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      The instant I open the double doors to the playground, I’m greeted by a bunch of excited kids—as if they don’t see me out here every day—“Mr. Templeton!” they shout.

      I give out high-fives like they’re candy on my way to Caleb and the obstacle course I set up earlier. He was new to our school last year and ended up in my grade three class. The kid has personality for days and easily made friends with his peers.

      “Hey, Caleb. How’s my man today?”

      His grin is infectious. “Gr-eat, Mr. T.”

      We high-five each other. “Ready for the obstacle course? I wanted to test you, so I made it tricky.” I wriggle my eyebrows up and down.

      He chuckles. “Do your wor-st. I’m rea-dy.”

      That’s what I love about him. He’s ready for any challenge and mostly does them with a smile a mile wide. “All right, let’s go!” We put his crutches to the side so I can scoop Caleb into my arms and turn to Jonathon. “Are you ready with the timer?”

      “I sure am, Mr. T.”

      “Great. Ready. Set. Go!”

      The kids cheer and I skip with Caleb while two students turn the rope for us as we jump five times. Caleb giggles the entire time as I jostle him with each jump. We run to the low hurdles and I jump over each one with two feet together, touching Caleb’s feet to the ground each time.

      Anyone would think we’re competing in the Olympics with the kids’ loud cheers. “Go, Caleb!”

      Next is the mini trampoline and I gently place Caleb’s feet on the mat and jump five times, then I carry him to the long mat and position him ready for a forward roll. Gently, I maneuver his body through each roll as he chuckles. Once we complete five rolls, I collect him in my arms and we weave through five cones to the hopscotch made of hoops. I touch his feet in the center of each hoop as I jump and then lift him back into my arms to run across the finish line to a cheering crowd. The entire time, Caleb laughs and cheers along with his peers.

      “Four minutes and thirty-six seconds! That’s your best time yet, Caleb,” Jonathon calls out and Caleb squeals in delight, throwing his fist up high.

      His hand lands on my pec and he looks up at me with sparkling eyes. “Th-ank you, Mr. T.”

      “You’re welcome. Shall we watch the other kids now?” He nods. “Any chance they’ll beat our time?”

      He shakes his head. “N-no way.”

      Caleb times the other kids and we cheer them on as each of his friends make their way through the course. The group works together to pack away the equipment once everyone’s had their turn.

      “Thanks, Mr. T. That was fun!” Johnathon calls out as he heads back inside.

      I wave. “You betcha!” Caleb and I amble back to class, pausing in the hallway. “Remember, I won’t be here for the rest of the week, but I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “O-okay, Mr. T. Have fun at your conf-conference.”

      “Thanks, Caleb.”
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        * * *

      

      The final bell rings for the day. “All right. Remember, I’m not back until Monday. Behave for Ms. Simmons.”

      The kids cheer at the mention of Brittany’s name. “We will.”

      I’m confident they’re in capable hands for the rest of the week. She’s one of the best substitute teachers available. The kids clear out and I mark the last few math papers, then record the results in my spreadsheet, making notes where needed. A knock at my classroom door pulls my attention away from my laptop and my breath stalls in my lungs when I look up to find Amelia standing in the doorway.

      I’m a thirty-five-year-old man with a crush on his boss. If I were a teenage girl, I’d roll my eyes at myself.

      I quickly stand, dropping my glasses to my desk, and smoothing out my shirt. “Ms. Winter.”

      Stepping further into my classroom, she scans the walls and artwork suspended on fishing lines. “Amelia, please. Your room looks fantastic.”

      I glance around, taking it in. I tend to be oblivious to how my classroom looks because it’s where I always am. “Thank you. The kids love having their work on display and I find they put in more effort.”

      She nods. “That’s a brilliant strategy.” She turns her attention back to me. “I wanted to let you know I’m heading out. I’ll see you at the conference bright and early in the morning.”

      “Sure. I’m finishing up, so I won’t be too far behind you.” I fidget with the cuff of my sleeve. “Since we’re staying at the same place, would you like to catch up for a drink at the hotel bar later?” I internally facepalm. What the hell? Who invites their boss for a drink the night before a conference? Me, that’s who.

      She chuckles awkwardly, and creases form at the corners of her eyes. “I’ll probably be working.”

      “Yeah, of course.” I deflate. “I need to check my presentation anyway. I’ll see you at the conference tomorrow, then.”

      She nods as she turns on the spot in one smooth motion and my eyes instantly drop to the sweet curve of her ass. I bite my bottom lip, wishing it was the plump flesh hidden beneath her fitted skirt. She looks at me over her shoulder and I quickly snap my eyes upward. “Drive safe.”

      “Ah, you too.” I drop back into my chair once she’s gone and blow out a long breath.

      I need to squash my attraction to her. The instant she walked into the staff room on her first day, her beauty blew me away, but watching her in action as a principal and the changes she’s brought about at our school makes her even more attractive in my eyes. Her sheer intelligence and determination to make this school the best it can be is sexy as fuck. And watching her call out the less engaged members of staff makes my dick hard. A woman in a leadership position may intimidate other men, but not me. I bet she wants to relinquish control and take a break at the end of the day. The idea makes my pants impossibly tight.
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      I was on the verge of saying yes to a drink with Van. What a disaster that would be. I need to keep a professional distance from my staff, but he makes it hard with his tempting smile and adorable awkwardness. Don’t get me started on how wonderful he is with the students and how everyone on staff seems to love the man. When I was asked to nominate one member of my team to attend this conference with me, it was a toss-up between him and my kindergarten teacher, Kate. Both are outstanding teachers closely followed by several others, but his work regarding the inclusivity of children with disabilities is noteworthy and needs to be recognized and shared.

      I glance at the time. I’d love to shower before I leave, but I think I’ll skip it and shower in the hotel when I arrive. Night driving isn’t my favorite thing to do. So, if I can avoid it or at the very least, minimize it, I will. Quickly changing into yoga pants and a comfy oversized sweater, I grab my weekend bag and head out to my car, thankful my baby sister collected Butterscotch yesterday. Even though I missed my kitty snuggles last night, it’s certainly made it easier for me to get on the road without delay.

      Stopping at the gas station for fuel, I peruse the aisles and grab a bunch of snacks for the drive. Once I’m back in my car, I turn up my playlist and glance across at my passenger seat. It looks as though a ten-year-old chose my snacks, not an almost forty-year-old. I shrug, grab the bag of Gummy Bears, and hit the road.
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        * * *

      

      The scenery seems familiar, and I think I’ve been driving in circles for the last thirty minutes. My GPS keeps sending me down strange back roads that lead me nowhere. I’m reasonably certain I should have arrived at the hotel twenty minutes ago. I pull over to the shoulder and hit the interior light to double-check where I am. “Damn stupid GPS,” I growl at the screen with frustration—as if it’ll make a lick of difference. It reroutes again, and I only hope it’s finally got its shit together. I hit my turn signal and make a U-turn, turning around to head back the way I came.

      Finally, I find my way back to the main road and take a deep breath in relief. I’m unsure how I’d manage without my GPS because I have a terrible sense of direction. I rarely have this much trouble in the city, but I guess the signal isn’t as strong or reliable out here. Glancing down at the screen, it’s showing me I need to stay on this road for the next thirty miles. Lifting my eyes back to the road, I catch sight of something scampering across the road in front of me and steer sharply to avoid the small animal, fishtailing onto the shoulder. My heart pounds wildly as I grip the steering wheel tight, turning my knuckles white, and turn it hard to the left to get back onto the road, but my back end swings out with a loud bang and a shudder, and I jam my foot on the brake, skidding to a stop in the ditch on the side of the road.

      I bang my head against the steering wheel in frustration, and when I look out of my windshield, my headlights illuminate the vast emptiness of the surrounding area. “Damn it!” My heart races as I climb out of my car to investigate the loud noise I heard, hoping I didn’t kill the animal after all that. Walking to the front, I crouch to look beneath the car. I can’t see anything, so I move to the back and that’s when I notice it. Annoyed with the situation, I mutter and drop my head back to gaze at the night sky. “Damn it.” Opening the trunk, I pull out my weekend bag, then drag out the spare tire and jack. The car being on a slight slope will make changing the tire tricky.

      Pushing the jack beneath the car, I focus on placing it level. The hum of an engine fills the quiet as headlights glow in the distance—my pulse quickens. I’m not fond of being stuck here in the dark.

