you want.”

      There was silence on the other end, then he cleared his throat and spoke. “Whatever I want?”

      “Yes.” Call me Giselle.

      I shooed away my inner thoughts but murmured a laugh all the same.

      “All right, rosebud, mess around and find out.”

      “Come on. I’m ready for the lesson.”

      “I’m on my way to teach it.”

      I blinked. “Wait.”

      A chuckle slipped through the line. “Having second thoughts?”

      “I… I…”

      Shit. I what, Patience?

      I laughed nervously. “I was just kidding.”

      “Hmmm. I don’t think you were.”

      “Maybe not, maybe so.”

      “What is this, rosebud?”

      “What is what?”

      “Are you coming on to me? I felt over the last week that we’d gotten closer. Would you agree?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I didn’t want to say this over the phone, but now that we’re here, I’m thoroughly attracted to you. In every way.”

      My heart stuttered. “I’m attracted to you, too, Lincoln.”

      That was the understatement of the decade.

      “What do you think we should do with all of this attraction?”

      What we’ve been doing.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe nothing.”

      “Or maybe everything,” he countered.

      My body was getting warm, even though now the water was getting cold.

      “Did you call to talk about our attraction?”

      He chuckled, knowing I was changing the subject. “I didn’t. But I’ll go wherever the conversation takes us.”

      “I—”

      “I missed you, Patience.”

      I shut my mouth.

      “It’s only been a few days since we last saw each other, but I find myself wanting you by my side often.”

      Lifting the wine glass, I took down the rest of my Villa Rosa, but remained silent.

      “However,” he continued, “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable if you don’t care for the direction of our exchange.”

      “I’m not uncomfortable, but…not ready.”

      His silence made the butterflies in my stomach somersault. “I understand.”

      I exhaled but hoped he was okay with my response. I liked Lincoln—more than I wanted to believe. But I was too much of a nervous wreck to do anything about it.

      “About this weekend,” I said, “have you had a chance to go check out the venue?”

      “I did it Tuesday. It’s a nice quaint space. I’ll be able to work my magic for sure.”

      “That’s so good to hear.” I tapped against the phone. “I can’t help but feel like I should still pay you for your services.”

      “You have.”

      “Yeah, but it doesn’t feel like enough.”

      “But it is.”

      “Really?”

      “You underestimate the hold you have on me, girl. But it’s cool. The payment of our skating rink date was all the payment I needed. Thank you for agreeing to be with me.”

      I closed my eyes. There was no getting away from this man. As much as I was and did want to continue running, I felt in the pit of my stomach—eventually, he would catch me.
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      “Hey, Mom. How are you?”

      I strolled down the hallway to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and reached for a bottle of water.

      “I’m doing great. Your father’s been cooking all week. I’m lovely.”

      I laughed, and she cleared her throat. “How are you, son?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Are you? You don’t sound happy.”

      “No? What do I sound like?”

      “Someone who’s had a long day, but it’s only morning.”

      I took a swig of my water and leaned into the countertop. “I’m good. I… got myself into a bit of a pickle, and now I’m trying to figure out my next move if there is one.”

      “This is about a woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      I took a sip of water, folded my arms, and sat in silence for a second.

      “She was a client I met not too long ago. Patience Addison. She booked me for a photo shoot, and we seem to connect seamlessly. We exchanged numbers, and before I knew it, I was reaching out to talk—for no reason at all.”

      I took another swig of my water.

      “I noticed little things about her. She was straight-laced, her honesty refreshing. She also snorted from time to time when she laughed.”

      My mom chuckled.

      “It felt normal talking to her, about nothing or concerning her plans for her business. Then she opened up to me one night about what all she’d been through in a previous relationship. The wretchedness in her tone led me to believe it was something she’d been holding on to privately—not telling even her closest friends.” I cleared my throat. “Hearing Patience’s story felt as if it were mine. The pain of betrayal. The sense of loss, all of it. I could tell that she was ready to give up on love.”

      “But you didn’t want that for Patience.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “But you also didn’t want to miss out on the person she is.”

      I stood frozen in silence for longer than I should. “How do you know that?”

      “I’m your mother,” was her only explanation. “Besides that, those calls, however frequent, gave you the chance to get close to her.”

      “I did.”

      “So, what now?”

      I slipped a finger across my chin in thought. “I’m not sure.”

      “Why aren’t you sure?”

      “She doesn’t want to be loved.” She wants to be fucked.

      “I don’t know Patience Addison, but one thing I do know is she wants to be loved. All women want to be loved.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “She’s tired, baby. And if she’s interested in you the way you are in her, it sounds like she’s not willing to put her heart on the line again to find out.”

      I nodded. “I was afraid of that.”

