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        He came out of nowhere, making all the right moves and saying all the right words.

      

      

      

      
        
        I just wish I could believe him. Unfortunately, I’ve learned my lesson with guys who promise you the world only to leave you pregnant and broke.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        She came out of nowhere, turning my entire world upside down.

      

      

      

      
        
        I don’t care about the past, only about the future, and that future is me, her, and the baby inside her swollen stomach.

      

      

      

      
        
        I don’t care who is trying to get in my way.

        Jasmine is mine.

        Mine to love, mine to cherish, and mine to breed.
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      Another night, another endless drive out in the middle of nowhere, and a perfect way to see how fast this brand-new GT500 can go. So far, I’m impressed. Considering this car was significantly cheaper than the past few high-end sports cars I’ve bought, the speed and handling are amazing. I might even keep this one for a few weeks.

      Nah, probably not.

      As with everything in my life, I’ll tire of it sooner than later. I don’t get attached to things. Whether it’s cars, clothes, or even people. Nothing matters to me enough to hold on to it. I use what I need, have fun, then I move on.

      Most men my age want to settle down, have a trophy wife, a couple of kids, and maybe even a boat. At thirty-eight, I move around so much, most days I don’t even know what state I am in, nor do I care. All I care about is having fun.

      BLUE VALLEY - 14 Miles

      I whizz past the sign and rev my engine, sinking my foot all the way to the metal one more time before I get closer to town. I don’t feel like getting pulled over today, so I finally let off the gas and let the car slow down to an appropriate speed. The needle moves down from 85mph, and my mood lowers with it.

      If it weren’t for my stomach rumbling, I would turn back and pull an all-nighter, but even I have needs, and right now, those include a hot meal and a soft bed.

      Not long after I pass the weathered city sign, the bright-blue lettering of a town diner greets me. It’s almost midnight, which means this is my best chance at a decent meal. I pull my Mustang into the almost empty parking lot and kill the engine.

      Before I exit my car, I survey the area and diner. Only one lamp works outside, and most of the light is coming through the large diner windows. Inside are two waitresses and three male customers. One is sitting by himself, and the other two are together.

      There is nothing out of the ordinary, no danger I can see. Yet I keep my gun neatly hidden away in my holster and my knives in my boots. I haven’t kept myself alive for so long by taking chances.

      I step out of the car and immediately feel out of place. I’m dressed too nice for this place, but I don’t care enough to find someplace else. Shoving the keys in my pocket, I walk inside the diner to be greeted by the sound of the bell above the door and the smell of fresh-brewed coffee.

      “Welcome, please sit wherever you’d like,” the server behind the counter greets me. Her back is turned to me, so all I can see is her slender frame and dark blond hair falling in thick waves down her shoulders, but her voice is so soft and feminine that I already like her.

      Maybe I’ll have her for dessert instead of the pie.

      I find a corner seat, one that gives me the perfect view of the whole place, including all the exits. Sliding into the booth, I grab the menu and flip it open while waiting for one of the servers to come over. Preferably the blond with the pretty voice.

      I’m still trying to decide between the burger and the omelet when I watch her walk toward me out of the corner of my eyes.

      “Sorry for the wait. The stupid coffee filter got stuck again.” Her sing-song voice meets my ear, and with a smile, I tilt my head to look at her. My mouth opens to tell her not to worry about it, but no words come out. Suddenly, my tongue is too heavy, my mouth too dry, and my throat clogged. What the fuck?

      Awestruck, I take in the blond server with the pretty voice. Only she can’t be the server. Not looking the way she does. She should be in a museum, a portrait of her as the main feature of the fine art exhibit. She is no doubt the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.

      Her silky blond hair frames her heart-shaped face to perfection. Plump, pink lips, a button nose, and large blue eyes that reflect every light particle in the dimly lit room.

      My gaze travels down her body, over her large breasts, and down to her very swollen stomach. This angel is pregnant.

      “Are you okay?” Her concerned voice jump-starts my brain again. “You look pale.” She takes another step toward me. Her flowery scent mingles with the air, clouding my thoughts once again. Lifting her arm, she holds the back of her hand against my forehead as if to check whether I have a fever.

      Fuck. I probably do. At least I feel like I’m burning up. Especially with her touching me. My whole body is on fire, and most of my blood is rushing to my cock at the thought of her touching me in other places.

      What the fuck is wrong with me? I don’t do relationships and definitely not kids. Yet this very pregnant woman has my mind filled with both. I don’t even know her name, but I know that I have to have her. That’s all I can think about at this moment.

      I don’t care who put this baby inside her, because I’ll be the one holding her hand when she pushes it out.
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      His skin is warm under my touch but not hot with a fever. My concern for his health dims, and the realization I’m touching a stranger sets in. Not only is he a stranger, but he is also a man who looks like no one should be touching him. His beard is trimmed, and his hair is cut neatly, but something in his dark eyes is wild and dangerous. He is wearing mundane clothes—a dark gray shirt, black jeans, and boots—but intricate tattoos peek out on his neck and hands.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur and try to pull away. I only make it a few inches before his hand comes out of nowhere and snatches my wrist. I expect him to shove me away and tell me off, but he gently tucks me closer.

      “Sit with me,” he orders, his voice low and rumbly, almost like he just got up. Or maybe he just hasn’t talked to anyone in a while.

      I should decline. I should tell him I have to work and it’s not proper to sit with customers, but something has me in a trance. His voice is hypnotizing, his touch soothing.

      Against my better judgment, I let him pull me into the booth. He has to scoot the table out a little to fit my belly, but he doesn’t seem to care. Only a few inches of space are between my leg and his, but I can still feel the heat coming off his body.

      “What’s your name?” he asks, not letting go of my hand.

      “Jasmine.” Now that I’m sitting next to him, I notice how tall he must be since even sitting down, I have to tilt my head up to look at his face.

      “Jasmine,” he repeats slowly, as if he is savoring my name. “You shouldn’t be working here. You really shouldn’t be working at all.”

      “I have to work.” I giggle because he sounds so serious about it. As if he actually means what he is saying instead of simply sweet-talking me. Unfortunately, I’ve learned my lesson. Guys will say anything to get laid. They don’t actually care about you. My smile fades when I think about how I got myself into this situation. Nineteen and about to be a single mom with no support whatsoever.

      “You don’t have to work. I can take care of you… both of you.” He glances down at my belly. “I’ll buy you a house wherever you want. Say the word, and it’s yours.”

      “That’s a nice thought…”

      “It doesn’t have to be a thought. It can be reality. Just tell me where you want to live. How about in the city? Or at a beach? You could fall asleep to the sound of the waves.” I’m actually impressed by how sincere he sounds.

      Though I know none of this is real, I decide to play along. “If I could live anywhere, I would still live in this town. I actually love it here.” It’s not a lie. This is where I grew up, so all my happy memories are here.

      “Okay, so we’ll stay here. If I can’t find a house to buy, we can just build one.” He shrugs like he has it all planned out.

      “I don’t even know your name.” I laugh. This is all so ridiculous.

      “Blake.”

      “That’s a nice name, Blake. You are not from around here, are you?”

      “No, but I’m planning on sticking around.”

      “For how long?” I don’t know why I ask or why part of me is hoping he is staying. All I know is that his answer confuses the heck out of me.

      “However long it takes.” He smirks.

      Before I get a chance to ask him what he’s talking about, I catch sight of Amy speed walking toward us. She stops at the edge of the table, placing her hand on her jutted-out hip.

      “I don’t care how badass you think you are with your fancy clothes and scary tattoos, but if you don’t get your hands off my friend, my foot will be so far up your ass, you’ll sneeze out the shit I stepped in this morning.” My best friend’s threat would sound scary if it wasn’t coming from a five-foot-two, one-hundred-pound redhead with blueberry pie stains on her apron. Good thing her threat isn’t needed anyway.

      “Amy, it’s okay. He just asked me to sit for a minute.”

      She gives me a pinched look. “Well, I don’t trust him. He is looking at you like he is about to have you for breakfast.”

      “I was actually thinking the omelet for breakfast, Jasmine for dessert.”

      “Ugh, smooth talker. I know your kind. Come on, Jas, your shift is almost over. Let’s get cleaned up.”

      I appreciate her caring but sort of wish she’d take a break from being my watchdog for a minute. Turning back to Blake, I ask, “Do you want the omelet? Is that your order?”

      It takes him a second to answer. He’s too busy staring at me like he’s never seen a woman before. “Sure, an omelet. And coffee.”

      I would normally ask if he wants anything on the side, the sort of thing that rolls off my tongue after months of waiting tables. Right now, though? I have to get away from him. Not because he scares me, but because it would be too easy to believe what he’s saying. That’s how desperate I am for something better.

      Since we’re not busy, it doesn’t take long before the bell rings to signal his order is up. I carry the plate in one hand and the coffeepot in the other and offer a smile while pouring a cup. “It might not be the best coffee you ever had. The machine is always acting up, and the hot plate scorches it.”