      What if they stop?

      What if the person is a psychopath?

      What the hell will I do?

      I search for something I can use to defend myself and settle on the lug wrench. I nod to myself as I test the weight in my hand. This should do nicely, so long as I put my weight behind it.

      The car stops several yards away; the headlights burning my retinas, and the driver climbs out of the vehicle. The bright lights obscure any detail, but I can tell it’s a man. “Ms. Winter?”

      My entire body relaxes, and my heart rate returns to normal at the familiar voice. “Donovan?”

      “Yeah. What happened?” he snaps, his sharp tone catching me off-guard as he steps closer, allowing me to see him. He’s changed into jeans and a body-hugging sweater. Damn.

      I point back the way I came. “An animal ran across the road.” He nods and steps closer. “I swerved to miss it and …” I wave my hand toward my car as if that should explain everything.

      Van crouches to adjust the jack and the denim of his jeans hugs his thighs, showcasing their muscular form. He pushes up the sleeves of his fitted sweater, exposing his forearms, then holds his hand out for my weapon. He gets to work, loosening the lug nuts, then jacking up the car until the wheel clears the gravel. I can’t tear my eyes away from the play of his muscles as he works. In no time, he’s changed my tire and has the flat and my bag in the trunk. As he wipes his hands on his tight butt, I squeeze my thighs together to stem the need that’s grown over the last several minutes as I’ve watched him work. Is there anything sexier than a capable man? “The spare tire shouldn’t be driven too far. We’ll need to get it repaired.”

      His voice snaps my attention back to him, and I lick my suddenly dry lips as I nod. I wonder if he realizes he said we? “Thank you. I’ll ask the hotel concierge for a recommendation and see if they can arrange the repair.”

      “Good idea. I’ll follow you to the hotel to make sure you’re safe.”

      “I’d appreciate that. Thank you again.” He nods and I scramble to get in my car, then watch his retreating backside in my side mirror. Who knew he had that many muscles hidden under his dress pants and shirts? Carefully, I pull onto the road, a little more secure knowing I have Donovan following behind.
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      Standing behind Amelia as she checks in, my eyes keep dropping to her sweet ass without permission. I couldn’t believe it when I came upon her broken down on the shoulder with a flat tire. I was furious to find her in such a dangerous situation, but I calmed down when I saw her holding the lug wrench like she was ready to swing it at my head. My lips tip up at the memory of how fierce she looked.

      A change in the tone of Amelia’s voice snaps my attention to the present. “What do you mean you don’t have a reservation for me? I booked it months ago. I have the email right here.” She shoves her phone toward the guy behind the counter.

      “I’m sorry miss, I don’t know what could have gone wrong. The problem is we’re at full capacity because of the conference. After the conference concludes, we’ll have openings on Friday night.”

      “That won’t help me.” The frustration is thick in her voice, so I step beside her, placing my hand on her lower back, attempting to offer support, and she glances at me. “They don’t have my booking. I’ll need to find another hotel.”

      “You can have my room.” Assuming they have my booking. I turn to the guy behind the desk. “I have a booking for Donovan Templeton.”

      His eyes drop to the screen as his fingers fly over the keys. His lips spread. “Yes, here, I have your booking, Mr. Templeton.”

      “Great, please change it to Ms. Winter, and I’ll find another hotel.”

      Amelia’s hand flies to my arm and she squeezes. “We can share a room. I don’t want to kick you out.”

      I snap my head around to her. “Uhm,”—my heart thunders and my arm burns where she’s touching me—“I don’t mind if you’re okay with it.”

      “Great. Thank you. That’s twice you’ve saved my butt today.” And what a beautiful butt it is.

      We collect our keys and head up to our room.

      Our room!

      This is going to be a lesson in control.

      I shouldn’t have accepted her offer and simply found myself another hotel. I open the door and gesture for Amelia to enter before me. She stops dead one step inside the door and I crash into her back, quickly wrapping my arm around her waist to prevent her from tumbling to the floor. I glance down at her to check she’s okay and follow her gaze, which is locked on the solitary queen-sized bed against the opposite wall.

      I release her and place her bag on the ground. “Damn, pretty sure the photo had two beds.” Stepping back, I jab my thumb over my shoulder and clear my throat. “I’ll leave you to it and head out to find another hotel. Uhm, have a good night and I’ll see you at the conference in the morning.”

      She spins around like a tornado and has her hands on my pecs before I have time to brace myself, sending my heart into what I imagine a cardiac arrest feels like. “We’ll work it out. We’re both adults and professionals. It’ll be fine. Please don’t go. I’ll feel terrible if I’m the reason you have nowhere to stay when this is your room,” she says in a rush.

      I’ve never seen this side of Amelia and I have to say it’s endearing to see her less self-assured and … more … approachable. I tuck my hands into my pockets and inch backward to put a modicum of space between us. “Only if you’re sure. I can take the couch.” I wave my hand toward the tiny two-seater.

      She scans me from head to toe—her gaze heating my body—then she turns her attention to the couch and shakes her head with a raspy chuckle. “Yeah, I don’t think that’ll work. I can take the couch. I’ll fit better than you will.”

      I return the favor, scanning her curvy body, pausing on the swell of her breasts, the dip at her waist, and the flare of her hips. “You’re probably right, but my mom raised me right and I couldn’t sleep knowing you were on the couch.” For several reasons, but let’s not go there.

      Her eyebrows rise. “Your dad didn’t teach you his gentlemanly ways?” she asks playfully.

      Tension coils tight across my shoulders at the mention of my non-existent father. “Nope. Raised by a single mom,” I say proudly. I didn’t need a father with her. She worked her ass off to ensure I had decent male role models in my life and gave me everything I needed emotionally. Sure, we didn’t always have the latest gadgets and brand-name clothes, but I didn’t need any of that stuff. I had her and that was more than enough.

      She studies me a moment longer. “Interesting.” That’s all she says as she turns back to the room and bends down to collect her bag, but I grab it before she can and place it on the luggage rack. “Well, I think we can share the bed. We’ll make a pillow wall down the middle. No problem.”

      My eyebrows jerk up at her cavalier suggestion. I don’t know about her, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be like a heat-seeking missile in my sleep and demolish anything that impedes me from wrapping my body around hers. I’m a snuggler from way back, but she doesn’t need to know that right now. Let her live in her delusion. “Sure, we can do that.”

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m desperate for a shower. I skipped it at home in favor of avoiding driving at night. Well, that was the plan. It didn’t help that my GPS kept taking me all over the place and then I got a flat.” She huffs and runs her hand through her long, silky-looking hair.

      “Go for it. I need to go over my presentation for tomorrow.” I turn away from her and head toward my laptop bag. “Maybe we can order dinner when you’re finished.”

      “Sounds good.” She moves around the room with purpose, collecting what she needs, and steps into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. I put my glasses on, and then open the document I need to read over.

      The sound of the shower turning on steals my attention and my thoughts turn to Amelia standing under that water … naked. Naked and wet, as the warm water slides over those fucking dangerous curves. My jeans grow tight and I adjust my position in an effort to make more room for my quickly growing cock. Damn. I drop my head back and stare at the ceiling, trying to think about anything else other than my stunning boss standing naked beneath the warm spray. I imagine droplets running over her peaked nipples and trailing down her soft stomach until they slide over her slick pussy. Fuck!

      I have no choice but to take a walk. I close my laptop, drop my glasses on top, and head out, making my way to the street. Looking left and right, I decide to go left where more is happening. I walk past bars, cafés, restaurants, and groups of people not paying attention to anything in particular. When I glance at my phone, I realize I’ve been wandering for fifteen minutes and I should head back. The scents of pad Thai and satay tickle my nose and I deviate from my plan to head inside the small hole-in-the-wall restaurant. Ten minutes later, I step back onto the street with dinner in hand. I hope Amelia likes Thai food.

      I knock twice on the door out of respect because I don’t want to enter inadvertently while she’s dressing and negate the purpose of my walk. She opens it and her smile instantly turns into a frown. “I was wondering where you’d gone.”

      She steps back, giving me space to enter, and I hold up the takeout bag. “I felt like Thai for dinner. Hope you’re hungry because I bought enough to feed a small army.” I chuckle, trying to keep my eyes on her face as I head toward the small table in the corner and unload the dishes.