      “Even though you didn’t ask for my advice, I’m going to give it to you.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      “Give her time. One of two things will happen eventually. One, you’ll recognize that a friend is the only thing you will be to her, or she’ll recognize she loves you, too.”

      I frowned. “Love me?”

      “Do you love her?”

      “I…” I pulled out of my lean, standing straight.

      “You don’t have to let me be the first to know if you do. But I get the impression your feelings are mutual.”

      Was my mother the oracle from The Matrix? I was stuck in my thoughts when I heard my mother saying goodbye.

      “Love you, too. Talk to you soon.”

      Minutes passed that I was paused, resting on everything my mother had said while being in touch with myself.

      Of course, she was right. But I couldn’t admit that out loud. Not because I didn’t want to, but—another thing my mother was right about—I needed to give Patience time.

      “You said this pussy was mine.”

      I tried to shake from my memories of us.

      “It was. It’s his now. Pretend to be him and shut up.”

      I sucked off my teeth—replaying our experience.

      “You’ll answer to Lincoln from here on out. Now—”

      My dick pushed into her, hard, intense as I gripped her throat.

      Shit.

      It was clear that Patience was into me, sexually. But maybe that was it.

      While I’ve been trying to love her, I’d disregarded what she’d said she wanted to begin with. That was selfish. And even knowing this, I couldn’t find regret within the pit of me.

      I took in a deep breath and finally moved from the kitchen.

      In a few days, we would meet up for her welcome luncheon, and afterward, I would tell her that I was Gideon.

      It was time to reveal this truth, and I hoped beyond hope she wouldn’t be upset about that revelation.

      Either way, Patience deserved my honesty, and by not giving it to her, it made me no better than the last guy. The decision was made, but it didn’t stop the bottom of my stomach from knotting up.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Saturday afternoon

        Welcome luncheon

      

      

      

      The small crowd of twenty aspiring authors was quiet as Patience spoke in front of the microphone. On the stage, she exuded soft femininity, moved by love and desire to help the writers jump-start their careers.

      From my space in the corner of the room, where my setup was waiting and ready to take the attendees’ headshots, my gaze drove over her. I enjoyed the way her hair hung in loose curls, to the plunging neck maxi dress, to the open-toed heels on her pedicured feet.

      I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about touching her or loving her for all time. But the sparkling animation inside me surfaced picturesque possibilities that were impossible to shake.

      I bit my bottom lip while zeroing in on hers. I was utterly in want with Patience Addison, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      A part of me couldn’t believe I’d let myself get here. To chase after a woman who didn’t want to be pursued, and risk her never wanting me in that way at all.

      The room broke out in applause when she announced the certificates. Then one by one, she called each writer to the stage to receive theirs.

      “Jessica Benton.”

      More applause. Jessica stood and shimmied to the stage, making everyone laugh harder. They embraced, and Jessica squealed.

      “Thank you so much, Ms. Addison. This is such a dream come true for me. To have someone of your expertise take the time out to mentor us all is just…wow.”

      The audience agreed, with head nods and shouts of yes.

      Patience leaned into the mic. “You have no idea how excited I am to offer the assistance. This is easy for me. It’s the least I could do with the knowledge I have. Thank you for reaching for your dreams of being a published author. The world needs your stories. Together, we’re going to make them come true.”

      I clapped along with the audience, a grin on my face and my heartbeat picking up an extra tempo. What a fool Robert Finnegan was.

      Moving to the side of the audience, I snapped pictures as Jessica accepted her certificate. Together, Patience and Jessica turned to me, and I caught a multi-shot of their pose.

      On her way back to her seat, I snapped more images, repeating the shots with each name Patience called.

      Unable to help myself, when she was alone on stage or in conversation with an attendee, I was snapping—capturing bright images of her smiling, laughing, blushing. I noticed the praise made her draw back. While Patience loved what she did, the attention was something that took her out of her comfort zone.

      Back at my station, I was set up to take the first headshots. Flash after flash, I directed the writers.

      “Your posture and anxiousness will pour out in the pictures if you don’t relax. Loosen your shoulders, breathe, then…”

      Snap! Snap! Snap!

      “I hope that was a good shot!” Jessica exclaimed, obviously excited.

      “Let me show you something,” I said.

      She walked up to me, a smile on her face exhibiting her delight. I hit a few buttons on my camera and showed her one of her shots.

      “Oh!” She covered her mouth, eyes wide. “Do I look that amazing!?”

      I laughed and nodded. She jigged on her feet again, then held her hand out, and I shook it.

      “Congratulations on your success. It’s only up from here.”

      “Thank you so much for saying that! I’m so very excited.”

      “I’ll get your portfolio together, and you’ll be able to pick it up on your way out the door.”

      “Sweet deal!”

      The next attendee took her seat, and we repeated until everyone had had their pictures taken.

