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      Lissie

      I thought being the good girl would protect me from the world’s pain.

      But that was a stupid wish.

      Because no matter how good you are, bad things still happen.

      It’s been a year since my life changed forever.

      A year since I’d seen him.

      Nathan Ross.

      The rich boy, NFL star quarterback with a cocky attitude.

      He’s my sister’s ex-boyfriend—and the reason she’s dead.

      I hate him.

      I hate that he’s alive and she isn’t.

      But worse than that, I hate the disgusting attraction I feel for him.

      Now’s he back, recovered, and playing for the same team I’m dancing on.

      My grief is clearly messing with my head, because my hate keeps building—and turning into something so much more disgusting…

      Desire.

      

      Only Regrets is a standalone dark contemporary sports romance. It’s the debut co-release from authors Emery Saint and Vanessa Winters.

      ***Note: This book contains dark themes and adult situations. Be advised.***
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      I’m standing in my sister’s old bedroom for the first time since she died.

      It’s been an entire year and I haven’t been able to bring myself to go in here since the night of her fatal car accident. It’s clean and perfect, just as she was. I see all her cheerleading medals on the wall and shelves, signifying how talented she was.

      Amber wasn’t just the star cheerleader of the Carolina Panthers, she was also the top student all throughout her schooling. She was beautiful, slender, smart and talented. Everything that I’m not.

      The women in my family all share the same looks and attributes. Strong, independent, beautiful with ice blond hair and green eyes, slender and smart. Every Adams woman had every single one of those attributes until I was born. I came out short, curvy and with light blue eyes. I never really cared for academics or a tidy room. I’d much rather spend my time dancing to hip-hop songs or coming up with new lyrical choreography. I’ve been the odd ball out since birth.

      That doesn’t mean that my family never loved me, they just struggled raising me. It was hard enough on my mom, a single mother who owns her own clothing shop on the beachside boardwalk in South Carolina. She gave birth to my sister and then four years later, had me. As soon as I was born, our father left and never came back. I’ve never met him, and I didn’t need to. Adams women have never needed a man, and our legacy shows that.

      I walk to Amber’s dresser and stare at the photo of us that was taken the day of her college graduation. She looks like a model, and we are hugging each other close, big smiles plastered on our faces. She is in a dress and I am in my signature leggings, baggy t-shirt with large hoop earrings and a ballcap. She’s always been the girly girl, I came out like a tomboy, not that I cared. Our differences never altered our relationship. We had a great childhood growing up, until Amber went to college and started dating the star quarterback, Nathan Ross. She was the popular girl then, never visiting home and ignoring us when she did. When they graduated and both joined the Panthers, the distance grew. I’ve been missing her long before she died.

      Long before that son of a bitch boyfriend of hers killed her in a car wreck. Nathan has claimed it wasn’t his fault, and we’ve been battling with his rich family every day since the accident. His dad owns the Carolina Panthers and has more money than God. More money than us and more power to silence our hatred for the fact that his son killed my sister. He swerved on the main road and a tractor trailer hit them head on, killing my sister immediately and nearly paralyzing Nathan, not that I care. He can go to hell after what he’s done. I can’t believe I ever had a crush on him. His arrogance and spoiled attitude should’ve been enough to turn me off. Killing my sister definitely did the trick.

      I look at the picture next to the one of my sister and I. It is her and Nathan on a hot summer day on the beach. My sister is in a bright blue bikini, her long, toned body tan and wet in the sun. I pinch my pale skin and wonder why I am so different. I'm thick and short, my pale skin hates the sun. Although I am toned from my years of dancing, I am still insecure about my body. Insecure because I don’t look like any of the women in my family, except for the long, ice blond wavy hair. Insecure that I could never pull a guy that looks like Nathan Ross.

      He holds her in his arms, his strong, muscular arms that bulge out like they’re trying to escape from his skin. His eyes are the color of a forest after a rainstorm, a dark, rich green. His dirty blond hair is shaved at the sides and messy at the top, matching the chin strap beard that fits his square jaw perfectly. He wears a cocky smirk, the same smirk he’s had all of his spoiled life. Because he was born a star, so he was treated like one.

      Before the accident, Nathan Ross was the best rookie quarterback that the Panthers had seen in decades. His scores and records topped the charts, just like my sister’s. Until that night where they lost it all. Until that night when I lost everything because my sister died. When I lost everything because of Nathan Ross.

      Mom won’t come up here, she’s busy packing my things to move into my new apartment. I graduated college last week and I spent my last year trying to scout different dance opportunities for my career. Nothing came up and I was starting to lose hope. Until one day, a muscular, beautiful black woman came to watch my last performance and pulled me aside. Her name is Mya Johnson, and she is the captain of the new Carolina Panthers Dance Team, something that they’ve never really had before since their dance team was more like a cheer squad. While the original team still performs, Mya went to the board and proposed a new option, to bring the true style of dance back to South Carolina. With her strong-willed attitude, she got it. She successfully drafted an entire dance team for the new season in three months, and she just needed one more girl. And that’s when she found me.

      I wanted to decline her offer. I was still grieving, and I couldn’t imagine dancing on the same grounds that my sister performed on. Walking the same stadium that her killer walked, but after weeks of hopeless leads, I took her offer. It’s not like Nathan would be returning anyways. His injuries and shame should be enough to keep him away for good.

      “Alyssa!” My mom calls out from downstairs.

      I sigh. I hate that she calls me by my full name. She’s the only one that does. I’ve gone by Lissie my entire life. I snag the photo of my sister and I and shove it in my large hoodie pocket before running downstairs.

      It’s time to start my life. It’s time to move on, without my sister, even though I’ll be carrying her with me forever.
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      The drive to Charlotte, North Carolina is nearly four hours long.

      I was born and raised in Charleston, South Carolina. Used to the beach and sun even though my skin doesn’t show that. Moving away is completely terrifying, especially since I’m still grieving and won’t have my mother or aunts by my side every day, but another girl from the dance team will be my roommate in the new apartment.

      Her name is Sarah Greenley and she is as beautiful as she is kind. I met her when I met the rest of the dance team after Mya drafted me. She is short, like me, with dancer muscles that wrap around her tan limbs. She has raven black hair and gray eyes, different from the usual blond-haired beauties that I’ve grown up around. Different, like me. She needed a new roommate, and I definitely didn’t want to be on my own, so I took her up on her offer.

      I haven’t seen the apartment yet. We left my beat up, blue Subaru in the parking lot of the complex so that my mom could drive me down here. I’ve only had a formal introduction to the team. Most of them have already practiced together, but since I joined late, I haven’t even had the opportunity to dance with them yet.

      The complex of my new apartment is incredibly nice. Modern and brown with black windows and posts and glass all around with small balconies on each unit. I saw the lobby when I signed the lease Sarah left me. It looks like the foyer of a fine dining restaurant with expensive seating, glass counters and retro style chandeliers. It has a gym, laundry facility, pool and cafe area. The apartment comes completely furnished, so Sarah and I only needed to bring what we wanted for extra decorations and our clothes. It’s three grand a month per person.

      My salary will be lower since it’s the first year for the dance team. My contract read I’ll be paid nearly fifty grand per year which will consist of constant practice, traveling and performances. It’s a busy schedule, but I like to be busy. It keeps my mind occupied, something that I desperately need right now.

      Mom pulls into the lot and sighs.

      “You know, it’s not too late to turn back,” she says for the fifth time.

      She’s not excited about my new career. Mostly because she doesn’t want to be around the area her dead daughter once was. She can’t even bring herself to go to the stadium. I already told her she doesn’t need to come for my performances or games. I know it will be too hard on her, but this is my dream. It’s everything I worked my ass off for and I know Amber would be so proud of me, so I’m doing it regardless.

      “It is too late, Mom. Everything is already signed and ready for me. You don’t need to worry about me, I’m going to be okay,” I say, patting her arm as she sniffles back tears.

      “But will I be okay without you?” she asks in a shaky voice, and I pull her in for a hug in her large SUV.

      “Yes, you will. You have the store and Aunt Beth and Em. I will visit as much as I can, I promise.”

      I don’t know how much that will be, since my schedule will be so demanding, but her business and sisters will keep her occupied while I am away. My phone dings and I look down at the text from Sarah.

      I see you in the lot, what are you waiting for?! It’s so cute here!

      I smile, a small bit of excitement blooming in my belly for the first time in a year.

      Mom and I grab my luggage and we walk inside the complex, taking the nice elevator all the way up to the fourth floor. Thank God I won’t have to carry groceries up the stairs. I can’t imagine hauling everything up after a long day of practice.

      We get to our apartment and walk inside, Sarah runs to me and catches me in a strong hug, her raven black hair tickling my nose.

      “I’m so excited to see you, Lissie! Come, let me give you and your mama a tour.” Her southern twang is sweet and innocent, much like the rest of her.

      The apartment isn’t very big, but it’s nice. Everything is modern and white, and the couches are yellow with green pillows. The windows give a great view of downtown Charlotte, the kitchen has a big counter aisle with barstools and marble countertops. There are two bathrooms, thank god, and they are both connected to our bedrooms which are on opposite sides of the apartment so that we don’t bother each other.

      Not that I could ever imagine being bothered by Sarah. We’ve only known each other for a month, but we text and call every day, our bond growing close very quickly. She knows about my sister, much like the rest of the country, and her happy spirits have eased some of my grief with the way she distracts me. Sarah is all about smiles and fun, something I need greatly.

      After I put all my clothes away and set up my bathroom, Mom gives me a long, tearful goodbye and shuts the front door, leaving Sarah and I alone.