      He only grunts, still watching my every move. It makes me uncomfortable, but in an exciting sort of way. I’ve had plenty of handsy, disgusting customers, and this isn’t one of them. He makes my heartbeat quicken and my cheeks flush.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” I offer before turning away to finish the side work for the next shift.

      And the entire time, no matter what I’m doing, I feel his eyes on me.

      I don’t even mind. In fact, I like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            BLAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      What’s my move here?

      If I had it my way, the delicious Jasmine would leave with me. I would take her someplace comfortable and safe where she could rest, poor angel. She must be exhausted, and the way her hand keeps pressing against her lower back tells me she’s been on her feet for hours, and it’s getting to her.

      She deserves better than that. She deserves better than this place, too, some greasy spoon practically in the middle of nowhere. The way her friend jumped to rescue her tells me the guys who pass through here can’t keep their hands to themselves. The idea of some filthy pig believing he has the right to set eyes on her, much less touch her, is enough to make me sick.

      By the time I’m finished eating—I can’t taste a thing—a girl who can’t be older than Jasmine flies in with a bunch of apologies for being late. Jasmine’s sweet smile doesn’t falter while she accepts the excuse. “Don’t worry about it,” she assures the other girl. “Besides, I’m waiting to close out my last check.”

      That’s my cue. I’ve sat here all this time wanting nothing more than to watch her and breathe the air she breathes. But I’m holding her up, so I grab a handful of bills before standing.

      She turns in time to watch my last few steps, and I swear she stands up a little straighter while her eyes widen. “Here you go. I think this should take care of it.” I hold out the money. “Keep the rest.”

      Her eyes go from wide to bulging. “That’s way too much. I didn’t even give you a check yet.”

      “Take it.” I didn’t look to see exactly what I took from my wallet, and now I count five twenty-dollar bills. It’s less than I’ve spent on a mediocre night out, but she looks at me like this is a joke. When she still makes no move to take the money, I slap it down on the counter between us. “Take it or don’t, but I’m leaving it here. We’ll see each other again soon, Jasmine.”

      I go back to the car because standing so close without being able to reach out and touch her, hold her, is torture. I don’t need that little spitfire friend of hers calling the cops, either. The idea that I would do anything to hurt this sweet creature is obscene, but the girl doesn’t know me. And after all, I’ve cultivated my image with the end goal of looking menacing. I’ve certainly achieved that. No wonder the redhead was nervous.

      Now, the Mustang is a laughable waste. This isn’t a car driven by a family man, and that’s who I am now, or rather, who I will be once we settle down together. Little did I know this evening would turn into a pivotal moment in my life. Everything now will be categorized as before I entered the diner and after. Somewhere in between, my priorities shifted.

      It’s not five minutes before a soft chime rings out thanks to the bell mounted above the door. Jasmine steps out, followed by her friend. I watch, unblinking, waiting to see which of the handful of cars in the lot is hers. Instead of getting behind the wheel, she follows her friend to a late model sedan and gets into the passenger seat. I follow at a short distance, falling in behind them without thinking. Years of tracking have worn a groove in my brain to where I don’t have to think about it.

      Instead of focusing on remaining unnoticed, I run the numbers in my head. There’s more than enough money stashed away to provide for both Jasmine and the baby well into the foreseeable future. I’m not worried at all about that—the work I’ve done has paid well, and aside from my unfortunate liking for flashy sports cars, I’ve lived a surprisingly frugal life. My needs are simple, and it’s always better for a man in my line of work to live sparsely in case I need to pick up and hit the road before things heat up.

      After ten minutes of driving, we are in a small residential neighborhood. Most of the lights behind the windows are out at this time of night, and there are few cars on the streets. Either the spitfire is too tired to notice, or maybe she doesn’t care, but she makes no effort to lose me. Instead, she pulls up in front of a modest two-story and kills the engine. I park several houses down, leaving a car between us. The driver hops out, but Jasmine takes longer. She’s laughing once she finally steps onto the pavement and closes the door behind her, rubbing her swollen belly with one hand. Carrying that extra weight must make getting around awkward. How far along is she? I wish I had thought to ask, but nothing could have prepared me for meeting her.

      Are they roommates, these two? They go into the house together, and a moment later, a light turns on inside. Soon after, one of the upstairs lights goes on. I hope that’s Jasmine. She needs her rest.

      This is her life? It’s meager, small, and almost sad. The Mustang sticks out like a sore thumb around here. Doesn’t she know she deserves better? I shudder to think how much life might have already thrown in her way to leave her where she is now.

      One thing I’m sure of: there’s no man in her life, despite the growing evidence she’s carrying. I don’t care how young she is and how young he probably is as well. No man allows his pregnant girlfriend to work the late shift in a fucking diner of all places. Even if I didn’t have enough money to support us, I would sure as hell pick her up at the end of her shift to make sure she was safe. No, I’ve always had a good sense of people, able to read them at a glance. It’s helped a lot in my line of work.

      I know for sure Jasmine is on her own. The lonely have a certain way about them. A sadness they carry without knowing it. A stoicism. She has both of those in spades, despite her sweet voice and gentle manner.

      The more I think about her, the harder it is to wait to introduce her to a new life.

      I snarl at the ringing phone, cursing the way it breaks into my reverie. The sight of a single initial on the screen doesn’t make things any better. I know why he’s calling. It’s the only reason he ever calls.

      “I have a job for you,” Z informs me when I answer.

      “I’m not interested.”

      There’s a moment of silence on the other end before Z clears his throat. “Come again?”

      “I told you I’m not interested.” We never get too heavy into specifics during these calls. Normally, Z will give me a heads-up before sending an encrypted message containing the information on my next job. The individual, their address, any special circumstances. When the job is complete, he collects his finder’s fee, and I take the rest. It’s worked well for both of us.

      Until now.

      “You realize you can’t just walk away from this arrangement.”

      “Who says?” I ask, my gaze still trained on the house. The downstairs light has gone off, but the one upstairs still burns. Is that the room where Jasmine sleeps? She’d better take a good look around because she won’t be there much longer.

      “Says the people who will be very disappointed when they find out you’re no longer accepting jobs.”

      “I don’t owe any of them a damn thing, and we both know it.” There was a reason I never affiliated myself with any single family or organization. The work I do has always been on a one-off basis, purely freelance. My duty toward the client ends when the job is finished, and I collect my fee.

      “So that’s it? All this time I’ve spent arranging jobs for you, and you’re going to retire without warning?”

      “Consider this my resignation. How about that?”

      “It doesn’t fly.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m sure you can find plenty of contractors to replace me.”

      He grumbles something, and I recall the times he’s hinted at me being the most trustworthy. I’m the one hitman he counts on to get the job done every time with no complaints, no mix-ups. I deliver. It’s what I do. Or rather, what I did.

      It’s not my problem. And once he gets over the shock, he’ll work something out. By then, I’ll have Jasmine with me, and we’ll be preparing for the baby’s arrival. Nothing in the world matters more than that now.

      The upstairs light goes off, and I silently wish Jasmine a good night’s sleep. Soon, you won’t be alone anymore.
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      Amy isn’t working the late morning shift today, but I am. I was lucky her mom had time to drop me off, but then the two of them have been amazing ever since I found out about the baby. It was one thing to live on my own when it was only me, but now that there are two of us, it’s not so simple.

      As soon as I walk inside, I can tell something’s up. One of the girls about to go off her shift waves me over, nodding toward the coffee station. “Did you know anything about that?”

      “About what?” I finally take a good look and gasp in surprise at the brand-new coffee maker. It’s practically sparkling. “When did that get here?”

      “A couple of hours ago. But nobody ordered it that we can tell, and the guy said it was paid for.” Before I can react, Kara takes me by the wrist and drags me over to the bathrooms. “And look at this.”

      I brace myself because, seriously, what are the odds of this being anything but disgusting? Instead of a total biohazard, though, the room is cleaner than I’ve ever seen it. “What the hell?” I ask, looking at her. “Did a new cleaning crew come in?”

      “Somebody came in and said they were hired to clean, and both bathrooms are like this now. Employee bathroom, too. They scrubbed the walls and floors and everything.”

      “I guess they’re finally taking shit seriously around here.” At least now when I use the bathroom, I won’t feel so much like I have to hover over the bowl. It was one thing to do that back in the old days, but now? Any opportunity to take a seat.

      I’m still shaking my head in surprise when I step behind the counter and tie on my apron.

      That’s when I notice him. It starts with a tingle along the back of my neck, the sense of being watched. I glance up to find a pair of eyes that shouldn’t feel so familiar watching me, following my every move.

      And now I realize I was hoping he’d be here today. I don’t know why. It wasn’t even a conscious thought until now. Blake is a stranger, not to mention somebody who got way too familiar, way too fast.

      And in that respect, he’s no different than a hundred other men who’ve sat at these tables, thinking my smile gave them the right to touch me or make rude comments. But he’s not like that. I don’t get that skeevy, skin-crawling feeling when our eyes meet from across the room.