      “Whew! I see you all, looking like success stories while getting your pictures taken,” Patience said, back at the microphone.

      The group laughed.

      “At this time, we’re going to get some food because I don’t know about you all, but I could use something to eat.”

      Everyone nodded, including me.

      “In that case, give my helpers a few minutes, and everyone should have a dish in front of them, Amen?”

      “Amen!” they shouted.

      A permanent euphoric smile was plastered on Patience’s face. My attention was never far away from her, but she managed to strut up to me with a plate in her hand as I was studying a few of the photos while having others printed for the portfolios.

      A smile stretched across my face as I rose to my full height.

      “Hey, you. Is that for me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you, love.” I took the food she offered, the sentiment slipping from my mouth with ease. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have.”

      “No, you’re fine.” A blush ran up her cheeks.

      “You’re a natural up there, you know.”

      “Me?”

      “You.”

      She coyly shrugged, and her shyness was cute to me. I wanted to reach out and touch her—her chin, her lips, and pull her into an embrace. I itched for it; the thirst to caress her was intense.

      “What do you say we celebrate after we leave here?” I asked.

      Her eyes lit up. “What are we celebrating?”

      “Are you being real with me?”

      Her mouth dropped, her lashes batting as the color on her face deepened. “I’m serious!”

      “We’re celebrating you, silly girl.” I stepped closer, in a wretched battle with myself not to reach out to her. “You should be celebrated. We’re doing it tonight. Unless you have something else to do, of course.”

      Her eyes were big as saucers then she dropped a heavy giggle on me. “I honestly don’t know how much more of this attention I can take.”

      We laughed together. “Oh, come on now. You can take a little more from me.”

      She pursed her lips. “How much attention we talking about?”

      We held still, staring at each other. “How much is too much, Patience?”

      She shivered just a little, her shoulders trembling slightly. “From you?” She swiped her top teeth with her tongue. “None.”

      Quietness settled around us. Didn’t she know what saying this would do to me? I had given myself a good talking-to. I was trying to give her space when it came to this obnoxiously intense craving I festered. But Patience was making it hard for me.

      “None?” I repeated.

      She sucked in a breath, and an attendee approached her.

      “Can I have a word with you, pa-leeeease? Oh, my God. I didn’t think I would be able to snag you, but I’m snagging!”

      I smirked, and Patience responded, “Sure, sure.” Glancing back, she smiled. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “How could I?”

      “I’ll be back.”

      “Take your time but know that I’ll be waiting on your answer.”

      “The answer is yes, I’d love to celebrate with you afterward.” She walked away, glancing back at me once more while I stared after her.
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Patience

        

      

    

    
      I was following him to a place Lincoln had yet to mention to me. I think he was trying to surprise me, but I hoped he didn’t have a big extravaganza planned. I’d had enough elated energy around me today and could use a simple power-down good time.

      We’d taken separate cars to the venue, mainly because we were on different schedules, and I was busy directing setup activities a long time before Lincoln was scheduled to set up.

      On two eighty-five south, we exited the ramp, but traffic was slow at this late evening hour.

      The surround sound in my car ignited the song “Situationship” by NBDY—the ringtone letting me know Lincoln was calling.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Rosebud. I need to make a stop at my house. My mother just called to tell me she came by to drop off a gift, and she is waiting on my doorstep. You don’t mind if we make a pit-stop, do you?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem. I’m right behind you.”

      “Okay.”

      Our lines dropped, and I could see Lincoln adjust his rearview mirror, his gaze strikingly heavy on me even with the distance between us.

      I picked up my phone and hit speed-dial on Daniella’s number.

      “This is Daniella,” she answered.

      “Hey. This is Giselle.”

      “Good evening, Giselle. Would you like to make another appointment?”

      Watching him watching me as we inched in traffic, I responded, “Yes. Tomorrow night.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “Is this too soon? I know I don’t give you much time between my appointments.”

      “I’ll put you down and send you a contract if Gideon is available. Unless you’d be willing to substitute for someone else if he’s not.”

      “No. If he’s not available, I’ll reschedule.”

      “Okay. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Thanks.”

      I disconnected the call, and finally, we made it to an exit. Thoughts of Lincoln fucking me hard filled my head. I would more than love to have him tonight.

      “If only he’d dropped this strings-attached nonsense…”

      Don’t act like you don’t want to be attached.

      I grunted and almost cursed myself out.

      We drove five minutes more before pulling into a quiet neighborhood. Neatly trimmed bushes and artificial grass was crafted at each residence.

      Making a left turn, then a quick right, and I was pulling onto a red brick driveway, facing a modern white, geometric-style home.

      “Okay.”

      Parking, I sat and watched Lincoln leave his vehicle and meet his mother. She looked to be almost the same height as me. Five feet six, dark brown hair that was cut straight at her ears.