      “So, are you ready?” Sarah asks as we plop down on the couches.

      “For practice tomorrow morning? Not really. I can’t believe it’s at six AM,” I say tiredly, and she laughs.

      “No, silly. Are you ready for our night out tonight?” she asks, and my eyebrows raise.

      “Night out? Sarah, we have to be at practice in twelve hours. I don’t think I should go party. I’m ready for bed right now,” I say, giving into my old ways of being a hermit.

      I’ve grown up spending time alone in my bedroom, dancing or listening to music, and I rarely do that out in public unless I’m performing.

      “Oh, shut up! We’re going and that’s that! Get dressed and ready, I’ll get an Uber for us in ten,” she says, pulling me off the couch as I try to protest.

      “Sarah, I don’t have anything to wear,” I admit, owning mostly Adidas shorts, pants, sports bras and shirts. I can’t even remember the last time I wore a dress.

      “Then we’ll go shopping in my closet!” she says simply, like I would fit in anything she has.

      “I’m a lot bigger than you, Sarah. I doubt anything will fit,” I say, but she scoffs and waves me off, pulling me down the hall and into her bedroom.

      It’s got pictures of flowers on the walls and pink bedding, very girly, unlike mine, which I plan to decorate with my band posters and tapestries.

      “You’re not bigger than me, Lissie, stop. You’re a toned, curvy dancer with a great fucking body and I have a few things that would hug you perfectly. We need to accentuate these curves, not hide them,” she says as she starts digging through her closet.

      I don’t protest because I already know it’ll just be a futile attempt, so I sit back on her velvet pink bedspread and let her dress me like a doll for the next hour.
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      Not only has Sarah dressed me up in a dress and heels, but she’s also volumized my long hair and put makeup on me, not letting me peek at my reflection until she is completely finished.

      “Okay, my work is done, you can look now,” she says and she spins me around to look at myself in her floor length mirror.

      I’m almost shocked by the girl staring back at me, because she’s actually…beautiful.

      My icy, wavy hair is perfectly styled and falls to my hips and down my open back. The dress I’m wearing is a lavender silk mini dress with thin straps that hug every one of my curves, just like Sarah had said. My long, toned legs make me look taller thanks to the slit in the thigh of the dress and the gold, strappy heels Sarah put me in. I still am wearing all of my many rings on my fingers, but she also added some gold bangles to match the heels.

      My makeup is perfect, much better than I could ever make it. My freckles are still on display from the soft, nude look she gave me. My plump lips are shining with a light pink gloss.

      “Sarah…I…how?” I stammer like an idiot, and she laughs as she slides on a red, strapless mini dress with matching heels.

      She applies some mascara and red lipstick and a pair of silver hoop earrings. She doesn’t need much makeup or accessories, she’s stunning.

      “I didn’t do anything, Lissie. That’s all you, baby girl,” she says with a wink, looking at her phone as it dings.

      “Come on, that’s our ride. We’re getting shots as soon as we get to the club!”

      She pulls me out of the apartment and into the waiting car and I sigh. I never really have taken shots before. I turned twenty-one a month before I graduated college, only having glasses of wine and an occasional cocktail at my mom’s many dinners she has with my aunts. I feel like tonight I may be in over my head, but wherever Sarah leads me, I will follow. I almost have no choice.

      “I don’t have a lot of money,” I say suddenly.

      My first check from Mya was enough to put down a deposit on the apartment. As soon as practice is over tomorrow, I have to tour downtown to look for a second part time job to make up for the rest of my bills.

      “Don’t worry about it, Lissie. I got you,” she says sweetly as the driver stops in front of the club and we hop out.

      It’s a large night club with flashing purple and blue lights in the middle of busy downtown Charlotte. The sign reads Taboo and crowds of people flock to it. We step inside once the bouncer looks at our IDs and gives us the signal to go ahead. I’m immediately assaulted with flashing lights, writhing bodies and loud music. As much as I’m not used to large crowds or public outings, I fall in love with the environment immediately.

      Music and dancing have always been my escape. Especially the kinds that make your body sway to the fast, rhythmic beat. I walk around in wonder as Sarah pulls me by my hand to the bar. She orders us a round of shots and hands me mine. I toss it back with her and try not to spit it back up. It tastes awful, but it warms my belly right away.

      “What is that?” I gasp and she laughs as she orders us some Vodka tonics.

      “Tequila, baby!” she yells as she hands me my drink and pulls me to the dance floor.

      We start dancing and laughing with everyone around us. I can’t remember the last time I felt this free. We’re bumping and grinding to the beat and my legs carry me from Sarah to men that sway my hips along with the music. Once our drinks are finished, we make our way back to the bar. Sarah heads to the restroom and I start chatting with the cute, blond, female bartender.

      “You move really well, girl!” she says over the music, making our new drinks.

      “Thank you! I just joined the new dance team for the Panthers!” I shout back and her eyes widen.

      “Wow, congratulations, that’s awesome! Though, I’m bummed out. I was going to see if you wanted a job.”

      “Oh, I don’t know shit about making drinks.” I laugh and she raises her eyebrows before pulling a card from her cleavage and handing it to me across the bar counter.

      “It’s not for bartending. We have a private club upstairs and need a few VIP dancers for our top customers. I’m the manager, Kim. Give me a call if you’re interested. You’ll make a lot of money.” She winks and I stare at the card in my hands.

      Dancer for a VIP club could only mean one thing, stripping. Which is a no for me.

      Not that I am against women in the profession, I just don’t have enough confidence to do so.

      I tuck the card into my bra and turn and lean against the bar as I sip my drink and scan the crowd.

      A group of men enter the club, and they are all huge and tall, looking a lot like football players. In fact, I recognize a few of them from last season’s game. Not that I am surprised, Sarah told me this was Charlotte’s most popular club so I’m sure every important and rich person flocks to it.

      As the crowd of men walked in, they spread out. Women flock to them and start flirting, and I can’t help but laugh at the scene. Just as I’m watching them first, someone comes into my view and makes everything in my body freeze instantly.

      Someone with eyes the color of a forest and wild, dirty blond hair and broad shoulders and even broader muscles.

      That someone is Nathan Ross.
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      I stand like a stiff board against the bar.

      My eyes are as wide as saucers because I can’t believe that Nathan is here, back in Charlotte and in this club. I should be enraged at the sight of him, but I can’t stop my eyes from roaming over his body.

      Every part of me should hate every part of him, but for some stupid reason, right now it doesn’t.

      Right now, my eyes roam over every flexed muscle and bit of tan flesh that his body has. He’s taller than the other men, at least a foot and a half taller than me. He looks healthy and back to normal, which shocks me. Not that I should be surprised, his father probably paid the top surgeons in the US to get his star studded, quarterback son in good standing again. And from the sight of him now, he is in really, really good standing.

      I shake my head, blaming the sudden heat in my belly on the booze that I’ve been drinking. My glass drops to the floor and shatters at my feet, vodka drenching Sarah’s heels.

      Nathan’s eyes snap to me and narrow instantly, an angry expression shadowing his perfectly strong features. Before I can move or think, he’s stalking towards me, like a predator in the wild. I look up at him with wide eyes underneath my long lashes, breathing him in as he stops a few inches away from me.

      God, he still smells the same. Like the ocean and rich cologne. It’s more intoxicating than the drinks I’ve had tonight.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” he commands, his deep voice barreling over me.

      I straighten my stiff body and square my jaw, grinding my teeth as I look at him.

      “That’s none of your business, actually. Plus, I should ask you the same thing,” I hiss.

      “Shouldn’t you be in some type of physical therapy right now? You know, after killing my sister and all.” I snap at him, my brazenness fueled by vodka and shocking me, but I don’t care.

      I don’t care that he smells divine and that his dark voice and beautiful body trap me against the bar. I don’t care about him at all. Because I hate Nathan Ross more than anyone on this planet.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m back on the team. And I didn’t kill your sister. The truck driver that’s in jail right now however, did.” He snarls at me, snapping like a wild animal as he towers over me.

      “You’re…you’re back? How?” I stammer like an idiot, trying not to hang on to the ghost of a smirk that flirts with his full lips then vanishes quicker than it even appeared.

      “By the power of God, I guess. Now, go home, Lissie. You shouldn’t be in a place like this,” he says, eyeing me up and down.

      “And what the fuck are you wearing? Why are you in a nightclub dressed like a fucking hooker?” he roars, and I glare daggers at him.

      How dare he? Commanding me like he’s my father and not the man who took my sister’s life. Fuck him.

      “My name is Alyssa. And you don’t get to tell me what to do. Not now, not ever,” I hiss, grabbing Sarah’s drink from the bar as she suddenly appears and frowns.

      “Hey, that’s mine!” she exclaims, but it’s too late.

      I’ve already tossed the drink in Nathan's face and smile wickedly as it ruins his black, opened button up shirt, his chain necklace dripping with Vodka tonic.

      “Fuck right off!” I shout, stomping away from him and out of the club.

      “Lissie, wait! What the hell was all that about?” Sarah shouts as we step outside.

      She rushes after me and I whirl around to face her.

      “Did you know he was back?” I say, my voice harsher than I intended it to be. It’s not her fault, I shouldn’t sound so rude right now, but he sparks an anger in me like no one else.

      “I mean, I heard rumors that he could be coming back soon, but I didn’t know anything was solidified,” she says and I scoff.

      “Yeah, well, he’s back. Now I don’t know what to do,” I gasp, rubbing at my forehead.

      “Lissie, calm down. It’s okay. Don’t quit the team before you’ve even started. He’s not worth it. I don’t know what you two have that’s so bad, I mean I know he was…he was with your sister that night. But you heard the reports, it wasn’t his fault,” she says and my anger flares.