      “I’m starving and I love Thai.” She drags out a chair and takes a seat, investigating each dish. “You were right about feeding a small army. We probably have enough for at least two meals.” I grab a couple of plates and cutlery from the kitchenette and join her at the small table. Our knees touch and we’re close enough that her fresh scent surrounds me, but I do my best to ignore it. We load up our plates and I’m pleased to see her eat enthusiastically. The next few minutes are quiet as we dig in, enjoying the various flavors and textures. Amelia points her fork at her plate. “This is delicious! Thank you.”

      I nod. “It is, and you’re welcome.”

      She climbs to her feet, and that’s when my resolve cracks and I drop my eyes down her body. I swear the woman was sent to torture me. Creamy silky shorts and a camisole leave little to the imagination beneath a matching robe that gapes open at the front. I quickly turn my attention back to my food so she doesn’t catch me checking her out.

      “Do you want some water?”

      I swallow the noodles in my mouth quickly and nod. “Yes, please.” I desperately need something to quench the inferno that’s rapidly building.

      She hands me a bottle from the fridge, I twist off the cap in record time and take a long, gulping drink.
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      Dinner was delicious, and once we satisfied our initial hunger, the conversation flowed freely. In another life, where I wasn’t Van’s boss, he would be the type of guy I could see myself dating. Not that I date. I learned long ago that my heart’s too fragile when the relationship inevitably ends. In my experience, a lot of men have delicate egos and aren’t interested in dating a woman who holds a leadership position.

      Stepping out of the bathroom, I come to a standstill as Van builds a pillow wall down the middle of the bed, as per my suggestion. My heart skips seeing him dressed casually in gray sweats and an undershirt that shows off his muscular arms. His gaze captures mine and he smiles softly. “Do you think this’ll work?” He waves his hand along the wall, waiting for my answer.

      I tear my eyes away from his and swallow down my attraction. “Uh, that should do the trick.” I step closer to the bed. “Which side would you prefer?”

      “I’ll take this one, if you don’t mind. I’d prefer to be closest to the door.”

      “Is that so you can make your escape when I snore?” I chuckle.

      Creases form between his eyebrows. “More like for security.”

      My shoulders drop. Of course he’s thinking about security. From what I know of him, he takes safety seriously. I guess growing up with a single mom made him the man of the house from a young age. “Thank you.”

      His hands land on his hips as he tilts his head to the side and narrows his eyes. “What for?”

      “For letting me stay with you, dinner, and now this … thinking about my safety. Thank you.” I can’t express how his stepping in to help soothes me. Calms my frayed edges after the turmoil of getting lost and breaking down. I’m accustomed to doing everything for myself, so being cared for is a welcome change.

      Tipping up his chin, he makes his way toward the bathroom. “No problem at all, Amelia.”

      My name on his lips does something to me and I work to squash it as I remove my robe and he closes the door to the bathroom. I was only half joking about the snoring thing. My ex used to tell me I snored. I never believed him, but now I’m worried it was true and I’m about to embarrass myself beyond measure. There’s not much I can do about it now except stay awake until I know Van’s asleep. I get comfortable on my side, hoping the position will lessen the chance of a night-time snoring fest.

      He steps out of the bathroom, and with my head on the pillow, I can’t miss the unmistakable outline of his cock. Oh, my! Shit! Don’t look at his dick! Unaware of my wicked stare, he checks the door is locked and turns off the lights. The bed dips behind me and the sheets rustle as he settles. I reach up and turn off the lamp next to me and we murmur our goodnights. I’m pretty sure Van’s voice sounds strained, but I don’t know him well enough to be sure. Lying in the dark, I’m acutely aware of every single breath and movement he makes.
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        * * *

      

      Jesus, it’s hot in here. It’s like someone turned the thermostat all the way up. I try to roll onto my back so I can spread out a little to cool down, but I’m thwarted by a brick wall. It’s then I realize that I have a heavy weight resting across my hip. Without thinking, I push my hips back, causing the hand on my stomach to press against me and a deep groan to resonate behind me, sending a wicked vibration through my body. I can’t miss Van’s morning erection when he presses his hips forward and my sensibilities kick back in. I fling his arm from my body and leap out of bed like it’s on fire. When I spin around, I’m figuratively knocked on my ass by the view that greets me. The man could be a cover model for a romance novel … he looks that good first thing in the morning—the bastard.

      “Where the hell did the pillows go?”

      He looks up at me sheepishly. “Sorry, that’d be my fault and probably something I should have disclosed last night.” He pushes up, and I can’t miss how his abs contract beneath his tight undershirt. “I’m a snuggler.”

      I’m initially confused, but then his words sink in and I burst into laughter. I was worried I’d been the one to demolish the barrier between us. Pink stains his bristly cheeks and it takes Herculean strength not to climb back into bed and onto his lap to kiss the look of apology from his face. I shrug. “There could be worse things you do in your sleep. No big deal.”

      The alarm on my phone sounds saving us from the awkward moment. We quickly get ready for our day, then head downstairs for the opening keynote session, which includes breakfast. After the session, we separate. In their infinite wisdom, the organizers split the principals and teachers into different groups because the presentations are specifically targeted. I’m bummed I won’t see Van until the end of the day.

      “Good luck with your presentation. You’ll be great.”

      He drops his head as his cheeks turn adorably pink again and he tucks his free hand into the pocket of his dress slacks. “Thanks for nominating me. It meant a lot.”

      “You’re welcome. It was a toss-up between you and Kate. I wish I could have brought her, too, because she’s one of the best kindergarten teachers I’ve seen.”

      He nods. “She is truly remarkable, and it’s quite the compliment that it was a toss-up between me and her.”

      “You both do great work, but I love what you do with inclusivity and I felt it was important to share. More teachers need to do what you’re doing.” I reach out and squeeze his forearm, then quickly snatch my hand back when I realize how familiar I’m being. “Plus, Kate has a fantastic opportunity ahead of her in June with the Schools for Everyone project.”

      “I’m thrilled she applied for the project. They couldn’t have asked for a better person to help set up their new school and she needs the distraction after everything that happened with her ex.”

      “I agree. She’s such a sweetheart and didn’t deserve what happened, but I think this opportunity is going to be the start of big things for her.”

      We part ways and the day drags. It’s difficult to focus with my mind constantly wandering back to Van. I glance at my phone in between sessions. Van’s session will start any minute and I make a spur-of-the-moment decision to skip out on my next session to attend his. When I locate the room, he’s already started, and I quietly sneak into the back. He looks great on the podium and his deep voice is sure and strong. Tearing my eyes from him, I glance around the room and observe how enthralled his audience is. Pride expands in my chest for Van and the good work he does. I’m thrilled these teachers opted for this session and will hopefully incorporate some of his ideas into their work. He finishes and then opens the floor for questions. He breezes through half a dozen thoughtful questions before he chooses a woman at the front of the room.

      “Your question, please.” He points at her with a warm smile.

      She chuckles. “Are you single?” A wave of titters fills the room.

      My head snaps up to watch Van. He’s clearly flustered by her unprofessional query if the way he’s fidgeting at the lectern is any indication. He drops his gaze to the floor as he answers. “No, I’m not.”

      My heart stutters as he swiftly moves on to the next person and I blow out a long breath, then climb to my feet and sneak out the side door back to the sessions I should be attending. I didn’t consider if he had a partner when I suggested sharing a room and bed. Now I feel terrible.
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            –donovan–

          

        

      

    

    
      Seeing Amelia duck out through the side door makes me grin for the first time in an hour. I’m grateful I never saw her enter the room or I would have been a nervous wreck knowing she was watching. The amount of faith she showed when she nominated me for this presentation means the world to me and I hope I met expectations and my presentation reflects positively on her.

      A heavy hand lands on my shoulder. “Well done, Donovan. Your ideas on inclusivity were well thought out and presented clearly. I’ll be sure to let Ms. Winter know how well the session went.”

      I tip my chin down. “Thank you, Sir. I appreciate it.”

      I pack up my laptop and head to the next session. Only two left until I get to see Amelia.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on the poky balcony, I raise my feet to the steel railing and cross one over the other at my ankles, taking a drink from my beer. I hurried back to our room after my last session and immediately realized my error. I never asked Amelia about her plans this evening or what time she expects to finish for the day. My gaze drops to the railing and I take a moment to picture the woman who stars in every single fantasy of mine bent over it as I plow into her perfect body. A groan rips up my throat, and I rub the zipper of my jeans. The inside door bangs loudly and I quickly jump to my feet, guilt swamping me.