      He took the small gift box from her hand while pulling her in for a hug. A kiss on her forehead, and a quick observation to check her out and make sure she looked okay. Then once he’d decided she did, his gaze trekked to me.

      I dropped my eyes to his mouth while his lips moved. A second later, his mother’s eyes trailed to me. A small smile, then her lashes fluttered, a bit of motherly hope there.

      I shifted in my seat. What was he saying to her? Why did she look so endearing at me all of a sudden?

      They looked back at each other, and she nodded.

      On the move, Lincoln headed toward me, and I powered my window down as he approached.

      He watched me for a second. Let out a breath. Then… “My mother wants to meet you. Do you mind? It’ll be quick.”

      “Um, no, I don’t mind.” I fumbled opening the door, but with his help, I was out and mixing with the scent of his body in no time flat.

      “Thank you.”

      I smiled up at him. “You’re welcome.” I hesitated. “Am I being initiated into the family because if that’s what this is, I need to get my mind right.”

      He laughed, and it made me smirk and calm down a bit.

      “Rosebud. What?”

      “You all were smirking and looking at me. What was that about?”

      His smile relaxed, and his gaze ate me up. “Does that make you feel uncomfortable, Patience?”

      My eyes fell to his lips. “What? No. I usually want to be prepared before I meet the parents, but considering we’re just good friends, I’m probably overreacting.” I shrugged. “Let’s go.”

      I walked away, moving toward his mother, and she shifted on her feet and offered me another bright-eyed smile.

      “Hello, I’m Patience Addison.” I held my hand out, and she accepted my greeting.

      “Hello, Patience, I’m Lincoln’s mom, Mrs. Cynthia Black. It’s nice to meet you, finally.”

      My brows rose. “Finally?”

      I stirred with heat when Lincoln manifested at my side.

      “Yes. My son likes you. Can’t you tell?”

      “Mom.”

      Her eyes shifted to Lincoln. “What?”

      “Let me introduce you to Patience Addison.” He glanced at me. “My good friend.”

      Looking at his mother, his words were directed to me. “Patience, my mother has been bringing me a gift every time I sign on to shoot a big photoshoot.” His gaze came back to me. “I recently became one of the photographers selected to shoot at the upcoming Hollywood Met Gala. I think she’s happier than I am.”

      He chuckled.

      “That’s amazing!” I exclaimed. “When did this happen?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Congratulations. That’s huge!”

      I slipped my arms around his torso, easing into a warm embrace when his arms dropped over me. It was so comfortable in this spot, but I quickly pulled myself back before I fell into a coma there.

      “Thank you.”

      “Go on and open your gift so I can get out of here. I think it’s about to rain.”

      He flipped the gift back and forth, then glanced at his mother with a smirk on his face. “What have you gotten me this time?”

      “Open it up, and you’ll see.”

      He glanced at me and shook his head softly, then ripped the paper.

      “You know, I think my mom wanted me to have siblings because she spoils me like I’m five children.”

      I laughed, and Mrs. Black pursed her lips.

      “Hmph. If I’d have wanted more kids, we would’ve had more. But your father and I were too busy role-playing at that club Zen, Den, or whatever it’s called, and the owner made you wear condoms.”

      Lincoln and I froze, and his eyes widened as my lips parted in a gasp.

      “Mom?”

      “What?”

      “What do you mean at a club—”

      “Oh, don’t be so appalled—your father and I are freaks. It’s where I got pregnant with you.” She laughed, then lowered her voice to finish telling us, “It was one of those times we broke the rules. Whew. What a great time. It was owned by the father then. It’s a family heirloom. I—”

      “STOP.”

      I whipped my head toward Lincoln, who was about to fall apart. I covered my mouth with a hand and could’ve laughed and screamed, but neither sound would make a peep.

      Mrs. Black sighed. “You children.” She shook her head. “A great sex life is critical to a great relationship.” She winked at me, then nodded once at Lincoln, and finally, laughter bubbled from my mouth.

      Lincoln’s nostrils flared, then he peered at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I managed to choke out. “I can’t contain it.” I was bent over, giggling uncontrollably.

      Hurriedly, Lincoln opened the package. “Oh, look. I opened it,” he said, rushing to change the subject.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I laughed, and regardless of how disgusted he might have been, a smirk creased the corners of his lips when he glanced at me again. “How was that for an introduction?”

      I wiped away my tears and stood straight in an attempt to pull it together.

      Lincoln removed a wallet from the container, flipped it over, his gaze going to his mother. She was beaming when he dropped his attention back to the wallet.

      “It’s branded with your name. Lincoln Black is on his way to being a household name. This is your prototype for men’s wallets. Next, timepieces. And from there, whatever your heart desires, son.”

      He drew her in for a hug, and my heart swelled.