      “The reports are just a cover funded by his rich daddy! He killed my sister, Sarah! Everything is his fault. My life is ruined because of him!” I shout, tears rushing to my eyes.

      Sarah runs to me and pulls me into her arms, rubbing my back as she tries to soothe me.

      “Hey, hey it’s okay. I’m sorry, I didn’t know. We can talk about it at home. Come on, I’ll order us a car and get us the fuck out of here,” she says, pulling out her phone and doing just as she said.

      We wait for the car in silence and step in when it arrives. My worst nightmare is now my reality, and I can’t even believe it. I buckle myself in, and just as the driver starts to pull away, I look out the window and lock eyes with Nathan Ross, staring at his smoldering gaze until the car drives away, his large body disappearing from my view.

      A troubling thought enters my head the entire drive home, and no matter what I do, I can’t shake it.

      How can a nightmare somehow look like a dream?
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      I step out of the club wiping vodka off my face. I forgot Lissie had a temper, even more so now that her sister’s gone.

      My five-hundred-dollar shirt is ruined, but that’s the least of my problems right now. My biggest issue is walking out in the tightest lavender dress I’ve ever seen with gorgeous ice blond waves flying behind her small form.

      The last time I saw Lissie was at the funeral. She had grown over the summer and even though we were busy mourning the death of her older sister and my ex-girlfriend, I couldn’t stop staring at her. She had blossomed into a woman overnight. Still in her tomboy phase, but her curves said otherwise. No matter how stunning she looked, I couldn’t go up to her or her mother since they both hate my guts. I couldn’t even be seen at the funeral. I had to stand back in the shadows, lurking in the trees like a stalker.

      I’ve been in physical therapy for over a year now since the accident. The doctors said that I may never walk again, but due to my determination to play and my father’s constant pushing, I made the impossible possible. That’s who Nathan Ross is. A star who won’t stop.

      Although my body may be back, my heart and mind still wander in dark places. Not only was the death of my ex-girlfriend a shock and grief that I had to work through, but I also have the burden of carrying Amber Adams’ secrets. Secrets that no one can know. Secrets that would destroy both of our legacies if they got out. It’s what caused the accident that night. It’s what’s plagued me every day as I worked on my body so that I could play football again. And it’s what her family can never know. I’ll let them hate me till the day I die, but they can’t know those secrets.

      I watch Lissie drive away in a black car, her glacier eyes latched on mine as I walk out of the club. Her older sister was attractive, the definition of perfect. We never really cared about each other romantically, it was just a social pairing that fit right. And whenever I would lock eyes with her curvy, dancer younger sister, something funny would buzz inside my stomach and I’d have to turn my head to shake the thoughts of her away.

      Especially tonight. Especially with the way that small dress hugged every one of her luscious curves just right. Especially with her familiar, vanilla scent tickling my nostrils. Especially when she walked into a fucking strip club dressed like that and decided to throw a drink in my face.

      I don’t know why she’s here in Charlotte. I don’t know why she was in that club, but I’m going to make sure she leaves and is out of my sight and my thoughts if it’s the last thing that I do. After tonight, I will make sure to never see Alyssa Adams ever again.
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      As soon as the driver pulls up to our apartment complex, Sarah heads upstairs and I tell her I’ll be right up.

      I left a few of my things in my car and need to bring them up. I grab my keys and take off the painful heels she put me in. As I dig through my car and grab my belongings, I hear the roar of a loud engine pull up behind me. I grab my keys and lodge them protectively in my hand. This part of Charlotte is a safe area, but I am a young woman in a parking lot at night and I have this weird tingling stretching down my spine.

      I turn around and lock eyes with Nathan Ross once more. My keys drop and my mouth falls open in shock as he stares me up and down with his dark eyes, making me tremble once more.

      “Get in,” he demands, his nostrils flaring as his green eyes darken even more.

      I narrow my eyes at him and press my back against my car, my anger flaring at his command. This guy has some fucking nerve.

      “How did you find me?” I question, but his anger rises, and I feel it tightening around me like a band.

      “Don’t worry about how I found you. Just get in the fucking car, Lissie,” he growls, but I don’t move an inch or even budge.

      “I’m not getting in the car with you, Nathan. Just tell me how you found out where I was,” I hiss as I watch his strong hands tighten around the steering wheel of his nice, black Nissan. It’s a coupe 370Z and the only reason I know that is because he had an identical model when the car accident happened. The only difference is that the car was red.

      “It doesn’t matter! Listen to me, god damnit!” he shouts, and I flinch, hating his anger.

      I don’t respond well to people who talk to me like that, I never have. I’m a passive person for the most part, but as soon as someone yells at me, I either cry in the corner or get mad. When it comes to Nathan Ross, it will always be the latter.

      “I’m not getting in the fucking car! Especially with you and in that car!” I shout back, hating how my voice betrays me and shakes in fear.

      He seems to pick up on my tone, because as soon as I say the words, he gets out and stalks me, standing a breath away and towering over me, pushing my back into my car with his solid chest.

      “I’m only going to say this once Alyssa,” he threatens, his breath smelling like mint with a trace of the vodka that I threw at him.

      “I don’t know why you’re here, but you have no business being here, especially in that fucking club. Now do yourself a favor and go home little girl, you don’t need to be playing where the wolves sleep.” His dark voice trails over me like a song, my body responding to it even though my brain hates him.

      I drink in his presence, his nearness, to the point where I become lightheaded and almost forget about his threat and commands. All I can do is revel in his presence, in the closeness. In the way that his green eyes look almost black. In the heat that radiates off his large chest. I can’t think, I can’t breathe, all I can do is become consumed by Nathan Ross.

      His eyes lock with mine and it’s like we’re frozen in time. His nose barely touches mine, and his lips are so close that I almost stand on my toes to kiss them. To finally know what they would feel like against mine. Would he kiss me softly? Probably not. He would kiss me like he hates me, kiss me with all of the anger that I feel in my heart for him since he murdered my sister. That thought alone is enough to make me snap out of it.

      “Like I said before, you are not my father. You don’t get to stomp around and dish out commands to me like I’m your pet. I’m your enemy, Ross, and I always will be. Now back the fuck up and leave, because for your information, I am home.” I snarl, pushing him back and out of my way as I scurry to the front doors of my complex.

      “You live here? In Charlotte?” he asks behind me, forcing me to turn around and lock eyes with him once more.

      He looks taken aback, like my words have shocked him.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes. I live in Charlotte. I’m on the Panthers new dance team. So do us both a favor and stay the fuck away from me,” I hiss, turning on my heel and leaving him in the parking lot with his mouth wide open.

      I take the elevator up to my apartment and stop outside of the front door, trying to gather myself. My breaths are coming out in hard pants, and I feel dizzy. I can’t believe my stupid body betrayed me. I can’t believe I let him have this effect on me.

      Now that I know he’s back on the team, everything inside me wants to quit. Pack up my bags and go back home to my mom. But I can’t. I’ve worked my ass off for this opportunity and I refuse to let Nathan Ross win and steal even more of my life. He deserves to watch me dance, to see me each day and be reminded of his demons. I will not throw everything away for that spoiled rich boy.

      I’m going to follow my dreams and work my ass off even more, even if Nathan Ross is watching me with those dark green eyes the entire time.
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      I’m at our first dance meet and it’s just past six in the morning.

      My body and head are so exhausted from last night, but I try not to let it show. I’m dressed in my Adidas shorts and matching ball cap, with a pair of dirty sneakers and a baggy crop top that falls off my shoulder. It’s my signature look and what I feel most comfortable in, especially when I’m dancing.

      There’s a total of ten people on the team. Four guys and six girls. For the most part, everyone has been super welcoming. Sarah already knew everybody and introduced me to them. The guys are cool, especially Max. All of the guys are gay, except him. He is tall and lean with ash brown hair and the softest blue eyes. He’s also charming, but I don’t have time to mess around with anyone. Right now, my main focus is dance.

      The girls are sweet for the most part, except Anna. She’s one of Mya’s friends and she’s the typical blond, tan Charlotte girl with a little body. Sarah tried to introduce me to her, but all Anna gave me was a smirk and a glare. I made a note to not go near her, I don’t have time to fight with snotty girls. This isn’t high school, it’s my career.

      Mya steps up front and turns on the large speaker. We are outside on the field and even though it’s six in the morning, it’s already hot out. She stands and stares at all of us, her brown skin glistening in the sun. She looks like a goddess and probably has the strength of one too. She’s nice, but she is incredibly intimidating, and I already know not to cross her.

      “Good morning, everyone. Thanks for coming to our first official meeting with the entire team.” She speaks to all of us but stares at me directly.

      “Now today, we will have practice, but there are some things I want to go over first. We will introduce you to the cheer squad and the ball players, but I need to get some things across before that happens.”

      Great.

      So not only do I have to meet my dead sister’s former teammates, but I also have to be in the same room as Nathan again. As if the sympathetic stares weren’t enough.

      “Before they come out, I want you to know that when you signed this contract for the season, you signed on for more than just a first-year dance team,” Mya says, sounding stern and determined.

      “We are going to not only prove to the board that we are worthy of our place, but we’re proving it to the world. I hand selected each of you because of your talent, but your drive and attitude will determine not only your success, but your place on the team. We’re not just a dance team for the NFL. We will be competing in nationwide competitions outside of games. And hopefully, get our own studio and take it to worldwide championships,” she announces and everyone gasps.

      I knew this opportunity was big, but I guess none of us knew just how big. This has the chance to be life changing, which makes me sweat even more than I already am.