      “He’s been here for a while.” I didn’t realize Kara approached until she whispers near my side. “He asked if you were working, and I pretended I didn’t know in case he’s a stalker or whatever, but he wouldn’t leave.”

      “It’s okay. He was here last night.” And he left me a huge tip, but she doesn’t need to know about that. I still feel like I should give him the money back, but on the other hand, I’m going to need everything I can scrape together once the baby comes.

      I need an excuse to go over to him, so I pick up the coffeepot and carry it to the back corner booth where he waits. “Can I freshen your cup?” I ask with a smile. I wonder if he knows how nervous he makes me, but in a good way.

      He nods. “What do you think about the new machine?”

      “It’s pretty fancy looking,” I admit. “Were you here when they brought it?”

      “I bought it.”

      Bad timing. I almost drop the carafe on the table out of surprise. “Excuse me?” I laugh. He must be out of his mind.

      He doesn’t crack a grin. “I said I bought it. The one that was there before needed to be replaced. And those bathrooms? When was the last time a decent cleaning crew came through here? I didn’t want to think about you or the baby picking up some disease.”

      His cup is full, and I should check on a couple of customers at the counter, but it’s like my feet grew roots. “Are you serious?” I whisper.

      “I told you last night. I’m going to take care of you. Now you know I meant it.” He lifts one of his broad shoulders. “This was nothing. Once we’re together, you won’t have to worry about anything.”

      “Excuse me? Miss?” I know the sound of a customer on the verge of frustration, and that’s it. I can’t focus all my attention on Blake, no matter how much I want to.

      “You better go before I have to teach that guy some manners.” He doesn’t seem to be joking. In fact, the look in his eyes makes me wonder what he’s capable of. He looks ready to kill.

      That look disappears when our eyes meet again. I must have imagined it.

      I don’t know what the man does for a living. He must make money somehow if he could afford to tip me almost a hundred bucks last night, not to mention ordering a high-end coffee maker at the drop of a hat. Yet he doesn’t seem in any kind of hurry to be anywhere. In fact, he never leaves the booth throughout my shift, spending the hours drinking coffee and doing things on his phone. Most of the time, he watches me, and I grow accustomed to the weight of his stare.

      Who is he? What does he want, really? It was one thing for him to say a bunch of stuff last night about taking care of me, getting me a house, and all that. It even made me smile as I fell asleep. It gave me something nice to think about while I rubbed my belly and talked to the baby about my day the way I always do.

      Now I’m wondering if he’s serious, and what I’m going to do about it.

      I can’t pretend the idea of being taken care of isn’t a miracle. But there’s no such thing as miracles. I know better than to trust anything that comes out of a man’s mouth when he wants something, and I know what this man wants. The way he looks at me, he might as well be wearing a sign. I can’t imagine why anybody would want me looking the way I do now, with my stomach sticking out like it does and my ankles all swollen, but that doesn’t erase the hunger on his face whenever I catch him looking at me.

      If he was some old, ugly creep, it would be easy to brush him off.

      But there’s something else. I wouldn’t even admit it to Amy. I’m lonely. After Chris left, I figured nobody would ever want me again. Not after the baby comes. It’s been so long since I’ve been looked at by somebody who seems truly interested in me. It’s been even longer than that since I’ve been touched.

      “You should sit down and rest,” Blake grumbles at one point after I refill his coffee for what has to be the fifteenth time.

      “I’m only working a short shift today to cover for somebody who couldn’t come in until later.” I glance at the clock hanging over the door to the kitchen. “She should be here soon.”

      “They didn’t have anybody else to cover?”

      “I’ll take whatever I can get, you know?” I give my belly a pointed look before chuckling. “Every cent counts.” I hope he doesn’t take that as a hint. I don’t expect him to be as generous today as he was last night. What if he thinks I do? I guess I’ll figure out how to deal with that if it happens. Right now, I have to deliver a couple of checks and bus a few tables. Though I’ve only worked a half shift, I’ve done pretty well with tips. Maybe it’s the baby bump making people feel more generous.

      By the time I’m ready to go, Blake is still sitting in the booth. “Hey, I’m about to wrap up. Are you going to stick around, or do you want your check?”

      “I want you to come home with me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m renting a house not far from yours. I want you there with me.” He announces this like it makes total sense.

      I can’t do this. So why do I want to so much? Maybe it’s how kind and generous he’s been. The little questions he’s asked me about myself every time I’ve visited his table.

      He’s also mysterious. Tall and powerful looking. Gorgeous. And he wants me to come home with him.

      However… “How do you know where I live?”

      “I followed you home last night.” He doesn’t even bother pretending to be embarrassed. “I wanted to make sure you were safe.”

      I’ve always been the smart girl. The good girl. I made a mistake by trusting the wrong person, but otherwise, I’ve made good choices. So why does this invitation tempt me? Because the man himself is so tempting. And I’m so tired of being alone.

      “I guess so.” In the back of my mind, I remind myself this is only sex. I need touch and comfort and affection—and I’m horny as hell thanks to pregnancy hormones—but it won’t last longer than the time he takes to get off. That’s what I need to remember, so I don’t end up hurting when he kicks me out later.
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        * * *

      

      “How long have you rented this place?” It’s furnished nicely, if sparsely, and is much cleaner than I would expect from a single guy. No takeout containers or beer bottles around, no random hair in the bathroom from what I can see as I pass the open door.

      “I just leased it.” He strips off his leather jacket and tosses it onto the bed. “Today. And I had the landlord oversee the furniture delivery.”

      I can’t imagine that, but he makes it sound like an everyday thing. “Do you like it?”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “I like you more. I don’t care about the furniture.” My heart pounds when he takes the first step toward me. He’s wearing that hungry look, and my entire body reacts all at once. Heat builds deep in my core, while the rest of my body tingles under his gaze. There’s no doubt in my mind what’s about to happen.

      What’s really crazy is how I have no intention of stopping him. He should be scary, overwhelming, but if anything, that’s what makes me crave his touch. And when he reaches for me, fingers landing on my jaw and tracing the shape of it, I shiver before I can stop myself.

      I’m afraid he’ll think that means I fear him, but all he does is grin. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you… unless you want me to.”

      My nipples tighten into hard points. I shouldn’t like the idea of that so much, but the heat deep inside is now a blazing inferno, and I can feel wetness pooling in my panties. What’s happening to me?

      He wastes no time guiding me to the bed, sitting at the foot of it before positioning me between his spread thighs. The way he looks at me, I could be a supermodel. All it does is make me want to cross my arms over my body. I don’t deserve that kind of attention.

      “Don’t be shy,” he murmurs, like he can read what’s going on in my head. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Of all things, that shouldn’t make me want to laugh. I only stop myself from doing it because I don’t want to insult him. “Me? Like this?”

      “You don’t have to understand it. You only have to believe me.” Then he cups his crotch and I realize there’s an enormous erection trying to fight its way out of his pants. “Just looking at you does this to me. Does that prove it?”

      He crosses his thick arms over himself and lifts his shirt. My mouth goes dry when I catch sight of his incredibly chiseled body and the detailed inkwork that spans his chest and covers his arms. It’s hard to believe he’s real.

      I jump a little in surprise when his hands land on my hips, but his touch is like magic. Any doubts or worries I had are gone, replaced by the desire for more. After months of doubting anyone would ever want me again, it’s enough to make me giddy that this hot, powerful man wants me.

      I watch expressions move over his face as he takes off my clothes. His nostrils flare, and his lips part so he can take ragged breaths. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs again and again while his hands take a slow tour of my body and leave a trail of fire in their wake. By the time he reaches behind me to unclasp my bra, I can hardly breathe, and the need to touch him is too much to fight. Finally, I can’t help it. I reach out and run a hand through his hair. The way his eyes partly close before he groans makes my legs weak.

      “Holy fuck.” He stares at my swollen boobs while licking his lips. “I think I died and went to heaven.” But there’s no joking in his eyes when he looks up at me. “Let me take care of you first.” All I can do is nod, eager and a little nervous again, before we switch places so he can kneel between my knees while I lie back against the firm mattress.

      “So many things I could do to you…” He lets out a dark chuckle while his hands slide up and down my legs. “All the fun we could have.” He brushes his lips against the inside of my ankle, and I squirm a little, but not out of discomfort. He does it again with the other ankle before propping both on his shoulders. My legs fall open, knees bent, but reflex makes me close them.

      His grip on my thighs is as firm as his voice. “Show yourself to me. Don’t hide. I want to see all of you.” So I do, closing my eyes and wishing I had more of a history than just Chris. He didn’t know what the hell he was doing, that’s for sure. He taught me how to give him a blowjob the way he liked it, but not much else. He definitely never knelt between my legs and groaned like he was looking at something precious and rare.