      “Thank you, Ma. You’ve always been so good to me. I love you, forever.”

      “I love you, too.” She kissed him on his cheek and squeezed him. “When you’re ready, let me know. I’ve got a few contacts that can get your product in the right stores.”

      Both of our brows rose. But by now, I knew that she meant what she said, and I was about ready to call her mother-in-law.

      “We’re going to sit down and talk about this in-depth,” he said. “I’m interested in your ideas.”

      “Our ideas.”

      He chuckled. “Okay. Our ideas.”

      She gave him another squeeze, then released him and turned to me.

      “It was nice to meet you, Patience Addison.”

      “You, too, Mrs. Black.”

      “Will I see you again? You should come over for dinner sometime.”

      “Mom.”

      “What?” She craned her neck up at Lincoln.

      “Maybe in the future.”

      “Well, that’s all I asked. Can’t Ms. Addison answer for herself?”

      I cracked a smile. “Lincoln’s right. I’m sure we could put something together.”

      “Oh, honey, I’ll take care of that. You just show up, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      She caressed me on my arm and turned to walk off. “I’ll leave you two alone and get home to Geoffrey.”

      Lincoln turned to me. “Give me a second.”

      I nodded as he walked Mrs. Black to her car. Taking my eyes over his home brought on questions. He had style, and I was intrigued to venture inside, through the offer hadn’t been made.

      Glancing up at the sky, the clouds rolled, and any moment now, I expected to feel raindrops.

      My eyes met him as he strolled back up to me. “Thank you for bearing all of that with me.”

      I laughed. “I love your mother. She’s funny. And a freak.”

      “Easy.”

      My laughter spurred, and I almost snorted, but reined it in.

      “You have a beautiful home from what I can see.”

      He glanced back. “I would ask you to come inside, but I don’t want you to think I’m trying to steal you away.”

      “Why?” His brow rose. “I don’t mind being stolen.”

      His gaze darkened on me.

      “By you, though,” I added.

      He moved closer, his shadow now blending with mine.

      “Would you like to come inside, Patience?”

      “Only if you have something we can celebrate with in there.”

      A smile grew across his handsome face, then he rubbed his chin.

      “I can think of a thing or two. Do you play pool?”
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      “Eight ball, corner pocket.”

      I sent the eight ball spiraling, and it bounced straight up the middle of the pool table, hit a side rail, and shot into the corner pocket.

      “Oh! You played me!”

      I laughed hysterically and shook my head. “How did I play you?”

      He closed in on me, then attacked my stomach in a tickle-fest.

      “Noooo!” I laughed and tried to get away from him, but his fingers were just as magical as his dick because they danced against my belly, and I almost drowned in laughter.

      “Ah! Oh, my Gawd!” I tried to beat against his chest, but lifting my arms made him tickle me harder.

      “See, this is what happens when you play me.”

      “I didn’t! I promise! Gideon!”

      He froze, and my amusement dried up instantly.

      “Uh,” I laughed a little bit more, still flushed from his tickling, “um…”

      His brows dipped, and he watched me with sudden curiosity. “You called me Gideon.”

      I smiled, but it fell quickly. “About that. I…yeah. I did.”

      He stared at me, his eyes now stretching in surprise. “Wait. You did that on purpose?”

      “Not really, but…” I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, does it? I mean, you are Gideon, aren’t you?”

      “Fuuu-ck.”

      “Yes. And you’re very skilled at it, too.”

      His eyes grew. I couldn’t tell if he was surprised by my knowledge or by my words.

      “You’ve known all of this time?”

      “No. Only since the night of the reunion. I woke up in the middle of the night and saw your tattoo and put two and two together.”

      “Shit.” He dropped a hand over his face. “Patience, I… I’m sorry.”

      I frowned. “For what?”

      “For being dishonest about my identity at The Den.”

      I smirked. “Well, technically, you were following the rules.”

      “You’re taking this better than I thought you would.”

      “How did you think I would take it?”

      “I don’t know, but—”

      “Were you ever going to tell me?”

      “Of course. I’d planned to do that today, but I wanted to wait until after your welcome ceremony. I didn’t care if you knew in the beginning because I wanted you to know it was me, but when you didn’t notice, I decided it would be my duty to tell you, first.”

      “Oh. Well, I beat you to it.”

      His gaze drove over me. “Yeah, you did. I’m curious. Were you ever going to tell me you knew?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t think that far. When I realized you were Gideon, I was shocked at first, but then…” I reached out to him, trailing a finger down his chest. “I was happy about it. Kinda thrilled.”

      His gaze darkened. “Kinda thrilled?”

      Closer, Lincoln moved, his body pushing against mine, giving me no place to run. Not that I wanted to.

      “Yeah.”

      His eyes were on my lips, and suddenly, I was as hot as a furnace.