      “Now, with that out of the way, let’s meet the cheer team and the players,” she says, and a crowd of people come in.

      The cheer squad is first to enter, all bubbly, blond girls with perfect bodies and way too peppy attitudes to have this early in the morning. They all greet us with smiles, except me. I get a rush of condolences and sympathetic eyes, even some snide glares. It makes me extremely uncomfortable, but I try not to let it show. Especially when Sarah grabs my hand in comfort.

      After the cheer team introductions are done, the NFL team walks in. They all stand tall and have an arrogance about them that I hate. Especially Nathan, who walks in with the utmost confidence until he spots me. As soon as our eyes lock, his darken and his aura becomes angry. I narrow my eyes at him before turning my gaze to Mya as she speaks again.

      “I had everyone come today because I wanted them to see your talent. To see why we created this new team. I know we don’t have a routine yet, but one of you can showcase your abilities,” she says, looking at me now and making me swallow down the sudden lump in my throat.

      “Lissie, please step forward,” Mya commands and I look at Sarah in fear, but she smiles and pushes me forward.

      I stand in the center, with all the teams staring back at me. I’ve never felt so small in my entire life, and I’ve been performing since I was two years old.

      “I want you to show everyone the number from your last performance at school. I loved it and I want everyone to see what I saw that day,” she says and I don’t know if she’s hyping me up or baiting me, she’s hard to read.

      I stand there, my head cast down so that my hat can cover my face. I scroll through my phone and select my song before handing it to her to plug into the speaker. As she does, I take a deep breath and try to center myself, try to find that peaceful place that I always go to when I dance, but it’s so hard when I feel all of their judgmental eyes on me, especially Nathan’s.

      The music starts and my body starts moving without my mind. I absolutely love this song and love the choreography that I made for it. It’s Needed Me by Rihanna, the perfect song to blend both hip hop and lyrical, the two genres that have always been my strong suits.

      As soon as my body starts popping and moving, the crowd chants and hypes me up. I feel the energy pick up and let it sink in, my body carrying me across the field as I dance my ass off. Every move, every pop and hard hit and twirl, the crowd goes wild, especially the men on the football team. They chant even louder when I get low and fan my legs or when I shake my ass to the beat. I carry my way through the entire number, and as soon as I snake down to my stomach and pop my ass in the air with my arms on the ground, the song ends and everyone stands and cheers.

      “That’s what I’m fucking talking about!” Mya roars and claps, patting me on my shoulder as I fix my hat and laugh, bending over to catch my breath as everyone chants my name.

      I can definitely get used to this. I can even get used to the side glares from the cheer team and from Anna. What I can’t get used to, is the heated gaze Nathan has on me. A gaze that somehow is a mix of both anger and desire.
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      This week’s practice has been long and grueling, but I can’t complain. I missed dancing so much and I love pretty much all of my team.

      Mya’s choreography is hard, but I catch up. The routine we’re working on for the game next week is going to showcase all our talents. She even has me in the center and as a lead for most of the routine. I love it, but no matter how hard I work, I’m still plagued with the anxiety about my upcoming bills.

      Rent’s due in a week and I am about five hundred dollars short. Both my savings and checking will be completely wiped out once it’s paid and I am sick with worry.

      I can’t ask my mom for money. Not only did the funeral and business wipe her out, but my pride won’t let me ask her. She already isn’t coming to watch my first performance of the season because of her grief, so the last thing I want to do is make her worry.

      I’m laying on my bed after my shower. My body is sore from dancing all week and I twirl the business card that Kim from the club gave me the other night. She seemed confident in not only me, but also in the fact that I could make great money working for her. I have to do something, and I don’t have time to go out and look for a second job, so I decided to call her.

      She told me to meet with her tonight for a working interview. I have to dress in club attire and look presentable, so I swallow my pride and ask Sarah for help. Not that I should feel bad about it, because she got so excited and let me keep like five of her dresses and shoes. The girl really does have a shopping addiction, but I love her despite this.

      I dress in a short, one strap, blue mini dress and the same silver heels from the other night. Sarah’s other shoes that she let me have are way too high, and I don’t want to embarrass myself during the interview.

      I blow dry my hair and give it some wave and body, while applying a neutral makeup look. Once I deem myself appropriate, I walk out into the living room and blush at both Sarah’s and Max’s compliments.

      Max comes over a lot to rehearse and I never mind. He flirts with me and is incredibly charming, but I try to brush it off. Especially now when his heated blue eyes travel up and down my body. We have a combo part in our routine, so our bodies get really close during practice. He’s a great looking guy, pretty much perfect, but I can’t let myself get involved. Not only am I a virgin with minimal experience, but I’m busy with work and am still grieving the loss of my sister. My heart, mind and body are completely off limits.

      “You look stunning,” Max drawls in his charming southern accent, kissing my hand and making me blush.

      See? Perfect gentleman, but off limits.

      “Thank you. I’m running late. I have my key, Sarah, so don’t wait up,” I holler as I grab my purse and walk to the door.

      “Go get ‘em, mama!” Sarah hollers and I smile as I close the door and hop in the elevator.

      The drive to the club is easy and short. My beat-up Subaru still runs faithfully, and I pray that it doesn’t have any issues. I can’t afford any new expenses, much less the ones coming up. I walk into the club and straight into the elevator. Taboo is a two-part club, but the second floor is strictly for members who pay.

      As soon as I reach the top floor and the elevator opens, my jaw drops at the sight before me. I had a feeling it was a strip club, but I didn’t realize it would be upscale.

      There’s a large, crystal chandelier in the center of the room and the lights are a soft pink. The stages are marble and expensive looking, and the poles are occupied by dancers dressed in expensive lingerie. I notice there’s not a lot of stages, but there is a row of doors to rooms in the back. Kim told me to meet her at the bar and I spotted her as I walked up. Her hair is perfectly straight and red, her body dressed in a tight, cutout black dress. Her heels are so tall that she stands above me like a tower. I can’t help but wonder how she walks in them, nonetheless dances in them.

      “Hey girl! It’s great to see you, I am so glad you took me up on my offer,” she says as she hands off a drink and steps out to grab my hand.

      “Thanks, but I’m not sure I’m dressed right…I don’t have many clothes for-”

      “Nonsense, you look great and things like this will do just fine. But if your members ask for something else, we will figure it out. No nudity though,” she says as she walks me to one of the rooms.

      She pulls out a key and unlocks the door and pulls me inside before closing it and turning the lights on. The room is illuminated with a dark glow, showing a small stage and a booth sitting before it.

      “This is one of our many VIP rooms. Some members hang out in the main room, but a lot of them pay for these and for specific dancers. You have to build up your clientele, but I can tell it won’t be hard for you,” she says, looking my body over in approval.

      “Now, before you dance, I want to go over some rules,” she says, sliding a contract over to me on the table by the booth.

      “Like I said, no nudity. There are cameras in this room that are monitored at all times. Absolutely no one touches the dancers without consent. If they do, security will be right there to throw them out. All tips received here are yours, on top of an hourly wage. You can choose to be confidential. So maybe a fake name and a mask will be good if you want to keep your identity private,” she says, making some of my nerves disappear.

      “Our members pay a lot of money here, because we’re different from other clubs. The girls I hire are the best and we’re much more upscale than anyone else. Think, conservative. Each member pays for an hour but may request more at a higher fee, and they also have the option to book all of your hours here if they choose. Which brings me to my next topic, what is your availability?” she asks as I stare at the contract in my hands.

      “Um…not a lot, I guess. I told you I work for the Panthers now, and we’ll be traveling a lot so I can’t really make a set schedule. I’m sorry I should’ve-”

      “Hey, it’s okay. Seriously, don’t worry. I am pretty laid back. Just touch base with me on your schedule week by week and we’ll figure it out. You don’t want to overload yourself,” she says kindly, offering me a genuine smile.

      “I know you mentioned that I could make some pretty decent money, and I know tips vary, but how does a girl usually make in a night here?” I ask and her eyebrows raise.

      “Christina booked a room last night for three hours and walked out with two grand, if that answers your question,” she says and my eyes widen.

      “Two grand?” I say and she laughs.

      “I told you, we’re different and I only hire the best.”

      “What if I’m not the best though?” I ask, feeling insecure. Her eyebrows raise again, but this time she scans my body.

      “Not only do you dance professionally, but you can already make a man drool in a mini dress. I think you’re one of the best I’ve seen in a while,” she says honestly, making me blush.

      “So, what do you say? Start off with maybe one night a week, five hours a night?” she asks, and I think for a while, twirling the pen in my hand as I stare at the contract.

      My mom would literally kill me if she found out about this, but I need to do something and if I go anywhere else, I’ll be working long hours making shit pay and it will take away from my time with the Panthers, something that I cannot afford.

      I sigh and scribble my name on the contract. Kim smiles and grabs it before walking to the door.

      “Great. Your first client is one of our regulars, Jackson. Real nice guy and real fucking rich. He’ll love you. Get yourself comfortable and I’ll send him in.”

      Already?

      “Wait, I thought you said this was a working interview?” I ask, my nerves crawling up my throat.

      “It is. We interviewed and now you’re working. Don’t be nervous, Jackson will take care of you.” She winks and closes the door behind her and leaves me standing in the VIP room.

      I turn and look at the stage. There’s no pole, just a dance floor and a comfy lounge booth in front of it. I walk on the stage and hook my phone up to the speaker, taking a deep breath as I hear a knock on the door a few minutes later. I put on the lace, black mask that’s sitting on the stage and press play on my phone.

      It’s showtime I guess.
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      Kim was right.