      “Donovan?”

      I adjust myself and call, “Out here.”

      She steps through the sliding door with a grin. “Sorry I was late. I got caught talking with one of the organizers about your session. He was highly impressed.” I raise my eyebrows, waiting to see if she’s going to admit she was there. She looks down at her bare feet—I love seeing this casual side of her—then back up at me. “I snuck in to watch. You were amazing. You had the attendees eating out of the palm of your hand. Congratulations.” Surprising me, she steps forward and wraps her arms around me, squeezing me. When she pulls away, I kick myself for missing the opportunity to return her embrace, but she caught me off-guard. “God, I’m starving.”

      I chuckle at her sudden change of topic. “Why don’t you get changed and we can head out to find something to eat.” Assuming she wants to grab dinner with me, of course.

      “Great idea. I’ll be ten minutes tops.” She pauses in the doorway and looks back at me over her shoulder. “Your … uh … your partner won’t mind that we’re sharing a room,”—her eyes widen—“and a bed?”

      I chuckle. “I don’t have a partner, Amelia. You don’t need to worry.”

      “It’s just that you said …”

      “Don’t worry about what I said. Go and get ready, Amelia.” I’m not about to confess my secret crush and that I was talking about her when that woman asked if I was single.

      True to her word, she comes out to the balcony in ten minutes and we make our way downstairs. When we reach the hotel lobby, I guide her toward the doors with my hand resting slightly above the curve of her ass. She stops suddenly and spins toward me. “I forgot all about my tire. I’ll quickly ask about getting it repaired.”

      Once the concierge has her car keys and promises to get her tire repaired, we’re back on our way. “What would you like for dinner?”

      “Hmm, Italian?” She looks up at me for my agreement.

      “Sounds good. I saw one along here last night.” I take her hand in mine and we make our way along the sidewalk. I lead her to a cozy table for two at the back of the restaurant and help her with her chair.

      Dinner flies by as we enjoy great food and easy conversation. She shares news about a new funding grant she’s applying for, as well as some new ideas she’d like to try with the staff. Before we know it, we’re both stuffed to the brim and making our way out of the restaurant. Amelia rubs her stomach. “I could do with walking some of these calories off.”

      “We can walk.” I take her hand again, loving how it feels in mine, and we wander farther away from our hotel, like any other couple. The cafés and restaurants fall away to a park and I tug Amelia toward the open space. The waning moon shines down on us, but it offers enough light along with the lamps to see clearly.

      We walk in silence and it’s enough for me. Being here with her beneath the silvery moonlight is more than I could have ever imagined. It almost feels like a date—which it isn’t. She tugs me to a stop near the edge of a lake. Ripples, caused by the breeze, shimmer across the surface and the scene is … dare I say, romantic. I watch her as she quietly observes the ducks on the water. The breeze blows her brown hair across her cheek and I reach up to tuck it behind her ear. She looks up at me and our gazes lock, hers a warm, inviting brown to my cool blue. I trace her delicate features with my eyes, wanting to follow with my fingers so I can feel if her skin is as soft as it looks. Her lips part slightly and in my peripheral vision, I watch her breasts rise and fall quickly.

      Is she as attracted to me as I am to her?

      What would she do if I dipped down and tasted her lips?

      The next thing I know, my lips are pressed against Amelia’s. She’s pushed up on her toes, her arms wrapped around my neck, and her fingers tease the hair at my nape. I wrap my hands around her waist and tug her closer—so close there isn’t any space left between us and I taste her. The wine from dinner teases my tastebuds and the softness of her lips tempts me to take the kiss deeper. I tease her with gentle kisses and delicate swipes of my tongue as my hands drop to cup her firm, round ass. A groan escapes me and I kiss across her jaw and down her slender throat until I reach the fabric of her soft sweater. What I’d give to tear the knitted material from her body. To kiss my way down to her breasts and further still to her warm, wet pussy. She grinds against my hard length and I tear my mouth from hers, but she pulls me back. Our kiss devolves into teeth and tongue, hot breaths, moans, and whispers. It goes beyond my wildest dreams, but it’s not enough.

      I want more.

      I want her laid out on my bed … naked.

      I want to explore every single inch of her glorious body.

      I want to kiss her and touch her.

      I want to breathe her scent and taste her arousal.

      I want to make her fall apart beneath me as she screams my name into the night.

      She tears her lips from mine and grabs my hand. “We need to get back to the hotel. Right now.” The urgency in her voice is enough to make me move and we speed walk our way back. She drops my hand suddenly when we reach the hotel and beneath the bright lights, I get my first proper look at her. She’s so fucking beautiful, with flushed cheeks, bright eyes, and swollen lips. I did that to her. “We need to go in separately. I don’t want anyone to think something’s happening between us.”

      And just like that, my boner’s gone. “What would it matter? We’re both consenting adults and we’re both single.”

      “I’m your boss.” She huffs, stroking her hand down her hair.

      “So what?” I drop my hands to my hips. “Bosses and employees get it on all the time.”

      “It’s more acceptable when the boss is a man and the employee is a woman.” She shrugs, and I didn’t think it was possible to go from horny as fuck to pissed as fuck as quickly as I have, but apparently it is.

      “That’s a construct created by men to keep women in their damn place. It’s bullshit. You have to know that.” She’s a strong, independent, intelligent woman. I can’t believe she buys into that sexist bullshit.

      She takes a step away from me and squares her shoulders and I can see her resolve. She’s had to face this battle before and I’ll be damned if she has to go into battle with me over sexist bullshit. I get it. I watched Mom struggle in the workplace against social constructs that kept women in their place. I refuse to be another man who questions her values. “I’ve worked hard to get to where I am and I don’t want to do anything that may bring my leadership into question.”

      I drop my head to look at the ground between us—to look at the space that wasn’t there mere moments ago. I dig my hands firmly into my hips to stop myself from reaching for her and sigh. When I bring my eyes back to hers, I see the worry there. I don’t want to be the cause, so I nod once. “Sure. I’m sorry. You head up first and I’ll follow shortly.”

      She swallows. “Thank you.”

      I lift my chin, then watch her walk inside. Once I know she’s safe, I spin on my heel and head toward the bar across the street. I need a damn drink or six.
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      I wake to my alarm. Shit! I tried to stay awake because I wanted to pick up where we left off at the park—obviously I failed. I glance across the bed, finding his half is still made, then bolt upright to discover the room empty. His bag still sits on the chair, which is something, so I strain to hear if there’s any movement in the bathroom, but it’s silent. I climb out of bed and go to the glass door that leads to the empty balcony. He’s not there either. I think I really screwed up. Dropping my head back on my shoulders, I groan at the ceiling as the door to our room opens.

      Van walks in wearing a tank, shorts, and running shoes. My eyes trace his fit body, which I could have finally had my mouth and hands all over last night if I’d only kept my mouth shut. He was right about societal constructs and I need to apologize. “I’m sorry.” I step closer. “You were right. I reacted to the situation out of fear. It was wrong of me.”

      He closes the distance and weaves his fingers through my hair, cupping the back of my head and tilting it back. His eyes dance between mine and his mouth descends. I sigh against his lips, my body melting into his. Our kiss explodes into a passionate dance for dominance and within seconds, we’re both panting heavily. His hand slides down my back to my ass and with a swift motion, he lifts me into his arms and guides my legs around his hips. We move toward the bed and he unceremoniously drops me to my back, falling with me but somehow stopping himself from crushing me with his large body. He grinds his hard length against my already wet center, and I moan like the wanton hussy I seem to have become.

      Pressing my feet into his tight ass, I keep him exactly where I want him and rub myself against his steely length. “Take what you need,” he rumbles against my lips. My clit pulses in pleasure and a needy moan escapes my throat. He swallows it with his kisses as he covers my breast with his large hand and his fingers find my peaked nipple with a sharp pinch. As if my nipple is connected to my clit by an invisible thread, it pulses. He works his kisses down to my jaw, his hot breath coating my skin and sending goosebumps racing across my flesh, while his trimmed beard heightens the sensations. “So fucking soft,” he mumbles against the pulse point of my throat.

      My body heats as I push my head back into the mattress to expose my neck to him and he takes the hint, biting along the column. My pulse races and my mind empties of everything but the weight of Van on top of me. Scraping my fingernails down his back, he shivers, so I do it again. I’m rewarded with a hard thrust against my mound, and the telltale tightening of my muscles is the only warning I get as I fall apart beneath him.