      “Why were you thrilled, rosebud?”

      Dipping an inch, Lincoln coasted, getting closer to my mouth, making my pussy tingle.

      “Because I like you, and…” I sucked in a deep breath, “I want to fuck you forever.”

      His dick got hard. I could feel it growing against my belly, about to take my breath away.

      “You do?” His question was laced in desire.

      “Yes.”

      “And what else, rosebud? Tell me everything you want from me.”

      My mouth opened, but I struggled to release the words that spun inside me. “I…”

      He eye-fucked me hard. “You…what?”

      His mouth was right before me now. I could stick out my tongue and swipe his lips, but I locked my jaw tight, unable to free my thoughts.

      Lincoln turned his head to the side and peered at me. “Is that all?”

      I swallowed, my eyes shuffling. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      He pulled back an inch, but his gaze never left me. “So, you…only want sex?”

      I stuttered, “I told you that in the beginning, but you—”

      A deep sigh escaped his lips, and he stood straight.

      “Listen, I told you.”

      He nodded, carrying a hand down his face. “You did.” Lincoln rubbed his lips together. “I thought I could change your mind, but I was wrong.”

      I frowned. “How?”

      “By showing you real love exists.”

      My eyes lurched. “Real love? What are you saying, Lincoln?”

      He stared me down. “You are right. You did tell me you wanted sex. But when I asked you what would happen if you met your Prince Charming at The Den, you responded ‘he’s fucking me first.’ I didn’t want anyone else to have you. I knew you felt that way because your hope in men was lost. But I knew you could find love again…real love, with me.”

      Stunned. I was utterly shocked into silence.

      “I can’t say that I’m sorry, Patience, but along the way, I fell in love with you.”

      A gasp left my mouth, and the emotions I was trying to fight floated to the surface. “Lincoln.”

      We stared at one another, and my heartbeat drummed recklessly.

      Tell him.

      I locked my jaw—mainly to keep my hyperventilation at bay. Blinking rapidly, I turned on my heels, grabbed my jacket, my keys.

      “I have to get out of here.” I sprinted to the door.

      “Patience!”

      I could hear him coming after me, but my speed increased, and before I knew it, I burst through his doors and ran to my car—instantly soaked by the torrential rain. Fumbling with my keys, tears clouded my eyes.

      “Patience!”

      “No!” I paused and glanced up over my car door at him, standing on the passenger side. “Please, Lincoln. Don’t.”

      He didn’t come any closer.

      I stuck the key into the door and opened it, slamming it behind me as I jumped inside.

      “Calm down, Patience, so you can drive, damn it,” I said, ordering myself to get a grip. I took in a deep breath and cranked up the car, driving away from Lincoln, leaving him standing in the rain.
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        * * *

      

      I was determined to shake off my emotions—forcing everything Lincoln had said to the back of my mind.

      “Remember your mission. This is about sex. That’s it. You don’t need love. You don’t need a man. All you need is this ass waxed when you desire and to live your life to the fullest.”

      I nodded as I got out of the shower. It was the next day, and Gideon and I had an appointment I expected him to keep whether we both knew he was Lincoln or not.

      If he didn’t want anyone else to have me, as he said, then he’d keep slamming this pussy like I needed him to.

      Oiling my body, a tune floated from my lips as I dressed, combed my hair down in successive layers, then sprayed myself with Chanel N°5.

      My cell rang out, but it wasn’t the melody behind Lincoln’s number, so I ignored it and finished getting myself together.

      I was out the door and on the road when it rang again, and again I ignored it, focused on tonight’s mission.

      I wanted it in the Fun House again. This time, I would watch every move we made from the mirrors. I was excited about it. I’d made it up in my mind that I would demand that Gideon also watch our every move.

      I was tingling just thinking about it.

      Traffic was surprisingly light, but thunder was rolling through the clouds.

      “Again.” I shook my head, but even the weather couldn’t put a damper on my spirits. A smile shuffled to my face when The Den came into view. I parked, checked my face in the rearview mirror, then exited the car for the front door. I was a little early, but that should be all right. I was willing to wait for him if it was necessary.

      The double doors opened, and my eyes connected with Daniella’s.

      “Giselle,” she said, glancing at her watch.

      “I know I’m early. If I need to wait, that’s fine with me.”

      She grimaced. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but Gideon’s not here tonight.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about? We had a date. Was there an emergency?”

      “No. He’s decided not to return to The Den.”

      “Forever?” My voice had risen.

      “I’m afraid so. I tried to call you, but I didn’t get an answer.”

      I was incensed.

      I twirled around and left Daniella apologizing to my back. It wasn’t her fault, but I was pissed.