      Jackson was really nice and also really rich. I danced for about forty-five minutes on the stage and didn’t even have to go anywhere near his lap and he still gave me a five-hundred-dollar tip.

      I could walk out right now, but I’m greedy.

      Dancing like that gave me a high and the money made me drunk. Jackson was older, but good looking, and with the way his hungry eyes traveled my writhing body, I got drunk off that too. Off the power. Off of driving a man crazy and not only not committing to him, but getting paid for it.

      As soon as he left, Kim walked in.

      “You just booked your first client, baby girl! I knew you would do well! Jackson wanted to be on your call list for your upcoming shifts. Great job!” Her praises make me even higher, and I can’t help but smile at her and the wad of cash in my hand.

      “Are you up for one more? I know it’s late notice-”

      “I’ll take him,” I cut her off and she laughed.

      “Greedy already. I like that. I’ll send him in,” she says, walking out and shutting the door as I shove the cash in my purse.

      The door opens and I stand up and shove my purse to the side, turning as the door shuts and I hear the man sit down on the booth in front of the stage. When I spot him, I freeze.

      Nathan Ross is sitting in the booth and the room suddenly starts to spin.

      What the fuck is he doing here? He’s a member of Taboo? Is that why he wanted me to leave so bad the other night? Because he didn’t want me to know that my sister’s killer is a member of a high end strip club?

      “Are you going to stand there and stare all night or are you going to give me what I paid for?” he commands, sounding arrogant and rude as usual.

      He can’t see me fully right now. I’m hiding in the shadows and my face is covered except for my lips. As soon as I step in the middle of the stage, his eyes lock onto my hair and widen in fury.

      “Take the mask off,” he orders, his voice dark and angry.

      My fists ball and clench at my sides, but I don’t move.

      “No,” I say, my voice a harsh whisper.

      He sits up straight, his arms resting on his knees that stretch the fabric of his suit pants. They fit over all his thick muscles and I try not to stare, but I can’t help it. He always has me in a trance and I fucking hate it. I fucking hate him.

      “I said take. The. Mask. Off.” he orders, his voice rising, but I stand my ground.

      “Order me around like that again and I’ll have security here in a heartbeat,” I say and he freezes.

      He raises an eyebrow at me, a smirk barely flirting with his full lips.

      “Then by all means, dance.” He sneers, his dark green eyes roaming over my body.

      I swallow and press play on my phone. Streets by Doja Cat echoes in the room and I move my hands down my body, my hips swaying slowly as his eyes track the movement. We haven’t voiced who we are out loud, but he knows who I am. He can see my eyes behind this mask and my hair is unique to only my family and me.

      I move my body closer to the front of the stage, shimmying down to crouch on the floor as he watches me with his dark gaze. He licks his lips and leans forward, only a breath away from me now.

      “Get on your hands and knees. I want to see your ass in the air,” he commands in a low voice.

      I want to snap at him and tell him no, maybe threaten him with security again, but my body betrays me and follows his orders. I go to my knees and plant my hands on the floor, leaning forward so that our gazes lock and breaths mingle as I raise my ass in the air and shake it slowly. His eyes move from mine to my butt, his pupils expanding and eyes darkening.

      “I want to touch you,” he gruffs out, surprising me.

      “No,” I whisper, and his eyes flash as he brings them back to mine.

      “Let me finish. I want to touch your hair,” he says, taking me aback.

      “H-how?” I stammer, confused by his sudden request.

      He gives me a small, wicked smile and leans forward even more on the booth, his strong hand stretching out and his fingers caressing the strands of hair that cascade over my shoulder. It doesn’t last long, his soft touch, because a second later he grabs those strands and gently wraps them around his fist, pulling slightly so that my face is now tugged towards him. His lips are close, so fucking close and it makes me drip with want. It makes my body fight with my mind because I’m not supposed to react like this. I’m supposed to hiss in anger and crawl away, but I just lean closer, entranced in his dark gaze.

      “Like this. Now, twirl your hips for me, slowly. I want to see that beautiful body.”

      Beautiful.

      My mind latches onto the word and I have to physically stop myself from groaning out loud. I’ve never been called beautiful, never really been desired or seen, but when Nathan Ross says it to me, my body lights up like a firework. Everything comes alive. I twirl my hips like he said, and a low growl leaves his full lips, traveling over my tingling body.

      “That’s it. Dance for me. Only for me.” He growls and I bite down on my lip to stop the moan from escaping.

      His eyes snap to my mouth and watches as my teeth graze my skin in a heated glare. He looks like he hates me, but also like he wants to fuck me. Fuck me like he’s never fucked before, and I love it even though I shouldn’t. We’re stuck like this for a while, with my ass grinding in the air and his hand tangled in my icy strands, face pulled to his as he looks at me with that hateful, desire-filled gaze.

      Suddenly, he breaks the trance and lets go of me, standing abruptly as the music stops, and I fall back on my knees.

      “You’re out of your mind if you think you’ll be dancing here, Lissie,” he growls and I stand up, glaring at him.

      “You’re out of your mind if you think that you can keep telling me what to do,” I sneer, folding my arms across my chest as he glares at me.

      “You’re lucky I don’t call your mom-”

      “And tell her what? That her adult daughter is working for a strip club that her other daughter’s murderer is a member of?” I snap back and he freezes, his eyes narrowed as he stands by the door.

      Yeah, got you buddy.

      We stare at each other like that for a while, like two enemies with this stupid, inexplicable chemical pull that pisses us both off. After a while, he grunts and reaches into his pocket. He pulls out his wallet and throws a stack of bills on the table before looking back up at me with dark, hateful eyes.

      “For your performance,” he growls, opening the door and slamming it behind him as he storms out.

      I walk to the table and grab the bills, counting the money and freezing when I realize that he just tipped me three thousand dollars.

      Kim walks in with a huge smile on her face, her hands clapping with glee.

      “Whoo! I don’t know what you just did girl, but you did it right. Our highest paying and most famous member just requested that only you dance for him on all of your shifts! He wants to be your only client!” She’s jumping up and down with glee, but I don’t look at her.

      I can’t even register anything she’s saying because as I stare at the stack of money in my hands, I feel anything but powerful.

      I feel cheap.
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      It’s been a week since I danced for Nathan at the club.

      I told Kim that I wasn’t able to work this weekend due to our first game, so I’m scheduled to come in on Monday. Apparently, it’s members night and one of the busiest nights of the year so I know I’ll make good money.

      Not that it matters. With my check from Mya and Jackson’s tip, I was able to pay my bills just fine. For a while, I couldn’t bring myself to spend Nathan’s money. It felt dirty and wrong, and I spent most of my nights staring at my bedside table, knowing that it was lying in the drawer. For a while, until I decided that he’s an asshole and I earned that money and deserve to buy myself something nice. It’s not like I would be dancing for him again. I told Kim that I didn’t want him on my client list and even though she was confused, she went with my wishes.

      Our first game is tomorrow, and I decided to splurge a little on myself. Sarah and I went and got our hair and nails done and even though I told her not to, she forced me to go shopping for new clothes. I wasn’t used to buying girly things for myself. My sister would always hassle me about it when we were younger, but realized it was a fight that she couldn’t win. Now, I can’t help but feel beautiful in my new dresses and lingerie. Sarah has great taste and matches everything to my body perfectly.

      We’ve worked our asses off these last two weeks getting ready for our first performance tomorrow. Regardless of the stress of bills and Nathan Ross, I’ve never felt more confident in my talent than I do right now. Mya is stern and hardworking, but she pushes us for a reason. She pushes us to be the best and I can’t help but admire her for that.

      Sarah and I chose to stay in tonight and order a pizza. There’s a party at one of the ball player’s house tomorrow night after the game, so we decided to take it easy. Even though I told her that I didn’t want to go. She assured me Nathan wasn’t going to be there. Apparently, after each game his father takes him out for a celebratory, formal dinner, since he’s the coach and all. I’ve yet to see Mr. Ross and I don’t want to. Nathan may be an asshole, but his father is the devil himself.

      We’re sitting on the couch watching sitcoms when the doorbell rings. Sarah rushes to get it and comes back in with a large bouquet of red roses.

      “Who’d you woo this week?” I tease but she smiles and hands me the card that came with them.

      “Not me, you,” she says and I open the card to read what it says as she sets the vase on the counter.

      

      You’ve worked so hard this week.

      Incredibly proud of you and your beautiful talent.

      Let’s kick ass tomorrow,

      XOXO Max.

      

      I sigh and Sarah snatches the card from my hand and starts giggling like a little schoolgirl.

      “Oof, he’s got it bad for you, babe,” she teases and I roll my eyes before shoving more pizza into my mouth.

      “He’s nice, but we’re just friends,” I say, and she rolls her eyes as she sits back down.

      “I don’t know why you keep turning him down. He’s obviously trying to take you out and I don’t see what the problem is. He’s charming, gorgeous and works with you.”

      “Exactly. We work together,” I say, and she swats at me.

      “So what? One date won’t hurt you-”

      “Yes, it will. Max is a great friend, and I don’t want to lead him on and ruin that friendship. I’m busy with my career and I don’t have the time to deal with a man right now,” I say, but Sarah is unconvinced and raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I beg to differ,” she says, picking at her long nails.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I question, and she sighs.

      “Look, don’t take any offense to this, but I see the way you and Ross look at each other. I know there’s some heavy baggage in your past, but it’s pretty obvious…”

      “What’s obvious?” I question and she gives me a large, wicked smile.

      “He wants to fuck you, Lissie. And not just a quick, boring one night stand, that man wants to ravish you all night long. You can see it in his eyes.”