      “Never think you have to hide this gorgeous pussy.” Blake chuckles, and the sound of his voice—the lust running underneath it—makes fresh wetness leak from inside me. He swipes a finger over my lips, and I gasp at his touch, then gasp again when I look up to find him licking me off his fingertips.

      His eyes close like he’s savoring the taste. “I could live off that alone,” he growls. He grins when he finds me watching. “So fucking sweet.” I don’t even know what to say. I’ve never seen anything so dirty but so hot at the same time.

      With both hands, he runs from my shoulders down to my hips, drawing a faint whimper from me. I had no idea I was this starved for touch and attention. “Has anybody ever eaten this pussy?” he asks in a soft, seductive voice.

      “No,” I admit.

      “That’s the right answer. Your first time should be good, with somebody who knows how to eat a pussy right. Just to let you know, I’m not coming up for air until you beg me to stop.” I can’t speak for the racing of my heart, so all I can do is nod before he lowers his head. The scruff on his cheeks chafes my inner thighs, but I like it. I like all of it.

      Especially when he takes a slow, long lap over my slit. “Oh, my God!” I’m surprised I don’t tear the sheets apart, gripping them the way I am. The vibrations from his laughter race over my skin an instant before he licks me again, again, every time dipping ever so slightly deeper. At first, I don’t know what to do. Should I encourage him? Touch him? I’ve seen videos and know that’s what girls do, but I’m not confident enough for that.

      It doesn’t seem to matter. He groans like a man eating his first meal after a long starvation, or like an animal. I think I like that idea better. He’s turning into an animal because of me.

      Finally, his attention centers on my clit, which is aching so much I’m afraid it might kill me. He sucks it gently, nibbles it, flicks his tongue over the very tip. I’m lost, completely gone, my head rolling from side to side while I moan his name over and over until my voice cracks. His rough cheeks and the way his moans grow louder when mine do only add to the almost unbearable mix of sensations.

      “I think I’m going to…” Yes, I am. The familiar buildup hits me so fast it blindsides me, shooting me toward the finish line. “Blake, I’m going to come!”

      I barely have time to get it out before it happens, shattering me before pleasure ripples out from my center to my fingers and toes. I’ve never come like this. Is there something wrong with me? It goes on and on, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry or both because oh, fuck, it’s so good.

      And he doesn’t stop, just like he said he wouldn’t. He keeps licking up my juices, growling like a wild animal, holding me in place when my hips buck. Almost forcing me to accept the pleasure he so willingly gives. I think I come again somewhere along the way, but I can’t tell. I don’t even think the first one ended. I’m so confused and amazed.

      At least, I only thought I knew what amazement was before I realize he’s entered me with a thick finger. “Oh, God yes,” I groan, riding his finger the way I was already riding his tongue. “Fuck me.” Did I just say that? Who am I? I don’t even care. It feels right. It all feels right and oh, so good.

      “Come for me again,” he urges before going back to licking and sucking like he’s taking ownership of me. And right now, I want him to. I never dreamed I could feel this good, like somebody knows my body and wants nothing more than to please me.

      And I want to please him, I realize. I want to come again for him. I need to, and I’m going to. The friction from his finger and from his tongue work together like he’s massaging me inside and out, and there’s hardly time to be amazed at how incredible it is before it’s too much.

      It could be a second or it could be a minute, but it’s like I’m floating in complete blankness once the tension builds to the breaking point. Total bliss. There’s not a worry or a care on my mind. Only euphoria. All thanks to him.

      And already, I know I want that again. I want it as many times as he can give it to me. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to go back to life the way it was before this. I don’t think I want to, either.
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      Nothing in the world is more gratifying than the sight of a beautiful woman completely undone after a mind-blowing orgasm. Splayed out on my bed, breathless, and probably wondering what the fuck her own name is.

      But this? This is so much better. Because the woman on my bed is Jasmine, the only thing in the world that matters, and I’m pretty sure I just made her feel better than she ever has or ever imagined she could. Whoever knocked her up didn’t know what the fuck he was doing, that much is for sure.

      Poor bastard. He does not know what he was missing. But his loss is my gain.

      Her legs are still shaking by the time I finish licking up what’s left of what damn near drowned me when she came that last time. She didn’t ask me to stop, but something told me to—she wasn’t exactly in her right mind, anyway. I don’t know if she is yet, for that matter. Her eyes are closed, her tits rising and falling with every ragged breath. God, those tits. I can’t help but reach out and take hold of them, weighing them in my hands, massaging them.

      Her hunger might have been satisfied, but mine is nowhere close to being addressed.

      Her eyes flutter open. “Wow. That was incredible.”

      “That was what you deserved. That’s how you should be treated. All the things I could do with this body.” All the while, I’m massaging her tits, treating myself to the feel of them. She purrs like a cat, arching her back, and there’s something unbearably hot about it. Undoing her a little bit at a time, pushing aside all of her hesitations. Introducing her to what a real man can do.

      “You mean there’s more?” There’s something touchingly innocent about the question. It’s almost enough to make me laugh, but I would never do that to her. I know she would take it the wrong way, and right now, all I want is her pleasure.

      “There’s so much more.” I lean down, careful of her awkward shape, and take one nipple into my mouth. She hisses, burying her hands in my hair and running her nails over my scalp. My cock is so hard it hurts, precum soaking into my shorts.

      “I want you to show me,” she confesses in a fierce whisper. “I want you to show me more.”

      In response, I strip off my pants and shorts to reveal what I’ve been longing to sink deep into her ever since I first saw her at the diner. She gasps, which is about the most gratifying sound in the world. “Touch it,” I mutter, watching her reactions. “Wrap your hand around it. You see what you do to me? I’m going to fuck you with this. I’m gonna make you come all over it.”

      She bites her lip, glancing away from my swollen head. I can’t help but marvel at the way she mixes innocence and raw sexuality. “I don’t know if I could fit it all inside me,” she whispers.

      “I bet you could. You’re nice and wet and ready. Do you want me to fuck your pussy with this?” I reach down between her legs to stroke her lips.

      She nods. “Just be careful.” She doesn’t need to say more. I would never hurt her and doubt I could hurt the baby, but I’ll be as gentle as I can.

      “Roll over. Stick your ass in the air.” I back away from the bed and stroke myself while watching her get into position. “Spread your legs a little. I want to see all of you. Every inch.” She shivers when I run a hand over her firm ass.

      “Do you like the way that feels?” I ask, caressing her cheeks.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “I could jerk off just from looking at you.” She’s like living, breathing porn. “So fucking hot.”

      My thumb strays near her tight little asshole, which only clenches tighter. “Has anyone ever taken your ass?”

      “No.” There’s an edge of worry in her answer.

      “Don’t worry,” I assure her with a chuckle. “I won’t be doing that today. But trust me, I will. And you’re going to love having my cock in your ass, Jasmine. Maybe we’ll put a toy in your pussy at the same time and really get you off.” I let my thumb wander down to that area where she’s wet again. Something tells me the idea turns her on more than she’s willing to admit.

      I drag my head through her slit and pick up her nectar. “Mm…” She rolls her hips, and oh, fuck, there’s never been anything hotter. She has no idea the power she holds over me.

      “You ready?” I take her hip with one hand while lining myself up with the other. “You think you can take this cock?” I push against her hole, and she whimpers helplessly.

      “Let me try.” She pushes back and almost envelops me.

      I place my free hand on her other hip and hold her still. “No, baby. I’m in charge here. Don’t make me spank you.” The look she throws me over her shoulder is practically a challenge. A quick, sharp slap against her cheek proves I’m not fucking around before I push forward.

      “Oh, fuck, Jasmine. You’re so fucking tight.” Tight enough that I can barely move. “Relax, baby. Let me fill you up.” I ease forward, watching my cock as it slowly disappears inside her. By the time my base is flush with her pussy, she’s moaning loud, panting for air.

      “How’s that feel?”

      “So good… oh, my God…”

      “You want me to keep going? You want me to fuck you?”

      “Yes, pl-please!” She almost wails as I pull back, my shaft glistening with her juices before I drive forward again.

      “You want me to make you come again? Huh?” I smack her ass in time with another thrust. “You think you have it in you to come on my cock?”

      “Yes… oh, God…”

      “And when I’m finished, I’ll paint your ass with my cum,” I promise between thrusts. She whimpers, her head bobbing up and down. “You like that idea? You like being dirty?”

      “Just fuck me. Make me come,” she begs, almost on the verge of sobbing. “Oh, my God, it’s so good… inside me…”

      “You’re so tight. So wet.” So mine. My pussy, now and always. Nobody will ever touch her again but me. No one will ever enjoy this body but me. And after today, she’ll want no one but me. She’ll crave what only I can give her.

      What was already tight turns into a vise, and I feel her getting ready to come again. Instead of holding on, I ride it with her, letting her pull me along, allowing her rippling muscles to coax the cum from my balls. “You ready, baby? You about to come like a good girl?”