      Inside my car, I hit the gas, flying out of the driveway and headed across town to Lincoln’s home.
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        * * *

      

      I beat his door down, making sure there was no doubt I wanted to get at him. The seconds I waited felt too long. For a minute, I thought he would ignore me. Thunder continued to rumble, and I’d felt the first drops of rain splash against my face when the door swung open.

      His brows rose in surprise, and he was wet, bare-chested, with a towel wrapped haphazardly around his waist.

      My argument almost deserted me after getting a look at his hard muscular physique, and before I could focus, my eyes dropped to the dick print behind his towel.

      Shit.

      “Patience.”

      He glanced out behind me, then to the side. “What are you doing?”

      I snapped back into focus. “What are you doing, Lincoln?”

      His brows furrowed, and I folded my arms.

      “We had a date.” I pushed his chest, but he didn’t move, only held firm, driving an intense gaze over me. His jaw locked, and the muscles in his cheeks flexed.

      “You didn’t expect me to keep that appointment, did you?”

      “Yes!”

      He reached, grabbed me by my waist, and drew me across the threshold, flanked against him.

      My body simmered from our graze. Our eyes connected as the door behind me slammed. “You didn’t think I would show up after the way you left here yesterday. You couldn’t have.”

      “What does that have to do with our appointment?”

      He watched me hard. “I can’t keep fucking you, Patience.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “You know the answer to that.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Because I love you, Patience. And you don’t feel the same about me. There’s no way I could have you in such an intimate way continuously knowing this.”

      I wiggled free from his grasp, frustrated.

      “Damn you, Lincoln.” I twirled, marched toward the wall then turned back to him. “Damn you! All I needed was to be free! Free of any miscommunications, misconceptions, or heartbreak! But no—here you come, squeezing your little way into my soul!”

      I began to pace, my hands sliding up my face, covering my eyes.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. I didn’t think about what you wanted, only what I could give you.”

      I dropped my hands and glared at him. “Which is what?! Huh?”

      He took a step closer… closer… mixed with my aura, and… “No miscommunications, misconceptions, or heartbreak.” He touched my neck softly, his fingers slipping around my nape, gripping. “A listening ear, fidelity, intimacy, love.”

      My chest rose and fell, my heart rocking, my pussy thumping.

      Tears clouded my eyes. Every emotion I tried to hide was felt—all the pain and regret from my past relationship, mixing with the want, need, the hope I wanted with Lincoln, fighting…tearing me apart.

      A sob broke through my mouth, and he scooped me up in his arms. Legs around his waist, my face pushed against his neck, I cried, nervous—no, scared as hell.

      His mouth dipped down to my ear, and he spoke quietly, his deep timbre trembling down my skin. “I would never hurt you, Patience. Ever, ever, ever. I would nurture your heart, always doing my part to keep you whole. You are beautiful. Inside, outside. Your spirit lights up my life. I need you to understand, hurting you is hurting me.”

      I moved my head, my teary eyes lifting to him. “Lincoln.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. You don’t have to make me any promises or feel the need to explain how you feel because I feel you. I understand the danger you’re wrestling with and how that scares you to death. You can just be. You don’t owe me anything.”

      “Lincoln.”

      “Yes, rosebud?”

      “I love you, too.” He stared at me as my tears begin to fall steadily again. “That’s why I’m scared.”

      He kissed away my cries, his lips landing on my forehead, nose, lids, and lips.

      We ignited. Right there, where we stood, a fire was lit.

      “Let’s take things as slowly as you want. If you want to remain friends with benefits.” He paused. “I’m willing, but you have to understand—”

      “Slow, but more than friends.” He watched me intensely. I nodded, and his hand slipped to my chin, drawing me closer, his mouth on my mouth.

      “Mmmmm.” I moaned, the fire inside me growing the more I felt his erection lift to press into my pussy. “I’m not wearing any panties,” I whispered against his mouth.

      His kiss slowed, then he snatched my coat open while I yanked at his towel.

      Our clothes hit the ground at the same time, and I gasped as his erection stretched into me.

      “Aaaah!”

      Our mouths crashed, tongues dived, and my ears tingled.

      He spread me, delivering the strongest stroke into me that I’d ever felt. My toes curled, mouth opened, and body shuddered.

      “Oh, my Gawd! Lincoln!”

      “Who?”

      I moaned, purred, “Gideon…”

      He held my ass tight, dipped, and plunged, churning me over and over.

      A growl drummed from his core, his drive revving, my pussy spreading to accommodate his hungry desire.

      “Mmmm. Yes! Yes, yes! Ah!”

      We moved, a tabletop vase plunged to the floor, and my back was pinned to the wall.

      Hot, heavy palms spread me wide, lifting my thighs and pushing them back, my knees level with my shoulders.

      “Ooooooh!”

      He fucked me erotically, propelling a pipeline of dick, dragging, surging, pounding against my G-spot.