      Shocked.

      That’s what I am. I never come that fast. Never.

      I’ve been called frigid a time or two by previous lovers because I usually require more effort and take much longer—sometimes it didn’t happen at all, not that it bothered my partners if I didn’t come. They got theirs.

      When I finally open my eyes, I’m not the only one who’s surprised, judging by the crooked smile and wide eyes peering down at me. “Wow! Fucking phenomenal.” He takes my lips in a heady kiss, stealing my breath and overwhelming my senses. He pulls away and looks at me again and I’m stunned to see deep affection tangled with lust, approval mixed with admiration, and … awe. Like he can’t believe we’re doing this.

      Well, to be fair, neither can I.

      He drops his forehead to mine and groans. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this, but we need to get ready. I know this conference is important to you, and I don’t want you to be late.” Kissing my forehead, he pushes up until he’s standing at the end of the bed, pulling me up with him. His chest rises and falls rapidly with his choppy breaths and I can see the strength it took for him to pull away and put a stop to things for me. For me! As attractive as I find Van and the admiration I have for his work ethic, this may be my favorite thing about him. The way he put my needs, wants, and goals above his own.

      I push up on my toes and kiss the base of his throat. “I promise I’ll make it up to you tonight.”

      He groans. “There’s no way I’ll be able to concentrate on anything today. Tonight can’t come soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Van was right about how difficult it would be to concentrate today. Mine’s been MIA, which is a foreign experience for me. I’ve never been so infatuated with someone that work wasn’t my priority. I couldn’t wait to get out of the last session today. I’ve even skipped the social portion of the event in favor of coming back to our room. Pushing the door open, I breathe a sigh of relief when the room is empty. I want to have a steaming shower and be ready for Van when he returns. Butterflies erupt in my stomach at the very thought of getting naked and dirty with the quietly spoken man. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt this giddy.

      I strip on my way to the bathroom and climb beneath the warm spray. My mind drifts back to this morning as I run my soapy hands over my body. Just remembering how hot our kisses were and how quickly I exploded has me almost teetering on the edge. My hands slip lower and a moan escapes my lips.

      I don’t know this woman. But I like her. I like her a lot.

      The bathroom door opens and I should pull my hand away from where it’s nestled between my legs, but as Van’s eyes lock on mine, I stroke my finger through my slick folds. His eyes heat and drop to watch as he reaches behind his neck to pull his sweater over his head, exposing a body I never would have guessed was hiding beneath the button-up shirts he wears to work. He tosses it to the floor and his hands immediately go to his belt. Before I know it, he’s stepping out of his pants and boxer briefs.

      I bite my bottom lip as he prowls toward me and pinch my clit as he opens the shower door. My breasts grow heavy with his eyes tracing every inch of my body and without a second thought, I reach forward and take his impressive erection in my hand. A deep rumble fills the shower stall, bouncing off the tiled wall and adding to my aroused state. God!

      He backs me up against the wall and when my heated flesh presses against the cool ceramic, my legs turn to Jell-O. He drops his face into the crook of my neck and I stroke his cock from base to tip. His answering groan vibrates through me and he thrusts his hips forward. “I couldn’t concentrate for shit today. I learned nothing. Contributed nothing. I may as well have stayed here all day.” I’m somewhat mollified that I wasn’t the only one.

      I run my free hand through his soft blond hair and tug his head up allowing me to see his eyes. They blaze like the hottest part of the fire and I’m taken aback by the heat and desire—the lust. I’ve never elicited such a potent reaction before, and it’s heady to see it directed at me. “Same here. It was a total waste.” I stroke his length again. “We should have stayed in and done this instead.” I push him away slightly ready to drop to my knees, but he catches me beneath my arms.

      Shaking his head, he traps me against the wall with his body. “It’s me who should fall at your feet, not the other way around.”

      His mouth descends on mine, preventing my argument. When our lips meet, I forget what I was about to say. All thoughts, fleeting or otherwise, escape and I’m consumed … solely … with this man.

      The heat and pressure of his body against mine.

      The play of his lips.

      The taste of his tongue.

      The rasp of his beard.

      I wrap my leg around his hip and he rewards me by pressing his length against my most sensitive part, giving me the friction I’m desperate for. Sighs and moans leave my lips unguarded as he effortlessly builds me toward a release that will shatter me from the inside out. I will never be the same and I’m unsure how I’ll come to terms with it. I throw my head back against the tile as every muscle in my body tightens, ready to explode. Van’s mouth moves down the column of my throat with small bites and a cry of ecstasy explodes out of me as I fall apart with nothing but kisses and perfect friction against my clit.

      “It’s so fucking hot how easily you fall apart for me, Melia.” His deep voice rumbles against my throat as I try to catch my breath. With each intake, my sensitive breasts rub against the hair on his chest and I barely restrain my moan at how good it feels.

      He reaches around me and turns off the water, then picks me up like I weigh nothing and carries me to the vanity. Tearing a silver packet open, he swiftly rolls it down his length and before I can prepare, he pushes inside with such force that my ass slips on the laminate surface and my cry pierces the room. Van closes his eyes and drops his head back on his shoulders with a curse. I gather my wits and slip forward, closer to the edge, and raise my feet to rest them on the counter, opening myself to him. When I drop my eyes to where we’re joined, the sight is obscene. My lips are stretched tight to accommodate his thickness. “Look at us,” I whisper.

      His fiery gaze lands on my face and steals my breath before tracing down my body as if he’s memorizing every single inch of me on the way to the space between my legs. “You were sent from heaven to take my cock,” he rumbles, then drops his mouth to my peaked nipple.

      I tangle my fingers in his hair and hold him in place as his tongue flicks the stiff peak. He moves his hips, sliding out of my heat, and then back in with a hard push. I hold on for dear life while he pumps in and out of me, as his talented fingers find their way to my sensitive clit to rub light circles around the bud.
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      If my hands weren’t so damn busy, I’d pinch myself. I’m inside Amelia Winter. The woman who steals my thoughts, infiltrates my dreams, and is my real-life fantasy. The muscles in my ass flex with every withdrawal and snap of my hips as I slide in and out of her hot pussy. Fuck!

      Her fingers tighten in the short strands of my hair as if to hold me in place, but there’s no way in hell I’m ever leaving the sanctity of her body. I tear my mouth from her beautifully erect nipple to kiss my way across to the other. “You have no idea what you’ve done. Letting me have you like this means you’re mine now. There’s no turning back for us. You belong to me and I belong to you.” She moans at my words and her pussy squeezes my cock almost to the point of pain. I drop my mouth to her stiff peak and bite it.

      She makes me fucking savage.

      Picking up the pace, my thrusts are almost violent as I slam into her pussy … but it’s not enough.

      I want to be deeper.

      I need to burrow deeper with a desperation I can’t control.

      Dropping my hands to her ass, I pick her up and pin her against the wall, then use gravity to drop her down on my cock. Over and fucking over again. Her feet dig into my ass and her nails scratch and tear at my shoulders. Her tits slide up and down my chest and my heart rate spikes as I work to make her come so I can chase my high. Sexy moans and sighs bounce off the tiled walls, adding to the symphony of our bodies colliding.

      I fuck her mouth with my tongue and kiss my way down the column of her sexy throat, then bite. She seems to like that if her silky walls tightening around me is any indication. Her legs tense around my hips and her moans escalate. I lick the spot I bit and then kiss my way up to her ear. “I need you to get there, Melia. I’m hanging on by a thread,” I pant, sending hot breaths across her hair.

      She tilts her hips and the change is incredible. “I’m so close, Van. Don’t stop,” she murmurs raggedly as she locks her gaze with mine.

      I rail her with everything I have, pumping my hips furiously, our eyes locked together, our panting breaths touching each other’s lips. Her nails tear at my flesh and my fingers dig into her ass, gripping the cheeks harshly. Her walls contract around my cock as her legs tighten further around my hips, almost restricting my movements. No matter how I try to hold out, electricity shoots down my spine to my balls and my cock pulses almost painfully as I fill the condom. It’s enough to send Amelia flying over the edge as she shouts my name into the room, falling apart on my cock, her muscles milking me for everything I have.