      I scoff, trying to brush her and the sudden blush that rises to my cheeks off.

      “Nathan Ross hates me, and I hate him even more,” I say, but her smile doesn’t falter.

      “So? You’ve obviously never had a hate fuck before,” she teases and I blush harder, making her freeze.

      “You have had sex before…right?”

      Silence is my only answer, and her eyes widen like saucers, making me blush even harder.

      “You’re a virgin?” she whispers, and I cover my face with my hands, horrified that we’re even having this conversation.

      “Oh. My. God!” She squeals, jumping on me on the couch and pulling my hands away from my face.

      “Sarah, stop it! I’m not having this conversation with you!” I yell, but she starts tickling me, making me cry with laughter.

      “You are, aren’t you?! You’re a twenty-two year-old virgin! Oh my god!”

      I am mortified and she can tell when my hands fall away from my face. She bites her lip and gives me a sympathetic look, but her smile is still playing with her perfectly painted lips.

      “Lissie, don’t be embarrassed. I’m not making fun of you. I’m just…surprised is all,”  she says, and I sit up and look at my folded hands.

      “Why is it so surprising?” I whisper and she laughs like I’m an idiot.

      “Are you joking right now? Have you looked in a mirror before? You’re stunning! And you’re talented as hell and have a body that men would kill to have..especially if they knew that they would be your first.”

      My face is probably as red as a strawberry right now. The heat is blasting all over my skin.

      “Can I ask why?” she questions and I sigh.

      “I guess I just never found anyone interesting enough. I’ve only cared about my family and dance my entire life. I haven’t really had the mental capacity to think about it,” I say and her eyes narrow.

      “What?” I ask and she bites her lip.

      “Have you…you know…have you touched yourself before?” she asks and I want to crawl into a hole and hide.

      “Oh my god, Sarah!” I yell, and she laughs.

      “Just answer the question. Have you-”

      “Yes! Yes, okay, are you happy? Do you want proof? My pink vibrator is under my pillow if you want to have a look!” I gasp and she is cackling like a hyena.

      “No, I don’t need proof. I just wanted to make sure.”

      “Make sure of what?”

      “That you’ll be ready for tomorrow night,” she says, a wicked glint in her eye.

      “What’s tomorrow night?” I ask, curious but mortified all at once.

      “The night you’re going to lose your virginity.” She claps and I groan as I slump back onto the couch.

      “Not going to happen!” I yell as she saunters off to her bedroom to answer her ringing phone.

      “Oh, Lissie, it is. And you’ll thank me later for it.” She winks and blows me a kiss before shutting her bedroom door, leaving me on the couch red faced and wallowing in my pool of embarrassment.

      Not going to happen.
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      Not only did we win our first game of the season, but the dance team outdid the cheer squad with our first performance. We had the crowd going wild and I still can’t stop the wide smile from tugging at my lips.

      I dab the sweat from my brow. Most of my performance makeup is coming off, so I will definitely need a shower before the party later, but I’m too excited to even care that I look and smell like shit right now.

      Until the game is over, and a reporter comes up to me with a mic and camera pushed right into my sweaty face.

      “Ms. Adams! How did you feel about your first performance tonight?” she says, the blond reporter all plastered with makeup and fake smiles.

      “Um…great, I guess,” I stutter, not used to any type of spotlight and suddenly feeling very nervous.

      “Great is an understatement!” she quips back, the cameramen’s spotlights shining right on my sweaty face.

      “Tell me, Alyssa, do you think your sister would be proud of what you did here on the field today?” The question stops me in my tracks, and I look into the reporter’s blue, uncaring eyes.

      This is all just for another story on the riveting Amber Adams case. They don’t care about my performance or about this team at all, they want an interview with the dead star cheerleader’s little sister.

      My mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water. I am flushed and on the verge of tears. I don’t know how to get out of this uncomfortable situation and more than anything, I wish my mom was here right now. But once again, I am alone and dealing with my grief. Now I’m just doing it on national television.

      I feel a stare burn into my back. It is familiar and travels up my spine with warm, languid licks. I turn around and lock eyes with Nathan. He stares at me with narrowed, green eyes before bringing his thick fingers up to his full lips, blowing out a loud whistle and catching the reporter’s attention.

      I watch her turn from me and look at him, her gaze traveling up and down his sweaty, muscular body dressed in his football uniform. I don’t know why a pang of jealousy rises in my stomach, but I try to shove it down.

      “I think it’s me you want to talk to, isn’t that right, Melissa?” Nathan winks and just like that, the reporter and her cameraman flock to Nathan’s side, drilling him with questions as her hand rests on his bicep.

      I stare at him, confused as to why he diverted the situation for me. Surely, he wasn’t being thoughtful. Nathan Ross doesn’t have a single caring bone in his body, he just wants the limelight. He always has.

      I give him one last glance before turning and walking away into the crowd, feeling that burn settle in my spine until I disappear.

      Sarah finds me and rushes me to the waiting Uber. We hurry back to the apartment and get ready. As I shower, I can’t help but think about Nathan Ross. His dark, green eyes flash through my mind as I wash the vanilla scented shampoo from my hair and start to wash my body. As my hands travel down my wet skin, pictures of Nathan’s large arms grabbing the football stretch across my brain. I try to shake the image away, but it is useless. All I can think of as I wash the suds away from my body, is the way every single one of his muscles bunched and flexed as he played for the first time tonight. He stole the show like always does, but tonight, he almost played angry. He played with a vengeance.

      My hand wanders to my thighs and I gasp as I find my clit, surprised that I am wet from the thought of my sister’s ex-boyfriend. I toy and circle my small fingers around the bud, moaning as the pleasure stretches across my belly. All I can see is dirty blond hair and tan muscles. I circle faster and my legs begin to shake. My breath comes out in heavy pants and right when I come, dark green eyes flash in my mind.

      I wash my hands and condition my hair quickly, stepping out to grab a towel and shutting the water off as I shake all of the strange thoughts that I had of Nathan Ross away.

      I definitely won’t be needing to get laid tonight now.
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      Sarah and I step out of the car and onto the driveway of one of the largest mansions that I’ve ever seen.

      It belongs to the Panthers wide receiver, Evan Moore. He’s hot like the rest of the players, tall and tan with jet black hair. And he’s just as rich as them too, judging by the large, white brick mansion with a fountain right in the middle of the circle driveway.

      Sarah helps me out of the car with a steady hand. I’m wearing a pair of black, strappy heels that match my black, sequined mini dress with half sleeves and an open back. My hair is in its natural wave and blows all around me. I feel unsteady in these shoes, so I need all the help I can get.

      “You look amazing, babe.” Sarah compliments me, walking me into the crowded house with her hand in mine.

      We head into the large kitchen and spot Max chugging from a beer keg. I can’t help but laugh as liquid dribbles from his chin when he spots us, his smile wide and floppy like a puppy. He really is cute.

      “Hey ladies! Lissie…wow. You look… you look beautiful,” he stammers, and I blush, ignoring the hard nudge of Sarah’s shoulder.

      He stares at me for a while, looking me up and down with heated eyes and I start to feel awkward from both the silence and his gaze. After a while, he blinks and smiles up at us. As if he wasn’t just eye fucking my legs for five solid minutes.

      “Sorry, I must have forgotten my manners. What do you girls want to drink?” he asks in a husky tone, and Sarah immediately chimes in.

      “Shots! We’re doing shots!” she squeals, and I groan and roll my eyes in protest.

      “Sarah, no. I just want a beer, Max. Thank you,” I say, but Sarah waves me off.

      “Bring us a bottle of Jameson and two shot glasses, stat,” she says and Max smiles big before turning away and back into the kitchen.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I hiss at her, but she shrugs and gives me her famous, southern smile.

      “You love me. Now, let’s fucking celebrate!” She cheers as Max comes back with the bottle and pours us three shots.

      I swallow the dark liquid and hate the taste, but don’t have time to say so because before I know it, we’re doing another round. And then another. And another.

      Six shots later, I definitely can’t walk in my shoes, but I’m all smiles as we head to the dance floor in the ballroom. It started off just Sarah and I, but then I somehow drifted into Max’s arms, his body grinding behind me as his hands found their way to my hips.

      He twirls my hips around, my ass pressing against his thighs. I’ve never danced like this or this close to anyone before, but I don’t mind. I feel sexy and carefree, and I love the way Max is worshiping my body right now. He presses me further into him and I feel his large erection. I bite my lip and look at him over my shoulder. He pulls my hair to one shoulder so that he can lean down and whisper into my ear, his breath smelling of whiskey and mint.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous, Lissie,” he groans, and I smile wide as I twirl my hips against him.

      He spins me around so that I face him, my palms resting on his lean chest. He inches forward, his lips a breath away from mine. I feel them press against me tentatively, slowly, until I open for him like an awkward flower and his tongue immediately finds its way inside.

      It’s not one of those spectacular kisses. No fireworks or flames, but it’s nice. I lean in and let him kiss me more, but my body doesn’t react as it should. He tries to deepen the kiss, but suddenly I feel a burning snake its way up my spine.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Nathan hisses behind me and Max lets go of my lips, glaring at him.

      “None of your business, Ross,” he barks, and I turn to see Nathan standing in a three-piece, dark gray suit, his eyes angry and fists clenching at his sides.

      He looks so fucking beautiful right now. The suit hugs every one of his muscles just right and his hair is a dirty blond mess on the top of his head. I blame the Jameson for the sudden heat that surges between my thighs.

      “Get away from him, Lissie. I’m taking you home,” he orders, and I frown, pouting and stomping at him like a child.