      “Yes… yes!” She falls down on her elbows and presses her face into the mattress, almost screaming when it overtakes her. I pull out and take hold of my slick cock a second before the first spurt splashes over her smooth, firm skin. The next hits her lower back, the third landing between her cheeks and running down her crack.

      Mine. She’s mine now and always. No one else’s.

      “Oh, wow.” She lowers herself onto her side with a groan. “My gosh.”

      “You okay?” I wait until she nods, breathless, before going to the bathroom to soak a washcloth. She only coos softly at the touch of the cloth to her skin, eyes closed, face glowing in the wake of what must be the best sex she’s ever had. She’d better get used to it.

      I toss the cloth into the hamper before joining her again. “You need anything? I can go down and grab you some water. Something to eat if you want.”

      “Just water would be fine. I’ll finish cleaning myself up.” She goes to the bathroom while I head down to the kitchen for water. When I get back, I straighten out the bed before sliding between the sheets. It’s been a hell of a long day.

      Surprise is etched clearly on her face when she returns, though. “Oh. Are you going to sleep?”

      “I thought we’d spend the night together.” I pull back the blanket, revealing her half of the big bed. She chews her lip, eyes darting from the bed to her purse and back again.

      “I should text Amy and let her know I’m not coming home before she calls the police or something.” She flashes an apologetic smile before reaching into her bag.

      “What will you tell her you’re doing?”

      “I’ll tell her I went home with the big, scary, tattooed guy she didn’t like last night.” She glances up from the screen. “Obviously.”

      “You wouldn’t actually say that, would you?”

      “The idea is to make sure she doesn’t call the cops, remember?” Her soft giggle makes me smile. “Of course, I wouldn’t. I’ll tell her I’m staying with another friend for the night. We both know just about everybody around here, growing up in town and all. And she’s always telling me I need to get out more.”

      “You don’t get out much now?”

      “Less chance of running into—” She cuts herself off. Even in the dim glow from the phone, I notice her blushing.

      “Into who? Is there somebody around here you’re trying to avoid?” Like the piece of shit who got you pregnant? I know nothing about the guy, but I know he’s a piece of shit. She lives with her friend and scrambles around to make enough money for the baby. And she’s here with me right now instead of with him. That’s all I have to know.

      “My baby’s grandparents, actually.” She sets the phone down before sitting on the bed, her back to me. I reach out and trace the line of her spine with one finger. “They didn’t want me to stay pregnant. They don’t like me.”

      And I hate them. Simple as that. They’d better hope we never cross paths. “Forget them. You’re with me now, and nobody will disrespect or hurt you as long as I’m around.” When I place my hand against her back, she looks at me over her shoulder. “Let’s get some sleep.”

      Her body fits perfectly against mine. Yet another way it seems she was made for me. “You have nothing to worry about anymore.” I pull her close and breathe deep, soaking in as much of her scent as my lungs will hold.

      “Except for the baby who likes to play soccer with my bladder while I’m trying to sleep.” As if on cue, she winces. “Yeah, there he goes. I swear, this kid knows when I’m about to settle down.” There’s so much affection in her voice, though. It’s obvious she’s happy about at least one thing in her life.

      “Does it hurt when you get kicked?”

      “It can be uncomfortable, especially with him being so big now.”

      “Him?” I can’t help but smile. “So you know it’s a boy?”

      “I mean, no, I don’t know for sure.” She giggles softly, like she’s embarrassed. “I don’t know why I always think of the baby as him. But from the minute I found out I was pregnant, I’ve only ever thought of having a son. I’ll be happy either way, though.”

      “Do you mind if I…?” I’ve never asked a woman if I could feel her baby kick before. This is just as new for me as it is for Jasmine. There I was, thinking I had experienced everything I wanted from life. Little did I know.

      She takes my hand and places it on the spot where she last felt a kick. “Be patient. When I want him to, that’s when he decides not to.” I’m about to make a joke about him being stubborn when suddenly, I feel it. It’s at once surreal and joyous. That isn’t a theoretical creature in there. That’s an actual baby whose foot just made contact with my palm.

      Jesus Christ, I love this kid. I would die for this kid.

      “Do you have any names picked out?” I ask while waiting for another kick.

      “Not yet. I can’t settle on any.”

      “Blake’s a nice name, right?”

      She giggles. “Okay, okay. One thing at a time. Maybe we should go on a date before I name my baby after you.”

      Our baby. She doesn’t understand yet, but that’s who she’s talking about. “Get some sleep while you can. Before Blake Jr. starts kicking again.”

      She can grumble all she wants, but I can see the smile she’s wearing as her eyes close.
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      For the first time in months, I wake up without a sense of loneliness. It makes little sense for me to feel lonely since I’m never alone anymore, thanks to the life growing inside me. But my heart is always a bit heavy.

      Not today. And it’s so nice, I could cry. Right now, I’m safe and taken care of. I don’t have to rush off anywhere. I don’t have to do the math and figure out how much I’ll need to make in tips. It’s enough to lie here with Blake’s arm draped over me in a protective way. I smile and let my eyes close again.

      That’s dangerous. I force them open just like I have to force myself to look at the truth. Blake had his fun. Now, it’s over. He’s going to tell me to leave. I knew it walking in here, right? Everything that happened between stepping foot into the house and this moment is the past.

      I had to sacrifice a lot up to this point. I still have my pride, though, which is what makes me slide out of bed as quietly and smoothly as possible. By the time I’m on my feet, he’s still sprawled out and snoring. If I’m lucky, he’ll stay that way until after I’ve left. I’m sure he’ll thank me for it. This is easier, cleaner, no complications. And I would rather remember things being nice between us, not awkward or cold.

      I’m half-dressed when he rolls onto his back with a soft groan. Dammit. I freeze halfway through pulling up my pants and hope he starts snoring again. No such luck. “What are you doing?” he mumbles in a voice thick with sleep.

      “Getting dressed?” I finish with my pants before pulling on my oversized polo shirt from the diner. “I figured I would let you get some more sleep. We’re close enough that I can walk home.”

      “You are home.” When all I can do is laugh silently, he sits up and stares at me. “I already told you. This is happening. I’m going to take care of you from now on. You’re mine. The baby is mine. End of discussion.”

      Can it be that easy? Everything in me says no, it’s not possible. That I’m naïve or plain desperate for wanting to believe him. “Things like this don’t happen,” I whisper.

      “They do. It’s happening right now. You’d better get used to it.” He stretches, groaning again, before swinging his legs over the side of the bed. “I’m starving. You must be, too. I meant to wake up earlier to serve you breakfast in bed.”

      “It’s okay—” I start, but he cuts me off with a shake of his head. I’m beginning to understand he doesn’t like being argued with.

      “You’re going to eat an actual meal. Believe it or not, I know my way around the kitchen. Just give me a minute to get my head on straight.” He takes no time at all, getting dressed and heading straight for the kitchen. Now I’m too intrigued to leave. I want to see what else he has in mind.

      As it turns out, he wasn’t kidding about his kitchen skills. Within minutes, the aroma of bacon fills the air along with the sound of its sizzle. Before I know it, fresh coffee is brewing, and he places a glass of orange juice in front of me at the kitchen table. “How do you like your eggs?”

      “Scrambled.” Aside from that, I remain silent, content to watch him move around the room. Is there anything hotter than watching a man cook? Especially one who does it while shirtless. The sight of muscles working under smooth skin while he whisks eggs and swirls butter in a hot pan is enough to make me want another trip to the bedroom. Or we could do it right here in the kitchen for all I care.

      My stomach growls, reminding me there are more important things right now. Blake places a loaded plate in front of me in no time before sitting down with one of his own. I barely have time to thank him before I dig in.

      “This is great,” I manage around a mouthful of buttery eggs. “But then, food always tastes better when somebody cooks it for you, doesn’t it?”

      “It depends on the cook.” He winks before starting on his own breakfast. “Do you ever have anybody cooking for you? Besides at the diner.”

      It’s nice to sit here and get to know each other like this, though he’s the one asking most of the questions. I rarely get a lot of chances to talk about myself, either.

      I guess it’s only natural for his curiosity to turn toward the baby. He eyes my belly. “What happened to the father?”

      It shouldn’t bother me so much anymore, but I still can’t look up from the plate. “He was my boyfriend. You know the story. He told me he loved me, blah blah blah. As soon as I got pregnant, he turned into a different person. He wasn’t about to give up his plans. I begged him not to desert me, but he did, and now he’s at college. He got what he wanted, I guess.”

      “And that’s it? He was able to walk away?” I have to nod since there’s too big a lump in my throat to speak. When he growls, I look up from the plate in surprise. He’s got that look again, like he did yesterday at the diner when he got annoyed with the customer at the counter. “I’ll kill him.”

      This isn’t the time to laugh, but I can’t help it. “Sure. Him and all the other guys who’ve ever told a girl what she wants to hear just so he can get in her pants.” Still, it’s cute how defensive he is. Where was he months ago when I was completely lost?

      “So you’re off today.” He takes his plate to the sink, then mine. “What do you normally do on your day off?”