      My lips tip up in wonder and I press harder against her to make sure she’s secure. Bringing my hands up to cup her face, I whisper, “So beautiful, Amelia.” I stroke her cheek and tuck her wet hair behind her ear, then drag my knuckles softly down her cheek to her chin. Tilting her face up to mine, I lean in and take her mouth in a slow, sweet kiss.

      Her arms tighten around my neck and she sighs into our kiss, pressing her tits against me tightly. She returns my ministrations with unhurried strokes of her tongue and I decide I’m going to kiss this woman for the rest of my life. I don’t need my lips to touch another if I can have her.
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        * * *

      

      The sun set an hour ago while we enjoyed our dinner on the balcony after I made slow, sweet love to Amelia in our bed. The strip heater makes the space warm enough so we’re comfortable, but now I’m ready for my dessert. With only a blanket wrapped around her, Amelia leans over the balcony, watching the people on the street below, her ass practically in my face. I itch to touch her again, so I do.

      Leaning forward, I flick the blanket up and skim my knuckles up the back of her shapely legs until I reach the curve of her sweet ass. She inches her feet apart, opening herself to me as I slip my fingers along the crease between her leg and pussy. Her back dips, pushing her ass toward me as I swipe my fingers through her wet slit, and the shape she makes is a work of art. I slide my fingers up to her clit and tease it with light circles, dipping my thumb into her opening. I withdraw my fingers because I need another taste of her, like my next drink of water. Dropping to my knees, I bury my face in her pussy and feast. My body heats at the sounds coming from my girl as I lick every drop of her essence. Pushing two fingers roughly into her hole, I aim straight for her G-spot and apply pressure.

      “Look at you, taking my fingers like the greedy girl you are. Your perfect body was made for me to play with.”

      “Ahhh, right there!” Her walls tighten around my digits while a moan rips from her, shattering the near silence. I slip my fingers from her tight hole and add another two, stretching her wide. I pump them in and out of her roughly and her spine dips further as she pushes back onto my fingers. “Deeper,” she groans.

      Slick sounds fill the night air as I shove my fingers deeper, but it’s not enough. I rip my hand from her and drop my sweats, sheath my dick in record time, grab her hips and slam home. She cries out and her walls tighten around my cock. “Feel that? Your pussy’s strangling my cock perfectly.” I pull out and push home, forcing Amelia to her toes as she cries out. “So fucking hot and tight.” I do it again. “So damn perfect. Just like the rest of you.” I pump relentlessly, digging my fingers into her hips, which will hopefully leave bruises. My lips tip up at the thought of seeing my marks on her. I move one hand up to her hair, tangling my fingers in the silky strands, and tug her head back as I seek her clit with the fingers of my free hand.

      “Oh, shit.” Her legs shake, and her body trembles as she rolls into a second orgasm. My blood ignites and races to a central point. Electricity shoots from my extremities, collecting in my balls. My cock thickens and ribbons of hot cum fill the condom in the sweetest release. I fold my body over Amelia’s, wrapping my arms around her as she shivers. Her chest heaves with mine as we catch our breath, and my heart thumps heavily against her back. She chuckles. “God, you give the best orgasms.”

      I chuckle. “So do you.” Reluctantly, I pull out of her tight heat and turn her around in my arms. Her eyes find mine and we move in at the same time to share a passionate kiss. Amelia slides her arms around my neck, holding me to her. Our lips move in tandem, and I tilt my head to the side and take our kiss deeper.

      I lose myself in Amelia.

      In her taste.

      In her warm, smooth flesh beneath my fingers.

      In her heart beating against mine, and I know that if she trusts me with it, I’ll treasure it and keep it safe forever.
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        [valentine’s day]

      

      

      I drop my bag onto my desk and drop into my chair with a happy sigh; I’ve been floating on a cloud since the conference. Van said he had a surprise for me today, and I can’t wait to see him. We’ve kept things professional at work, mainly because we’re both busy, but also because he’s respectful of my position.

      A noise captures my attention and I turn toward the doorway to find Van standing with a dozen red heart-shaped helium balloons. My lips tip up at the sight, and my heart skips a beat as he moves toward me with a grin.

      “I have a question to ask you.”

      I study his face closely, noticing the excitement but also a little hesitation. I push away from my desk. “Ask away.”

      He moves another step, and we’re less than a yard apart. “Amelia.” My heart races and I swallow as his eyes fasten to mine. “I love you and I was wondering … would you be my valentine for today and all the days to come?”

      He loves me.

      He loves me.

      I leap into his arms and slam my lips onto his. His arms wrap around me as he chuckles against my mouth. “Is that a yes?”

      “It’s definitely a yes.”

      He pulls away, a worried expression on his face. “I don’t have a ring or anything. I thought we could choose one together.”

      Shaking my head with a grin. “I don’t need a ring to be yours.” I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him back to me while he guides my legs around his hips. Our mouths meet in a frenzy of tongues and teeth. Our breaths mingle and our tastes merge. We’ve shared several kisses now, but this one is the sweetest of them all knowing he loves me and wants to spend all of his days and nights with me.

      “Ha! I knew something was going on.” We tear apart with panting breaths and turn toward the voice at the door, finding Kate chuckling with wide eyes. “You two make the cutest couple.” I slide my way down Van’s body and turn to our friend and colleague in time to catch her as she flings her body at me. “I’m so happy for you!” We became fast friends almost immediately as we bonded over our seasonal family names.

      Van and I chuckle as she pulls him into a group hug. “Thanks, Kate. It all happened quickly.”

      She glances up at Van, then back at me with a raised brow. “Hmm, I don’t think it was as fast as you may think.”

      I peek up at Van, whose cheeks are suddenly pink. He holds his finger and thumb a slight distance apart. “I … uh … may have had a secret crush on you,” he says sheepishly.

      Kate chuckles and nudges him with her elbow. “It wasn’t much of a secret. Emma and I guessed months ago.” She claps her hands together. “She’s gonna be so happy.”

      Well, this is news to me but maybe I should admit my secret. I take Van’s hand in mine and smile at him. “I may have had a secret crush of my own.”

      He raises a brow. “Oh, yeah?” He asks with that sexy rasp in his voice.

      “Yeah.” I pull him down and murmur against his lips, “I love you, Mr. Templeton.”
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      I pull into Amelia’s driveway ten minutes early, but I couldn’t bear to waste any more time at home when all I wanted to do was see her. I grab the cooler bag with the dessert items I offered to bring from the passenger seat, then climb out of my car.

      As I close my door, I get my first unobstructed look at Amelia’s home. It’s probably about the same size as mine, with a neat garden. I follow the stone walkway to the small front porch and a furry light orange head with amber eyes peeks between the curtains at the front window. That must be her cat, Butterscotch. I smile to myself because she looks pissed—exactly as Amelia described her.

      She follows my progress to the front door, and it’s almost like she’s judging me. Rapping on Amelia’s door, I keep my eyes locked on the cat in the front window. I tear my gaze away when I hear the locks disengage and my lips spread wide the instant my eyes land on the woman of my dreams. Without a word, I step through the doorway and wrap my free hand around Amelia’s waist, pulling her into me. Dropping my lips to hers, we both smile as our mouths connect. I kiss her for the first time since our kiss was cut short this morning when Kate caught us. I have a lot of catching up to do. It’s been too long and I’ve missed having my lips on hers.

      After spending the conference together and then staying holed up in our hotel room for the weekend, it’s been tough returning to reality and only seeing Amelia at work for short lengths of time. I’ve missed her. It’s almost frightening how quickly I became used to having her in my space twenty-four-seven. But I’m addicted to her. An addiction I never want to kick.

      I soak up her body pressed against mine and revel in the luxury of being able to touch her and kiss her like this. Something I never dreamed was a possibility. Tilting my head to the side, I deepen the kiss and stroke my tongue along hers. Her arms wrap around my shoulders and in her signature move, she scrapes her fingernails through my hair, which always feels amazing. Out of necessity for breath, I slow the kiss and finish with light, teasing pecks to her lips, then press my forehead to hers.

      “Hey,” I murmur with a genuine smile.

      “Hey.”

      “Meow.”

      We both look to find Butterscotch at our feet, her amber stare focused on me. “You were right. She looks pissed off.” I chuckle and crouch down to say hello. “Hey there, Butterscotch.”

      She climbs to her feet, turns around, and raises her fluffy tail, giving me a stellar view of her asshole, then glances up at her mom with a Who the hell is this? look.