      Yep, I’m definitely drunk.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. I was having fun until you showed up!” I hiss and step closer to Max, but Nathan’s strong hand snaps out and wraps its way around my wrist.

      It’s so large and tan compared to my pale and tiny arm, I can’t help but revel in the contrast.

      “You heard her, Ross. Back off and leave us alone,” Max growls, but Nathan ignores him and tugs me into his strong arms.

      “She’s fucking drunk and you’re an idiot for trying to pursue her when she’s like this. I’m taking her home. Get your things,” he growls at me, making me narrow my eyes at him.

      “No,” I snarl, and he just shrugs. Fucking shrugs.

      “Have it your way,” he says darkly before throwing me over his shoulder as if I weigh nothing.

      He carries me out of the house and outside. If my head wasn’t spinning, I would protest more. Maybe even slap him, but right now, everything is a dizzy blur, and I can’t form the words.

      He sets me in the back seat of a car and buckles me in. When I realize what he’s doing, I start to panic. I claw at the seatbelt, my eyes wide and frantic as they lock with his.

      “Get me out of here. I’m not getting into a car with you,” I say, panic lacing my voice.

      “Lissie, relax. We’re getting you home safely,” he orders, his voice not at all soothing.

      “Nathan, no! I’m not letting you drive me anywhere!” I’m screaming now, fear climbing its way up to my throat.

      He narrows his eyes at my sudden anxiety and for a moment, I see sadness flash through them, but it disappears quickly as he shuts the door in my face and gets in beside me.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, but he ignores me and barks an address to a driver that I didn’t even realize was sitting up front.

      “Taking you home,” he grumbles.

      I stare at him with wide, blurry eyes. The last thing I see is his hand typing a message into his phone before everything goes black and I pass out.
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      I’m being carried again. This time, in strong arms that wrap around my back and thighs. The skin is so warm and smells so good, like ocean waves and rich cologne. I nuzzle into a hard chest, mumbling something unintelligible as I sigh.

      Before I know it, I’m being laid down onto a soft bed. I feel covers being pulled over my naked legs and my eyes snap open and focus. I’m not in my room. I’m in a large, modern bedroom with white walls and black furniture. Everything looks expensive and nothing looks like mine.

      “Where am I?” I snap, sitting up straight and looking around, finding Nathan casually leaning against a doorway.

      “My place,” he grumbles, and I rub my head.

      “I thought you said that you were taking me home?” I question and he sighs.

      “I did. You’re safe and need to sleep off that stupid amount of liquor you consumed. You acted like an idiot tonight, Lissie.” He’s chastising me and I don’t like it one bit.

      “I was having fun. You should try it out sometime.” I roll my eyes and straighten my legs out on the large bed. It’s extremely comfortable. Too comfortable.

      “My fun doesn’t entail getting plastered,” he hisses, and I scoff.

      “Yeah, right. I find it hard to believe that you don’t drink.” I laugh, but he’s silent for a while, staring at me with strange eyes.

      “I don’t,” he says, short and clipped.

      “You’re lying,” I say, my eyes narrowing on him.

      “Yeah? You ever seen me drink at any of the old family events?” he questions, crossing his arms over his large chest.

      His suit jacket is off and his sleeves are rolled up, showing his tan, muscular forearms and an expensive looking watch. The top buttons of his shirt are undone, and I see a glimpse of tan skin dusted with blond hair. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen Nathan drink before. Not a beer during a game or a wine at Christmas dinner. Nothing.

      “So your fun just entails paying half naked women to dance for you?” I scoff at him, and his eyes darken like a forest at night, deep and mysterious.

      “You mean like I just did with you last weekend? How was that three grand for you by the way? I guess it treated you well, judging by that fucking dress.” He snarls at me and I feel the heat of my embarrassment creep up into my cheeks.

      “Don’t do that,” I whisper, my head down and eyes averted from his.

      “Do what?” he hisses, and my anger flares.

      “Make me feel cheap! I’m working my fucking ass off!” I yell, my angry eyes flashing to his.

      His nostrils flare and a strange emotion crosses his sharp features. Like he’s battling something.

      “Watch your tone,” he growls, stalking me and stopping at the end of the bed.

      “No, you watch yours! I’m tired of you walking around and treating me like a child! Barking orders at me and expecting me to submit to your demands. You don’t know me. You don’t know a single thing about me!” I am throwing a tantrum, but I don’t care. This man fuels my anger like gasoline.

      He rests his arms on the posts of his large bed, leaning over me as his hands grip them tightly.

      “Oh, but I do, Lissie. I know you. I know that you hate pickles more than anything in the world. That you’ve worn the same pair of shitty sneakers since high school. That you’re awful at playing pool, but you still try. I know that you always smell like vanilla, even though you can’t bake worth shit. I know that you like music that your family hates. I know that you dance like you’re the only person in the room. I know you,” he growls, leaning over me and catching my eyes with his.

      I swallow, my voice dry and lost in my throat. His eyes are so dark, so green. I can’t stop staring at them.

      “You want me to stop treating you like a child? Fine. Stop acting like one,” he hisses before shoving his large body away from the bed posts and marching to the door, pulling it open.

      I can’t stop the whisper that escapes my lips. It plagues me and comes out like vomit.

      “Why do you hate me?” I sound so broken, so little, and it makes me angry.

      He turns around abruptly, slamming the door with a force so strong that the pictures on the walls shake and makes me jump.

      “I don’t hate you, Alyssa. You infuriate me.” He snarls and I try to force back the sudden tears that prick my eyes, but it’s useless.

      “Because I remind you of her?” I can’t stop it from coming out. It echoes in the room and the silence is so thick, that it’s almost deadly.

      “Not even close,” he growls, approaching me like a lion in the wild.

      “Then why!” I yell and before I know it, his face is right in front of mine, his breath hitting my face like sunlight as he roars at me.

      “Because you’re you!” is all I hear before his full lips crash against mine.
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      As soon as Nathan’s lips meet mine, I know instantly that this is what a kiss should feel like.

      It burns my whole body like a wildfire. Travels from my chest to my toes, lighting everything up like an electrical current. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I can only feel. And boy, do I feel.

      His lips attack mine like a savage, licking and biting at me like a dog devouring its first meal in days. I whimper and fall into it, his hands clasping my cheeks and pulling me closer. I rest my fingers on his broad shoulders, digging in hard enough to hurt, but he doesn’t care. He just growls and eats at my lips like they’re a feast. His feast.

      He presses me down on the bed, his large and long body covering mine. My legs instinctively open for him and his hips settle in between them. I’m so wet that my panties are damp. I worry that they’ll leave a wet spot on his nice suit pants, but I’m too wrapped up in his kiss to care.

      “I’m going to go to hell for this, but I’m already there anyway,” he growls against my mouth and before I can ask what he means, his hand leaves my face and snakes down my body, pushing my dress up and finding my wet panties.

      I blush with embarrassment and close my eyes, but his other hand that’s still on my face wraps around my chin and yanks it up.

      “Look at me, dammit. You leave your eyes open when I touch you.” he commands and I want to bark back, but I don’t.

      Instead, I open my eyes slowly and am floored by his desire filled gaze. We’re locked like this while his other hand explores my body. It caresses my bare thighs and travels back to my panties before he presses his fingers right against my clit through the wet fabric, making me gasp in pleasure.

      “Is this for me or that scrawny fuck that had you grinding all over his dick tonight?” he growls, and I whimper.

      “Answer me,” he orders, yanking at my chin again.

      “You, okay?! It’s for you. Are you happy now?” I sneer, and his eyes narrow as his rough fingers circle and massage my clit through my panties.

      “I shouldn’t be, but I am,” he growls before he bites at my lower lip and travels down my body, his lips settling at my panties.

      “What’re you doing?” I gasp, anxiety lacing its way through my veins.

      “Seeing if you taste as good as you smell,” is all he says before his tongue snakes out and traces the hem of my underwear, making me jerk in his grasp.

      He catches the top of my panties with his teeth and starts tugging them down, stopping at my mid-thigh as his tongue licks at my labia and snakes its way to my clit. I shouldn’t like this, but I’m on cloud fucking nine. My body is on fire and my hips arch into his mouth, desperate for friction. I tip my head back and my eyes close with a flutter, but his hand suddenly leaves my chin and goes to my hips, yanking me forward with a harsh tug.

      “Eyes, Lissie!” he barks, and my eyes snap back open and find his.

      He looks at me with those blazing green orbs as his tongue licks at my entrance and swipes all the way up to my clit before pulling it into his mouth and sucking hard. I jerk with a loud cry and groan as he eats me with abandon, making me quake and moan against his rough mouth. His stubble on his face scratches at the tender flesh of my thighs, but I love the burn. I love the fire and the pain, even though I hate him.

      Before I know it, I’m shaking against his face with a ferocity I’ve never known. I’m clawing at his bedsheets like a wildcat and hissing and crying into the quiet of his dark bedroom.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Come on my face, tiny dancer. Let me taste that vanilla cream,” he growls, and I can’t stop the scream from leaving my lips as I come in hard, fast waves against his tongue.

      Lord help me, he eats it all up. He licks me like I’m the sweetest lollipop and sucks hard until I go lax. Until my whimpers cease, and my body stops jerking around.

      “Eyes,” he growls as they flutter closed. I open them lazily, smiling at him like a dopey idiot.

      A deep sound rumbles from his chest and his fingers trace my wet pussy, toying with my sensitive flesh until they circle my entrance. I feel them snake inside, so full and rough inside a place that no one’s ever been. My vibrator is just a clit stimulator, so this is completely foreign to me. The only thing that’s been inside me is a tampon, not even my own fingers.