      “As little as possible?”

      A chuckle rumbles from his chest. “Could you show me around town? I want to know what there is to do around here, and what you like about it.” Knowing he wants to be with me is reason enough to agree happily. Thinking about how Chris threw me away like a used-up tissue has me appreciating Blake even more.
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      “You can’t think this is all that interesting.” We’ve been out for a couple of hours and have done more walking than anything else. There isn’t much excitement around here.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Nobody who drives a car like yours finds a three-block-long commercial district interesting.”

      He snorts, and his lips twitch, but he doesn’t agree with me. “Maybe this is the kind of place I’d like to settle down. Ever think of that? Maybe I’ve had enough of flashy living. I want a little peace and quiet now.”

      “You’ll get plenty of that here.” Still, I can’t help but feel proud of my town. It would be easy to take for granted, but I can’t. “When my parents passed away, I figured I would have to move someplace else. That was almost as bad as losing them. I guess I appreciate living here after I was so afraid I’d have to leave.”

      We reach the extensive park at the center of town, a circular stretch of land surrounded on all sides by some of the oldest buildings in the area. I point at the movie theater on the other side. “I worked there for a while during high school. I got to watch all the new movies for free. I’m pretty sure I memorized a lot of them.” Then I point a few doors down from there. “That’s where all the girls go to get their prom dresses. It’s like tradition.”

      “Did you ever play sports?” he asks, eyeing the baseball field to our left where a group of kids are goofing around.

      “Only in gym class. Sports aren’t my thing. I’ve been to a ton of games here, though, and there’s always a cool carnival in the spring.” I look him up and down, grinning. “What about you? You look like you use your body a lot.” I could die from how awkward that came out, but he only laughs indulgently.

      “Working out and group sports aren’t the same thing. I’ve never been what you would call a team player, either.”

      I would laugh and maybe even tease him if it wasn’t for the couple coming our way. They haven’t noticed me yet, and for a split second, I wonder if I have time to escape. Indecision freezes me in place. Blake notices and stops a few feet ahead of me. “What’s wrong?”

      I should’ve made a run for it when I could. She notices first before nudging her husband, whose face goes stony at the sight of me. Everything I ate for breakfast wants to come back up now. Blake takes me by the hand, and his touch jolts me out of my panic long enough for me to whisper, “Chris’s parents. They hate me.”

      “Is this your next mark?” Mrs. Parker jerks her chin in Blake’s direction before folding her arms. “How much money are you trying to get out of him?”

      “What?” Blake looks her up and down before doing the same to her husband. “Who are you to say things like that?”

      “We’re the parents of the young man she seduced months back in hopes of sitting on her lazy ass for the rest of her life and collecting child support, that’s who.” Mr. Parker looks like he’s about ready to spit on me. “I always wondered if she would try that act with another man. Looks like she landed one.”

      “What kind of sob story did she give you?” Mrs. Parker asks. “I hope you didn’t give her any money. She doesn’t deserve a dime. There’s nothing worse than somebody who would try to ruin a young man’s life by deliberately getting herself pregnant so she can trap him.”

      “I didn’t.” I’m shaking too hard to say more than that. “I didn’t.”

      “If you know what you’re doing, you’ll run the other way,” Mr. Parker snarls to Blake.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Blake lets go of me and takes a menacing step toward them. Mrs. Parker gasps and falls back against her husband, who now looks like he wishes he had somebody to fall back against.

      “Just stay right there, pal.” Mr. Parker holds up a hand.

      “What, you think your innocent son got seduced by a young girl? You think she wants to have anything to do with either of you assholes? Or your asshole son, for that matter?” He snickers in disgust. “Now I see where he got it from. You didn’t raise a man. You raised a piece of shit like the two of you.”

      “Very nice people you’re spending time with, Jasmine,” Mrs. Parker mutters.

      “You don’t have the first fucking idea, bitch.” He takes another step toward them, and in my horror, I realize people are starting to pay attention. The Parkers might be assholes, like Blake said, but they also know a lot of people in town. This won’t end well.

      “Come on, they’re not worth it.” I pull on his arm as hard as I can, but it’s like trying to move a block of granite. “Come on. They’re going to believe what they want to believe.” I give one last sharp tug, and he looks down at me with a wildness on his face that scares and excites me at the same time.

      It fades quickly, though, and he’s Blake again. “Yeah. You don’t need this bullshit. Let’s go.” But not before putting an arm around my shoulders and pulling me closer like he wants to shield me from those terrible people.
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      The long walk back to the house doesn’t help ease the burning rage in my gut. Those fucking assholes. Those stupid pieces of shit. That’s what they think of her? How small-minded can people be? I don’t know what pisses me off more: the way they talked to her, or the fact I had to walk away before I put my fist through that smug bastard’s face while his cunt of a wife watched.

      “I’m so sorry you had to see that,” Jasmine murmurs the way she has been ever since we left the park. “It’s so embarrassing. I really hoped they would have changed their minds a little bit after all these months, but I guess not.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I grunt. “None of that was your fault.” I need to kill them both. Neither of them deserves to live. I only hope they never get it in their heads to have anything to do with the baby, because then I’ll have to do something about them. They have no idea who they’re fucking with.

      If I’m going to spend my life with Jasmine, I will have to find a way to vent these impulses when they come up. I’m not used to holding myself back, and I can tell the fury still simmering under my surface is upsetting her. Once we’re back at the house, I go to the kitchen and splash cold water on my face. It doesn’t do a damn thing. All I can see in my head is that smug bastard’s expression. All I hear is his bitchy wife talking down to Jasmine.

      Jasmine happens to be standing nearby, chewing on her lip. “You’re not going to do anything to them, are you?” she whispers.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “I mean, it almost got pretty scary out there. And don’t get me wrong. It’s nice that you care so much. I’m not used to having anybody care the way you do. But I mean, certain people aren’t worth it. They definitely aren’t.”

      “They insulted you.”

      “It wasn’t the first time. Not even close. I’ve learned to live with it.”

      “They hurt you. That’s unacceptable.”

      “I appreciate that. But it’s kind of my thing to deal with, too. It wouldn’t be fair to drag you into it.”

      “You wouldn’t be dragging me into anything. I would be doing what needs to be done for your sake, and for the baby. You deserve to have somebody protecting you.”

      “You looked like you were ready to kill them. That wouldn’t help anybody, you know?” There are so many questions written on her beautiful face, and I know what’s coming. It’s inevitable. I figured we would have to talk about it eventually, but not this soon.

      Instead of asking right away, she looks around the kitchen. It’s nothing much—I’ve rented apartments bigger than this on a short-term basis. “How did you rent this house so quickly? And the furniture. You needed to buy everything that’s here all at once. But you haven’t said one word about work or about much of anything in your life.”

      “What are you trying to say? Go on. You can say it.”

      “Where did the money come from? What do you do for a living? Who are you?”

      It would be easy to lie. I’ve been lying for years, so many different stories I’ve lost track. I’ve learned the fewer details, the better. Keep things as vague as possible.

      This isn’t some weekend hookup in Vegas or a piece of ass I picked up in LA. This is the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with. She deserves the truth.

      “Let me get you a glass of water. You should sit down.” I don’t leave any room in my voice for her to argue. She takes a seat, and I leave the glass in front of her before giving her space by leaning against the counter. “You should know right off that I’m retired. I’ve cut ties with my old contacts. They understand not to reach out to me with jobs. I’ve saved more than enough money to support the three of us more than comfortably for the rest of our lives.”

      She takes another sip of water, eyes wide, cheeks flushed.

      “To answer your question, my previous line of work was that of a hitman for hire.” Only her sharp intake of breath tells me she heard a word I said. Otherwise, she’s still as a statue. “I’ve crisscrossed the country more times than I can count. Wherever the money was, I went. I got the job done, collected my fee, and moved on. Wealthy people will pay through the nose to eliminate problems. I performed that service for them.”

      “You killed people.”

      “I did. It was the only thing I was good at.”

      “Would you have killed Chris’s parents back in the park?”

      “In broad daylight? No. No matter how much I wanted to, or how much they deserve it.”

      “They don’t deserve to die.”

      “That’s your opinion.”

      “So, what?” Her voice is shaking, but to her credit, she holds my gaze. “I piss you off one day, and you decide to kill me? Is that how it works?”

      “Absolutely not,” I fire back in a flat voice. “What I did has nothing to do with us. And if they hadn’t treated you the way they did, we would’ve gone our separate ways with no problems. They chose to be cruel, and I can’t have people being cruel to you.”

      “Not even you?”

      “Especially not me. Never me. You can count on that.”

      She nods slowly. “Okay. I want to believe you.” There’s a world of difference between that and telling me she does believe me, though. She’ll understand in time. I’m ready to spend every day of the rest of my life proving it. Right now, what I need more than anything is Jasmine. I won’t let those assholes get in the way of what we have now, together. “You’re probably pretty tired after all that walking.”