      Amelia giggles. “Oh, Butterscotch.” She crouches down to scoop up the bundle of fur, twisting her body toward me so I can pat her cat, and I swear the cat narrows her eyes at me.

      I reach forward to stroke the fur along her nose, but she bats at my hand and I pull away sharply. “Okay, I get the hint. You don’t want to say hello.” Butterscotch leaps from Amelia’s arms and we both stand, watching her walk away.

      “I’m not sure what’s wrong with her. She’s usually friendly.” She waves her arm out in greeting. “Come in.”

      I close and lock the door behind me and follow Amelia through her classically styled home. All soft colors delivered in various textures making it warm and homely. I lose sight of her through a doorway and quicken my steps to follow. The room opens into a medium-sized kitchen and dining room that’s flooded with light through the bi-fold doors that lead out to a patio area overlooking the backyard.

      “You have a nice place,” I comment as I place the cooler bag on the light-colored stone counter.

      She smiles at me over her shoulder. “Thanks. I tried to make it as comfortable as possible since this is where I spend most of my time when I’m not at work.” She shrugs. “It’s my sanctuary.”

      I step up behind her, wrap my arms around her middle, and nuzzle her neck. She tilts her head to the side with a sigh and I kiss the exposed area. Butterscotch sits her ass on the timber floor in my line of sight and frowns at me. Frowns. I’m certain I’m not imagining it. With the cat staring at me with disdain, I pull away from Amelia and step back toward the counter to unload the items I brought with me. Satisfied I’m leaving her mom alone, Butterscotch saunters back out of the kitchen.

      “I brought chocolate brownies, vanilla ice cream, berries, and Hershey’s chocolate syrup for dessert.” I hold up the ice cream. “Mind if I put this in your freezer?”

      “That sounds delicious. Maybe we’ll skip dinner and go straight for dessert.” She waves her hand toward the freezer. “Of course.”

      I’ll happily go straight for dessert. It’s probably not the same dessert Amelia’s thinking about enjoying, although it definitely includes the Hershey’s chocolate sauce. “Do you need any help?” I need the distraction from my filthy thoughts.

      “Sure. Do you mind setting the table? I have everything ready on the counter.” She points to a stack of items and I get to work.

      When I get to the wine glasses, I hold them up. “Would you like a glass now?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great, thanks. It’s in the fridge.”

      I pour us a glass each and hand one to Amelia, holding my glass up in a toast. “To us and a long and happy life together filled with respect, friendship, love, good food, good times, and great sex.” I wink at the last two words and she responds with a raspy chuckle.

      She taps her glass to mine. “To us.” With our eyes connected, we both take a sip of the cool, sweet wine and I can’t help myself. I lean forward and press my lips to hers, tasting the cool sweetness. Swiping my tongue across the plump pillows, I encourage her to open to me and steal inside to taste her properly. A soft moan escapes her throat and I bring my free hand to her nape and slide my fingers into the silky strands of her hair.

      There’s a thump against the side of my calf muscle. Ignoring it, I deepen our kiss, using my hold on her hair to tilt her mouth where I want it. Another thump, harder this time. I don’t care. All that matters is kissing my girl. I need her taste on my tongue. Her hand tangles in my hair and I receive another thump to the leg, harder again. I reluctantly rip my mouth away from Amelia’s, finding Butterscotch giving me the evil eye from her spot on the floor beside me.

      Call me crazy, but I’m not into exhibitionism, even with a cat as the witness. I take a step away from Amelia, and if she thinks it’s strange, she doesn’t comment. We both take another drink and she returns to stirring whatever she’s cooking on the stove. Butterscotch strolls out of the kitchen like her work is done and I shake my head. What is it with that cat?

      “Mmm, that smells delicious.”

      “Thanks. It’s creamy chicken Florentine. It’s easy to make and I can do it all in one dish in less than thirty minutes,” she boasts.

      I raise my eyebrows. “That sounds like my kind of cooking. You’ll have to give me the recipe.”

      “Sure.” She dishes up two plates and carries them to the table. I top up our wine glasses and join her, pulling out her chair for her to sit. I moan as I slide the food onto my tongue. “You like it?”

      I nod, chew, and swallow the food in my mouth. “I love it. Thanks for making dinner.”

      She smiles softly and looks down at her food. “You’re welcome. It’s nice to cook for someone other than myself.” She raises her glass and takes a drink. “Some nights I can’t be bothered, and settle for eating a bowl of cereal.”

      “Same. Cooking for one all the time pushes home a level of loneliness you can’t ignore.”

      Amelia nods in agreement and we both return to eating the delicious meal. It doesn’t take long to demolish every last morsel as we discuss some of our favorite dishes. We discover a lot of commonalities but we also find that I love spicy curries, whereas Amelia’s stomach can’t tolerate anything above mild heat.

      Pushing my chair back from the table, I collect our dishes and carry them to the sink to wash them. “You don’t have to do that,” Amelia protests.

      I spin around to face her. “Of course I do. You went to the trouble of preparing a delicious meal for us with no help from me. The least I can do is clean up.” She pushes away from the table to stand. I look at her pointedly. “You stay there and talk to me while I do this.” I grab the wine from the fridge and top up her glass again, kissing the tip of her nose when it’s full. “Let me do this, please.”

      Her eyes flick between mine, and she nods slightly. “Okay. I won’t argue.” I make my way back to the sink and start the hot water. “Besides, I have the best view in the house from here.” I look at her over my shoulder with a raised brow. She circles her finger in the air, in what I imagine is the area of my ass, and winks at me. I huff out a laugh and return my attention to the dishes in the sink, the cat nowhere to be seen.
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      Dishes done, we decide to watch one of my favorite movies while our dinner settles. We get comfortable on the couch, sitting as close as we can. As I press play on Instant Family, Van stretches his arm across the back of the couch, collecting a lock of my hair to play with.

      “This is a great movie,” he says. “Mark’s such a versatile actor. He’s great in comedies as well as more serious roles.” He looks down at me with a smirk. “But I’m guessing you like his movies for reasons other than his acting abilities.”

      Heat flushes up my neck to my face, but I decide to own my crush on the man. “Well … yeah.”—I widen my eyes and wave my hand toward the TV—“Look at him. He’s beautiful. But I do agree with you. He’s a talented actor on top of being pretty.”

      He chuckles and leans down to steal a kiss. I wrap my hand around his neck and hold him close. Every time we’ve kissed since he arrived, he’s pulled away from me and I need to kiss him properly.

      Thoroughly.

      Deeply.

      The kiss heats, and I’m ready to forget the movie and climb into his lap. He pulls away again, and I have to hold back my frustrated groan as I follow his stare. Butterscotch is perched on the back of the couch, so close to Van’s head that she may as well be sitting on him. I chuckle at his frown as he stares at my cat.

      “Butterscotch.” I rub the spot behind her ears that she loves and she tilts her head, pressing into my fingers as I admonish her. I flick my eyes up to Van. “Do you think she’s jealous and wants you to herself?”

      He studies her closely. “More like she’s trying her best to keep me away from you.”

      I chuckle and nuzzle Butterscotch. “My personal guard cat.”

      Van shakes his head. “More like a cock-blocker.”

      We both laugh at the absurdity of the idea. As if Butterscotch has any idea what she’s doing. I roll my eyes at myself. We snuggle into each other and continue to watch the movie, chuckling together at the funny parts. When the final credits roll, Van presses a kiss to my temple and climbs to his feet. “Time for dessert.”

      I follow him into the kitchen as he pulls the ice cream from the freezer. Grabbing two bowls and a couple of spoons, I sit on a stool at the counter and watch him work. With deft hands, he constructs our dessert in such a way that it looks like something I would order at a restaurant. He passes a bowl to me and I grab a spoon. “This looks very decadent. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I hope it tastes okay.”

      I dig my spoon into the dessert, ensuring I get a bit of everything, and slip it into my mouth. As the flavors touch my tongue, there’s no way to stop the moan that works its way up my throat. “Oh, God, this is perfect.”

      He smiles shyly, and that adorable blush I love touches his cheeks. “Thank you.”

      I point my spoon at the bowl and narrow my eyes. “There’s a secret ingredient in this brownie that I can’t place.” I scoop a portion of the brownie and taste it again. “You have to tell me what it is.”

      “If I share my secret, you won’t need me anymore.”