      I squirted all over his shaft, my body convulsing as he rocked into me. My ears popped, my mouth sucked into his, my breath not my own as he shared each inhale and exhale allotted to my lungs.

      I was in ecstasy. Not only had I never been sexed with so much passionate intensity, but I had never felt another’s heartbeat pound to a synchronized rhythm with mine before. It surprised me.

      My desire for him was full throttle. I wanted to choke on his dick—wanted it to clog my airways until I’d sucked the fullness of him in one slurp of a stroke.

      I snatched my mouth back from his suckle, took in a breath. “Put it in my mouth.”

      He wasted no time getting us to the couch, flipping me over where I slurped in as much of his dick that I could maintain.

      My pussy hovered over his lips, and he tightened his arms around my waist and crushed me to his mouth.

      “Oooooh…” I slurped and moaned, purred and groaned, as we shared oral pleasurable stimulation.

      I didn’t know how many times I could come until I got with Lincoln Black. My Gideon. My warrior—and I never wanted to be without his touch again.

      I sucked his erection to the furthest reach of my throat, cut off my oxygen, and forced my tonsils to withstand the pressure of his upward thrusts.

      I was cumming again. A rushing river of cream shot a shower of heat down my core the same time he gave up his orgasm to me.

      It was bliss. The kind I never imagined I’d ever experience. The kind I had no choice but to chase time and time again once I’d had it.

      Our bodies jerked, tingled, spinning and flying together.

      He lifted me, and I rushed to turn and get back in his control. We indulged in a mouthwatering kiss, and our bodies hummed as he lifted me and whisked me off to the bedroom.

      We didn’t see the sun for two days.
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Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Lincoln

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One month later

      

      

      

      “She’s signing her divorce papers.”

      I slowed my treadmill and removed the lone earphone from my ear, easing from a run to a jog as it powered down.

      “Brandy?”

      Patience nodded, her face downcast.

      She’d just walked through the front door, coming from a luncheon she and her friends frequented weekly. Over the last couple of weeks, Patience and I spent so much time together that I’d given her a key to the front door.

      

      “Are you sure about this?” she had asked.

      “Why wouldn’t I be? You’ve long since had the key to my heart. What’s the key to my front door?”

      

      Our beautiful relationship drew closer every day, and I felt comfortable knowing she was relaxed enough to let down her guards more and more.

      I meant everything I’d said about taking it slow. However long it took, I would be here, with her, for her.

      “Don’t be sad, rosebud.” I strolled to her and lifted her chin. “God has something else better in store for Brandy.”

      She smiled. “Why do you always know what to say?”

      I lifted my arm and flexed my muscles. “Because I’m good like that, girl.”

      She laughed. “Shut uuuup.” Then pushed me, and I drew her into my arms.

      “I need to tell you something.”

      “What?”

      Her eyelids fluttered.

      “When we were first getting it in at The Den, you passed out on me in the Fun House.”

      She gasped and covered her mouth, then mumbled through her fingers, “You’re lying!”

      I laughed. “No, I’m not. I was scared shitless.”

      She laughed hysterically. “Oh, my God! Why are you just now telling me?”

      “I have no idea. At the time, I thought I killed you.”

      She laughed harder, tears of joy dropping from her eyes.

      “I took you home. Put you in bed and had Michael help me retrieve your car. I didn’t leave until you woke up to make sure you were okay.”

      Her eyes shuffled side to side. “Wait. Was it the night my door was unlocked?”

      I nodded. “I texted you like ten minutes later and asked how you were.”

      “I remember that!” She pushed me again. “I couldn’t remember how I’d got there, but shit, I figured if I’m here, I must’ve driven.”

      I chuckled.

      “Wow.”

      Her face was flushed, her ebony cheeks darkening.

      “It’s all good. I know how to keep that ass up now.”

      I reached around and slapped her on the ass, then gripped her bottom and drew her flank against my chest.

      Desire rose in her eyes. “Yes, you do. Want to show me?”

      “Sure do.”

      I lifted Patience, tossed her over my shoulder, and stole her away to the shower.
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      Hey, reading family! Wheeeeew! Oh my God, I loved Lincoln and Patience’s story. Patience was trying her best to hold on to that “we’re just friends” BS, and Lincoln was not having it. I hope you enjoyed their story. And if you did, head over to Amazon and leave a review for me!

      Brandy and Michael are up next, and I know they are about to surprise me with their story, but I’m excited! Connect with me on social media and make SURE to subscribe to the Queendom VIP text list below!

      

      As a reminder, reviews are an indie author’s bread and butter. They are a vital part of the publishing process. Not only do they help others who are shopping for good reads find books that they’ll enjoy, but they also help gain access to specific promotions that are vital to the success of a book. With that said, I would be more than thankful for your review!

      XOXO

      —Stephanie
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