      “I’m a little tired, yeah. But it’s nothing compared to a shift at the diner.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that anymore.” It’s obvious she doesn’t understand, still, and it’s difficult for me to be patient. Patience has never been one of my virtues. “Come on. Let me draw you a bath. Relax those sore muscles.”

      “That would be nice.” She tips her head to one side, her pouty lips pursed in a thoughtful expression. “Why are you going to all this trouble? Really. I’m nothing special.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” I take her hand and lead her up to the bathroom. “You’re more than special. You’re everything that’s good and real and worthwhile.”

      She sits on the closed toilet lid and watches while I fill the tub. “How would you know that? You don’t really know me.”

      “Don’t they always say when you know, you know?” I glance at her over my shoulder, and she nods. “I always thought that was bullshit. The kind of thing people tell themselves so they can feel better about making snap decisions.” I turn to her before peeling off my shirt, which makes her do the same. I don’t think I could ever get tired of watching her reveal those tits.

      “And now?” She stands, allowing me to lower her pants, and I indulge myself along the way by soaking in the feel of her skin. She’s almost too perfect. Nothing this perfect should exist, but here she is. I’m touching her. She’s real, and she’s mine.

      “Now, I can’t believe I ever thought it was bullshit. Now it’s the most obvious thing in the world. I took one look at you, and I was gone.” I cup the back of her head in one hand and marvel again at how soft her hair is. “I don’t want to come back, either.” The way she blushes tells me it was the right thing to say.

      The water is warm, almost enough to ease the tension still lingering after our unfortunate encounter. When she settles against me, her back to my chest, I can finally exhale. She’s the missing piece. She has been all along. She’s what my soul needed all this time.

      But it’s not my soul I’m thinking about as I look down over all the lush curves of her body. My cock stirs against her lower back, and she wiggles against it. Whether or not that was on purpose, it has the natural effect of making me thicken and grow. I don’t think I could ever stop being hungry for her.

      “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” My lips graze her shoulder, her long neck. She sighs, allowing her head to fall back against my shoulder, lifting her arms so mine can find their way around her.

      “You should see me when I’m not eight months pregnant.”

      “I intend to.” When my tongue sweeps over her earlobe, she shivers, and again when I chuckle at her response. “I can’t wait to see you every day, for years to come. Stretched out on my bed. Bent over it. Spread out on the counter like my personal buffet. Kneeling on the stairs. Everywhere I can get my hands on you or my tongue inside you.” While I speak, I stroke her tits, using the lightest touch against her sensitive nipples.

      “Does that sound good to you?” I murmur, but the sounds of her sighs and her quick little breaths are answer enough. Her eyes are closed, lips parted. I brush a finger over them and her moan cuts through the air before her tongue darts out to catch it. I can’t help but feel surprised and even more aroused by her bold response.

      “Open up.” She does as she’s told, and I slide the finger inside her mouth. She latches on and starts sucking it. For a moment I’m too mesmerized by the sight and the sensation to do more than watch, breathless, while my cock aches for more.

      With my other hand, I move over the swell of her belly and down to where she’s aching like I am. Her hips lift when I contact that swollen, throbbing bundle of nerves while the pressure from her mouth increases.

      “That’s right,” I growl in her ear. “Suck it like you’re going to suck my cock. Show me how good you’re going to make me feel.” She moans before sucking harder. “Do you think you can come for me?” Her whimpers are almost enough to drive me crazy. I don’t know how much more I can take before I need to put something else inside her.

      It’s bad enough the way she’s now grinding against the erection between us, practically humping my hand in her desperate search for relief. “Good girl,” I whisper, breathing heavy in her ear. “Come for me before I shove my cock deep inside your mouth. Show me how good you’re going to treat it when I do.” She sucks harder, her cheeks hollowing, while the jerking motion of her hips speeds up until she’s almost frantic. Water splashes in all directions but even louder than that is the moans now turning into high-pitched squeals.

      “Come for me. Now.” And she does, thrusting her hips one last time before crashing against me, shuddering. I withdraw my fingers from both her mouth and her pussy and hold her until the trembling stops and there’s nothing left but bliss.

      I used to think holding a person’s life in my hands was true power. I had no way of knowing how much more powerful I’d feel holding Jasmine after making her come. I might as well be a king at the feet of his queen.

      Her eyes open and she lifts her head, wearing a dazed little smile. “What about you?” That she cares is more proof of how perfect she is.

      “Did you think I was going to forget?” She slides forward so I can stand, climbing out of the tub rather than remaining inside. I wouldn’t want to slip and hurt her. I take myself in one hand and the back of her head in the other. “Now, do like you were doing before. Nice and slow.”

      Her eyes meet mine the instant my head slides between her lips. It’s electric, between the unbelievable sensation and the feeling of deep connection with this perfect goddess who somehow blends innocence and sensuality.

      “That’s so good,” I groan, watching her take me inch by inch until I hit the back of her throat. Just when I thought heaven couldn’t get better, she rubs her tongue along the underside of my shaft, and I practically see stars. Holy shit. It’s as if she actually enjoys doing it.

      She pulls back, then plunges down, up and down, her rhythm slow and steady. Teasing me, pushing me a little closer to the edge with every downward stroke that buries me in her mouth. I told myself I would take it easy on her, but I don’t think that’s going to be possible. The urge to hold her still and fuck her face is too much to resist.

      She reaches out and takes hold of my hips when they move, bracing herself against the onslaught of deep, desperate strokes. Her helpless whimpers only drive me on. “Get ready for me,” I grunt. “You’re gonna make me come.”

      I stop thrusting, and I’m about to pull out, prepare to come on her tits or even her face, but she surprises me again by maintaining her grip around my shaft. Our eyes meet again, and I know what she wants me to do. Holy shit. Just when I think she can’t get more perfect.

      After a few deep thrusts, I come in her mouth instead, and she takes it, slowing down but maintaining that grip around me. My ears ring, and my heart’s ready to explode, but the rush doesn’t ease. By the time I’m spent, cum drips from the corners of her mouth and down to her chin. I slide from her, and she swallows while all I can do is watch in amazement.

      “Where the fuck did you come from?” I ask, reaching for a washcloth to clean up what’s left. “Do you know how rare you are?”

      “I have no idea,” she admits, and I believe her. Nobody has ever told her how special she is. Not another minute of her life will go by with her thinking she’s ordinary. She’s anything but.

      I just happen to be the lucky son of a bitch who found her.
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      I promise, I’ll tell you all about it soon. I’m okay. You have nothing to worry about. Once I send that last text to Amy, I set the phone aside. I knew she would be worried about me disappearing like this. Even if I couldn’t go into details, I owed her an explanation. I’m not sure how I would explain it, anyway. This is the sort of thing you need to experience to understand.

      Blake is in the bathroom. I hear him humming in there, the sound of a happy man. There’s so much I wish I understood about him. Like, for starters, what made him do what he used to do for a living? How does a person turn to murdering people? Does he ever feel bad about what he’s done? Does he ever even think about it?

      The thing is, I don’t know if I want the answer to those questions. Besides, it doesn’t matter.

      Once I’m dressed, I go to the kitchen. My stomach is growling, but that’s not what’s on my mind as I stand in front of the open refrigerator. I hear Blake approaching and wait until he’s close to the kitchen before letting out a deep sigh.

      “What’s the matter?” He’s by my side in a flash. For a man of his size, he moves pretty fast. “Are you feeling okay?”

      The genuine concern on his face and in his voice almost makes me feel bad for what I’m about to do. But this is the only way. “I’m a little wiped out. And I have the worst craving.”

      “What are you craving?”

      “Mint chocolate chip ice cream. Like, I woke up with the taste of it in my mouth, I swear. I knew you wouldn’t have it, but I thought I would check anyway.”

      “I’ll go get you some. Do you think they’ll have it at the grocery store we passed yesterday, a few blocks from here?” He’s already on his way to the living room, where he left his shoes by the door yesterday.

      “They should. But really, you don’t have to go out of your way like that.”

      “It’s not going out of my way if it means getting you what you want.” He looks up from where he’s tying his shoes. “Do you want anything else while I’m out? Any other cravings?” He actually looks pleased, like he’s been looking for the opportunity to provide this service.

      And it makes me feel terrible until I remember the baby kicking away in my belly. I need to do what’s right for him. “No, none of that ice cream and pickles stuff. Just the ice cream.”

      “You’ve got it.” Still, he looks concerned when he touches the doorknob. “Will you be okay here by yourself? You look wiped.”

      “You’ll find me in bed. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” I wave him off, laughing, then force myself to wait until I hear the car start before I go straight to the bedroom. I have no intention of getting into bed. Instead, I put on my shoes and grab my purse. I need to get out of here while he’s away.

      It makes me feel awful. He’s done nothing to hurt me, and I truly believe he wants me to be happy. All I had to do was make up a craving, and he was out the door to get what I wanted. I have no doubt he would put himself between me and any perceived threat.