      I lean into him and kiss his jaw. “I’ll always need you.”

      He dips down, swipes his lips across mine, and whispers, “Good to know.”

      His warm breath coats my lips and I lick them. His pupils dilate and he plunges forward, kissing me with an intensity I’ve come to expect from him. Dessert is quickly forgotten as he presses into me, stroking his tongue along mine in vulgar strokes. My panties grow wet within seconds and I press my breasts against his hard chest. Heat consumes my body and then he’s gone and I’m falling forward as I lose my balance. He captures me and when I look up, Butterscotch is balancing on Van’s shoulders, her asshole almost touching his cheek. What the hell?

      As puzzled as I am by my beautiful cat’s strange behavior, I can’t hold back the laugh that bursts out of me at Van’s expression. Frustration rolls off of him in a wave. Butterscotch jumps down to the floor and disappears into the living room. With the moment broken once again, we return to eating our desserts.

      “Do you think you’d ever want kids?”

      Van’s question snaps through the room like a whip, catching me off-guard. I turn to him, scanning his features, paying extra attention to the earnestness in his beautiful blue eyes and the tension that’s building across his jaw and down to his shoulders.

      “I’m almost forty, Van.” I swallow, worried this will mean the end of our relationship. “I’m not sure it’s even a biological possibility.”

      “I’m not asking that. I’m asking if you’d ever want kids.”

      “Well, yeah. There was a time when I thought I’d have a couple of kids by now.” I shrug like it’s no big deal when it really is. I fear I’ve missed my chance. After all, a woman’s body has an expiration date for making babies. “But it wasn’t to be.”

      He drops his eyes back to his bowl and takes another scoop, chews, and swallows. I guess that’s the end of the conversation. “Would you want to try?”

      Hope blooms in my chest and radiates out through my body. “With you?”

      His posture stiffens and his eyes turn glacial. “Well, you won’t be fucking anyone else. So yeah, with me.”

      I press my lips between my teeth to cover the grin that’s fighting to break free. I nudge his arm with my shoulder. “I was messing with you, Van. I don’t plan on being with anyone else either, and if you’re asking me if I’d have a child with you, then the answer is yes. I’d love to try.”

      His grin is instant, and he immediately scoops me into his arms, then storms out of the kitchen like a desperate man. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      I point toward the door that separates the living area from the bedrooms. “Through there and to the left.”

      With long, determined strides, he heads toward my bedroom and kicks the door closed behind him. “I only need one pussy in my bed,” he grumbles, and I openly snicker at his grumpiness. He tosses me onto my bed unceremoniously, then reaches behind his neck to drag his sweater over his head. His hands drop to his buckle when he raises his chin. “Get naked.”

      I scurry into action because the sooner I get naked, the sooner I get what I want and that’s him on top of me, inside me, all over me. His scent surrounding me and his hands caressing me. His lips kissing me and his teeth biting me. The ache between my legs spreads to my lower belly. “Van,” I murmur as I trace my nipples with my fingers.

      He groans as he climbs over me, nestling his heavy cock at the apex of my thighs, and sliding it through my soaking pussy. “Are you on birth control?”

      “There was no need.”

      His eyes pierce mine as one side of his mouth tips up. “You okay if we skip the condoms? I’m clean. I can show you my results if you need.”

      I shake my head. “I trust you …”—I press my hips up—“and I’m keen to try if you are.” It’s all happening so quickly, but it feels incredibly right at the same time.

      He slams his mouth down onto mine with a feral growl as he swipes his fingers through my arousal. My heart rockets in my chest as his fingers tease my opening and I shift restlessly, seeking more friction, but he’s insistent on teasing me. “Don’t rush me,” he murmurs against my lips—his voice rough, his breaths ragged. He can pretend to be cool, calm, and collected, but he’s as worked up as I am. As he rubs his steely length against my thigh, his excitement is obvious.

      “Van,” I plead, reaching down to wrap my hand around his thick length. Maybe if I tease him a little, we can move this along.

      His groan rumbles up from his chest, vibrating against me as I squeeze his cock and drag my hand up the length, then swipe my thumb across the tip, capturing his essence. He thrusts his hips into my hand and I match him by pressing my hips up. Kissing his way down to my jaw and along the column of my throat, I toss my head back, waiting for his bite. He doesn’t disappoint as he shoves his fingers into me—hard. His thumb presses my clit and I cry out as tension builds through every muscle of my body. Urgency fills my being and my focus narrows to every sensation climbing through my limbs and heading toward my core. While his fingers work me over, Van drags his lips down to my breast, circling the hard nub with his tongue before biting the peak. My back flies off the bed and I shout as my release explodes through my body, the force centered at my core.

      My legs close of their own volition, trapping Van’s hand, and it’s then I remember I still have my hand wrapped around him, but I’ve forgotten to keep up with my tease. Our ragged breaths synchronize as he withdraws from my hand and lines himself up at my opening. He aligns our bodies, holding himself above me, and traces every line and curve on my face. “You’re so beautiful, Melia. It’s been a struggle to tear my eyes away from you since the moment you first walked into the staff room.”

      My eyes open in response to his confession, dumbfounded. “I had no idea.”

      He huffs a laugh. “Exactly the way I wanted it.” He snaps his hips forward, pushing inside my slick heat in one swift thrust. We both groan at the sensation of our perfect fit and he drops his lips to mine. “I felt out of my depth with you. Whenever you were around, I became this clumsy man who couldn’t string words together to create a sentence.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, teasing the hair at his nape. “I thought you were adorably socially awkward.” I chuckle softly and rub my nose against his. “I thought you were incredibly handsome. I’d go out of my way to avoid you, so you wouldn’t know.”

      He drags his length out of my heat and pushes back in. The way he fills me is perfection. It’s like we were made for each other—body and soul. He fits me—not only my body—in so many ways that makes him perfect for me. Pressing his mouth to mine as he pumps in and out of me. We make love to each other in every way we can. Our bodies, our mouths, our breaths all joining. Our souls, our minds, and our hearts uniting in a bond that will be forever strong.

      Our bodies work together to bring each other to the very brink of pleasure. “I love you, Van,” I murmur against his lips. A long moan rumbles out of him as he pulses inside me, setting off my orgasm. We both fall apart, clinging to the other as we whisper words of affirmation against each other’s lips.
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      Are you ready to meet Kate in Loving Summer when she travels halfway around the world to help establish a school in a remote community?

      A grumpy/sunshine billionaire romance

      A steamy, low-angst, stand-alone contemporary romance about a grumpy, determined hidden billionaire and a penny-pinching, tenderhearted teacher doing her best to protect her heart.
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      Thank you so much for reading Donovan and Amelia’s story. This story came about when I was invited to participate in a Valentine’s Day anthology that had a word limit of 10K words for each contribution. Now, I went a little over but I think it was worth it. I usually write much longer stories, so the low word count limit was a little daunting. However, I found this short, cheeky fast-burn fun to write. When I thought about what to do with it once the anthology finished, I decided it would make a great appreciation gift for people who took the risk and signed up for my newsletter. So I hope you enjoyed it!

      As always, I would like to thank Mr. St James and our two sons for their support and patience with me. My writing takes a lot of my time away from my family and their understanding and support is always appreciated.

      To my beta reader, Rachel :) You give up so much of your time and energy to support me and I’ll never be able to express how much I appreciate you.

      To you, the reader. Thank you for taking a chance on me; for reading this short story. I truly do appreciate your time. If you’ve enjoyed reading about Donovan and Amelia, I’d love to hear from you.
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      Debra St James is an author of spicy, slow-burn contemporary romance that features cinnamon roll heroes who listen to their women’s hearts and their words. She takes her time to weave a detailed tapestry of genuine characters, real-life struggles, love, and romance to create engaging stories that will have you so immersed in the story that you’ll never want to leave. Her stories are always guaranteed to take you on an emotional journey that ultimately ends with a HEA!

      Debra loves to read romance. Her family often finds her with her nose stuck in her iPad, swooning over her latest book boyfriend. She writes part-time from her Perth home, which she shares with Mr St James and their two sons, whose antics often make her roll her eyes and laugh in equal measure.

      Writing a novel had never been on her radar. One morning, she was enjoying a coffee by the river and a story sprouted, seemingly from nowhere. At 51, she pulled up the Pages app on her phone and began to type, giving life to her debut, Loving Summer.

      The rest, as they say, is history!
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