      But he’s a killer. I can’t forget that. I can’t dismiss it. And I have to think of my child above all else. Which means I need to get out of here and away from him. How do I know he’s not going to lose it on the baby, or on me? It’s too much of a risk.

      I take one more look around to make sure I haven’t left anything behind before going out to the living room. The idea of leaving a note crosses my mind and feels like the right thing to do, but I can’t risk wasting time. I have to get back to Amy’s before he’s on his way back from the store to make sure we don’t cross paths.

      It’s now or never. I take a deep breath, grab the doorknob, and turn it.

      Only there’s somebody waiting on the other side when I pull it open. Someone tall and imposing, who pushes his way into the house before stomping his feet around the place. “Where is he? Where the fuck did he go?” I’m so stunned I can hardly catch my breath. “Where is Blake? Blake!” He even cups his hands around his mouth, though the house isn’t big enough to warrant that.

      “He isn’t here.” I’m still holding on to the door, and it occurs to me I should make a run for it now. I would already be on my way down the street if it wasn’t for this surprise. But no sooner do I turn toward freedom than the stranger reaches past me and slams the door shut.

      “What are you doing?” I hate the fear in my voice, but there’s no disguising it. He grabs my arm, hauling me over to the couch and shoving me down.

      “Where is he? Where did he go?” He looms over me, snarling. “When’s he coming back?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Wrong answer.” He holds up a hand like he’s about to slap me but only snickers when I flinch. “Play it smart, and that face of yours will be just fine.”

      He looks like the kind of guy who would hit a woman, twitchy and wiry and desperate. Very desperate. I can practically smell it on him. When he leans down, the smell intensifies. “So you’re the reason he decided it’s time to walk away from the good thing we had going on? Because he met somebody who could make him even more money than I ever did?”

      My head is spinning, but somewhere deep down, thoughts are clicking into place. The good thing they had going on. Is this one of Blake’s contacts? He mentioned cutting ties with them, didn’t he? That still doesn’t explain a lot of this. “What do you mean, make money? I’m not trying to make any money. Neither is he.”

      “You’re telling me you’re that fucking stupid? You think he’s not going to use you? What, you’re going to be a happy family with this kid you’re carrying?” He shoots a dirty look toward my belly, and I cover it with my hands. “If he’s not already pimping you out, he will be. A guy’s gotta make a living, right?”

      Oh, my God. What if he’s telling the truth? What if that’s what this is all about? “No,” I decide. “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “And you know that how? Because you’ve known each other a long time?” He barks out a nasty laugh. “I’ve known him a lot longer. I know what he’ll do for money.”

      I don’t want to believe him, but what if it’s true? It’s a lot easier to believe than Blake suddenly falling in love with me. I mean, who am I? I’m nobody special.

      “How do you think it’ll make that kid of yours feel, knowing his mother is a whore?” He touches my stomach, and I recoil in horror, tears filling my eyes. “You’re going to wish you were never born by the time he gets done with you.”

      “Don’t say that. Stop it.” I swat his hand away, and he only laughs cruelly.

      He backs away, laughing again at my tears. “Does he keep any booze around here? I feel like we’re going to need a drink once we sit down and work things out.” He strolls to the kitchen, leaving me shaking and crying and confused. I was so close to getting away, too.

      When the front door opens, my heart leaps. To think I was seconds away from running from this man, and now I’m so relieved I don’t know what to do. All it takes is one look at my condition, and Blake is on his knees in front of me, taking my face in his hands. “What’s the matter? What happened? Is it the baby?”

      I’m too overwhelmed. All I can do is look over his shoulder at where his friend is standing, watching us. Blake’s head whips around, and a moment later, he’s on his feet. “Who the fuck are you?” A stranger? He made it sound like he knew Blake.

      “What about my voice? Do you recognize that?”

      Blake’s hands, hanging at my eye level, clench into fists. “Z. How did you find me?”

      “I still have a few tricks up my sleeves, pal. And I’m not satisfied with the way we left things the other night. You don’t get to walk away from an arrangement like ours. You’re gravely mistaken.”

      “I’ve been mistaken about a lot of things.” Blake’s voice is deceptively low. I can hear the venom running underneath it. “But not about this. I decide what I do. Not you.”

      It all happens so fast. One second, he’s standing with me. The next, he’s on the other side of the room, beating the hell out of Z. It’s nowhere close to a fair match, and Blake has rage on his side.

      “Did you fucking hurt her?” he demands before landing a punch against Z’s jaw. “Did you? Did you touch her? I’ll fucking kill you!” Another punch, then another. Z can barely get his hands in front of his face, not that it matters.

      “Stop—stop, please—”

      Either Blake can’t hear or doesn’t care. “You’re lucky she’s here.” He throws Z against the wall, then quickly grabs him by the collar and throws him to the floor. I almost feel bad for him. “I would fucking rip your heart out if she wasn’t here to watch this. You stupid motherfucker.” Z tries to crawl away, blood dripping from his open mouth, his right eye already swelling shut.

      “Here. Let me help you, you piece of shit.” Blake hauls him to his feet and marches him to the front door. “If you ever so much as show your face within a fifty-mile radius of this house, I will fucking kill you. I don’t care who’s around to watch. Do you understand?” When Z doesn’t answer, Blake hauls him in close until their noses are almost touching. “Do you doubt me? Do you think I won’t do it?”

      “No,” Z groans. He sounds nothing like he did when it was only the two of us. “Please, man, I didn’t—”

      “Don’t you ever let me see you or hear from you again, or you’re dead.” With that, Blake flings the door open, then throws Z onto the front stoop before slamming and locking the door. I barely have time to take a breath before he’s in front of me again, and this time he pulls me into a tight hug.

      “I was so scared,” I manage through chattering teeth.

      “He didn’t touch you, did he?”

      “No.”

      “He didn’t hurt you?” He strokes my hair before pulling back to study my face. “You’re sure?”

      “No, he didn’t have the chance.”

      He holds my face in his hands, breathing heavy. “I am so sorry. I never thought—I mean, if I ever lost you, I don’t know what I would do. You’re the only thing that matters in my life, you and the baby. Everything I have, everything I do, is for you. Please, you have to understand that.”

      “I do.” That’s not a lie. I do understand now. He walked away from his entire life for my child and me. He wants nothing more than to devote himself to us from now on. I believe it with all my heart after seeing him explode on Z.

      “Jasmine, I love you. Every beat of my heart is for you.” One of his hands lowers, coming to rest on my belly. “You and this baby. I can’t live without you.”

      “I don’t want you to. And I don’t want to live without you, either.”

      “Nothing like that will ever happen again. I swear it.” He pulls me into another tight hug. “You have nothing to worry about. You’re safe with me. Do you believe that?”

      “I do.” And now that I know it for sure, nothing is standing in the way. “And I love you, too.”

      “Thank you for that.” His touch is tender. “You’re more than a man like me deserves, but I’m going to spend every day earning you.”

      Earning me. That sounds pretty good. In fact, I can hardly wait.
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      “Okay, son. Time to get some rest so you can have another big day tomorrow.” I can’t help but smile down at my boy while lying him in his bassinet. Three months old, and already he’s a genius. Strong, too. He reaches out and catches hold of my finger, squeezing it tight even as his eyes close. Stubborn little man.

      I could spend hours standing there, watching him sleep. What do babies dream about? Whatever he does, it must make him happy. But then he’s a happy baby in general, sweet-natured like his mother. And just as beautiful, with golden fleece covering his head and big, blue eyes. I can hardly wait to teach him to walk, to hear his first words, to spoil the shit out of him.

      How quickly everything changed. Little more than four months ago, I didn’t know Jasmine existed. I had never been through this town. I had never thought past the time when killing for hire would lose its luster. As far as I was concerned, it never would. Why should it?

      Now, here I am. Living the domestic life in what was the biggest available house in town. I called it Jasmine’s baby shower gift, and she laughed and cried and threw her arms around me after taking the keys from my outstretched palm. “It’s everything I ever wanted,” she told me at the time, and she still reminds me of that every so often, like while she’s planning her garden in the big backyard or while we daydream together about the fun little Blake and all his friends will have out there someday.

      Blake Jr. My son. My world, along with his mother.

      His mother, who’s waiting for me in the master suite. I expected her to be curled up under the blankets, with a bowl of popcorn and a movie cued up on the TV.

      She’s on the bed, all right, but watching a movie isn’t what she has on her mind.

      “What is this?” I ask with a smile as I approach. She’s dressed in black lace from head to toe: bra, thong, a garter belt, and stockings. Her golden waves shine, her skin glows. I’m not even halfway across the room before my cock thickens in anticipation.

      Her playful smile widens. “I thought maybe we could spend a little special time together tonight. Especially since I’m ovulating.”

      “Are you now?” I strip off my shirt. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you want me to breed you.” She only answers by lying back and spreading her legs, welcoming me between them. Something tells me that’s exactly what she wants.

      And I did make a promise to give her anything she wants, didn’t I?
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