      His large digits stretch and sink until I gasp and feel a tightness pull at my lower belly. As soon as the tips of his fingers touch my hymen, we both freeze. The room is dead silent except for my heavy breathing.

      “You’re still a virgin?” he gasps, his voice dark and shocked all at once.

      I am even more mortified than I was when I told Sarah. I feel so immature and naive right now, coming out of my orgasmic haze as Nathan pulls away from me as if I burned him.

      “God fucking damnit!” he yells, slapping his palm against the wall before yanking the door open and slamming it behind him, leaving me alone and gasping on his bed with my legs wide open.

      I’m too stunned to speak or think. I’ve never felt so small. So degraded and unwanted. I feel like poison. Like a deadly virus that could kill someone with one touch. Before I can stop myself, I turn my head into his pillow and cry.
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      I must have dozed off after crying on Nathan’s bed.

      I look at the clock on the wall and see that it’s just past three in the morning. Frantic and angry, I get up and throw my panties off and pull my dress down. I snag my phone and ping my location, sending it to an Uber as I get up quickly and quietly from his bed. I don’t bother looking for my shoes, I just quietly leave his bedroom and walk down a large staircase and wander through his mansion like an idiot trying to find the front door so I can get the hell out of here.

      I must have walked into the living room, because I see couches and I freeze when I hear a snore coming from them. I can see the front door at the end of the room, so I tiptoe past and find a shirtless Nathan passed out on one of the nice, white leather couches. Memories of his tongue and dark words flip through my mind and I grow hot as I stare at his naked flesh, but all desire gets wiped away as I remember how he walked out on me like I was a disgusting leprosy victim.

      My phone vibrates and the car I ordered has arrived. With my anger fueling me, I grab the glass of water on the end table by his couch and dump it over his head. He gasps and sits straight up, wiping his face with sleepy, angry hands.

      “What the fuck!” he yells as his eyes snap open and find me.

      I don’t say a word. I just flip him off and run to the door and outside. As soon as I make it into the car, I give the driver my address. I look out the window and see Nathan running out behind me, water dripping off his tan chest and messy hair. Against my better judgment, I roll down the window and holler at him as the car drives away from his brick mansion.

      “Fuck you, Nathan Ross!” I yell as he disappears from my view.

      Even though I hate him and am so angry right now, I can’t stop the new rush of tears as they fall from my eyes and onto my lap.
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      The next day is long and depressing. I decided to spend the entire afternoon and morning feeling sorry for myself in my bed, not even getting up to pee or eat. I guess Sarah catches on, because at about five in the evening, she comes in and sits on my bed with questioning eyes.

      “Wanna tell me what happened last night?” she says, laying down next to me with her head propped up on her hand.

      “No,” I grumble, wallowing in my own self-pity for just a little longer.

      Sarah is having none of it, but her voice is soft when she speaks to me.

      “I saw you leave with Nathan. You didn’t pick up any of my calls or come out for lunch. Are you okay?” she asks, and before I can stop it, the tears come.

      God, all I do is cry when it comes to this man, and I hate it. I hate him.

      “No, I’m not okay!” I cry and her eyes soften as she pulls me into her arms, petting my hair until my tears stop and my breath evens out.

      “Did he hurt you?” she asks, her voice darkening.

      I pull back and wipe my eyes. I stink like sweat and bedsheets and know I have to shower and do laundry before a long day of practice and work tomorrow night. I need to get my shit together and not let Nathan Ross win like he always does. He doesn’t deserve to have that kind of power over me.

      “No, not physically at least. Physically, he made me feel great.” The words come out before I can stop them, and I look at Sarah’s wide eyes.

      “Did you… you know…” I shake my head at her.

      “But he went down on me,” I say, biting my lip as she smiles wickedly.

      “Then what happened to make you hide away like a hermit all day?” she asks and I sigh, folding my hands behind my head as I remember his hateful eyes as he walked out on me last night. They still burn me in my mind.

      “He found out I was a virgin and walked out on me. He looked like I repulsed him,” I say, lips trembling as Sarah gasps.

      “What an asshole!” she hisses, and I scoff.

      “Got that right.” I groan and she sits up.

      “I hope you hit the bastard,” she says and I bite back a smile.

      “No. I just dumped a glass of water over his head and ran out,” I say, and she smiles at me.

      “That’s my girl. Now, come on. Forget about that asshole and come eat dinner. I could hear your stomach growling from the hallway.” She pulls me from the bed, and I walk into the living room with her and sit down on the couch while she makes me a plate of pasta.

      We eat in silence, but comfortable silence. I can’t help but wonder what I would ever do without her.

      She’s right. Nathan Ross is an asshole and I’m never getting close to him again.
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      It’s Monday after practice and my body and muscles are literally screaming at me.

      I shower quickly before my shift at work. I scrunch my hair with mousse because I have no time to blow it dry, so my hair is a mass of curls and waves. Kim mentioned that I should dress sexy tonight since it’s members night. I already have Jackson on my docket, but not until later this evening.

      I dress in my new lingerie that I bought the other day. It’s silver and sparkly and has cut-outs on the tops of my breasts to show off my best asset. The panties match and have sparkly garters that latch onto my thigh-high stockings. I slide my sweatpants and t-shirt over my outfit and grab my bag and walk out the door. Once I make it to the club, Kim assigns me my room for the night, and I undress and put my bag away as she walks in with my list.

      “So…don’t be mad, but Jackson canceled this evening. Had to work late, but I have another offer for you…” she said, chewing on her lip and looking at me with sympathetic eyes.

      “Tell me why I won’t like this,” I say, fluffing my hair and applying a fresh coat of lip gloss to my lips.

      I look fucking spectacular and it’s the confidence boost that I needed, until Kim brings me the news.

      “Nathan Ross is here and wanted to book you for the night.”

      Of course he does.

      “Absolutely not,” I say, buckling my silver, strappy heels around my ankles and standing tall.

      “Just wait, Lissie. He made a really nice offer,” she says and I stand and stare at her.

      “How much?” I ask.

      “Five grand,” she says.

      Jesus Christ. I’ll be set for the month!

      “Tell him I said ‘Get fucked’, in those exact words,” I say, standing my ground.

      “Lissie, he’s the only client for you tonight. All the other girls are booked with all of our members. If you don’t take him, I’ll have to send you home. I’m sorry, I just don’t have anything else. This is the most cancellations we’ve seen in a while.” She sounds desperate and I hate it.

      I’m also fucking broke.

      “Fine,” I sigh. “Bring him in,” I say as I walk to the stage, and she yells her appreciation at me and closes the door behind her.

      If he wants to pay me five grand just to chew his ass out, then so be it. It’s the easiest money that I’ll ever make.

      I select my playlist and sigh as The Hills by The Weekend echoes in the large room. The door opens and the change in the air signals that Nathan is here. Everything is tighter, thicker. It’s harder to breathe, but I remain impassive as I walk to the middle of the stage and face him.

      His eyes widen as they travel my body, his nostrils flaring when he stares at my tits that are barely concealed.

      “What the fuck are you wearing?” he growls, and I roll my eyes and walk to the front of the stage, crouching down to face his angry eyes.

      Why does he always have to smell so fucking good? He’s wearing a simple black sweater with the sleeves rolled up, his dark jeans hugging his muscular legs.

      “What? You don’t like it?” I ask innocently, playing with the sparkly strap that stretches across my pale stomach.

      “You should. Your money paid for this,” I snarl, shooting daggers at him with my eyes as he sits in the booth and stares angrily at me.

      “Get down here,” he orders, but I shake my head.

      “No. See, after the other night, you definitely don’t get to order me around anymore. I repulse you after all. That’s how you look at me, like I’m poison,” I hiss, and he growls at me like an animal.

      “You are poison, Alyssa,” he groans, and my anger flares.

      “Then pay me and get the fuck out,” I hiss, turning away.

      His hand snaps out and grabs me by my hips, tugging me off the stage and onto his lap in one fluid motion. I gasp from the surprise. I also gasp because he’s so fucking warm and I can feel his large erection press against my ass. My eyes widen and he breathes my hair in, his hand wrapping around the wild strands and tugging hard.

      His hand tilts my head back as his other hand travels down my breasts and plays with the garters around my thighs. I bite back my moan and narrow my eyes on him.

      “I bought this, huh?” he growls, his voice thick and dark like he needs water.

      I don’t respond and his hand yanks at my hair again.

      “Answer me,” he demands, and I gasp.

      “Yes,” I whisper, and he growls in approval.

      God, he makes me so fucking useless.

      “Then I’m the only one who gets to see it. If you want to defy me and continue dancing here, then you dance for me. Only for me. Got it?” He growls as his nose slides up and down my throat, making me gasp from the contact.

      “No. You don’t get to tell me what to do. I’ll call in security,” I try to bark, but it just comes out as a needy whisper.

      “I don’t think so, tiny dancer. I think you’re going to sit right here in my lap and dance for me like a good little girl. Because I’m paying you to do so.”

      God, why does my body react like this when he degrades me? It’s so wrong, but it feels so fucking good. I must be a masochist, a sadist. I’m sick because of him.

      “Or what?” I whisper and he smirks at me. A full on, arrogant and cocky smirk.

      “Or I’ll send an anonymous tip to your mother about your new employment and have your ass back in a car on its way to Charleston so you can be locked away for being a bad girl.” He growls and I moan as his hands cup my pussy.

      “So, what are you going to do if I do listen?” I ask, baiting him.

      I don’t know why I’m playing his game. Maybe because I like trouble too much. Maybe because I want to see just how far he will go.

      “If you listen, I’ll finger you right here in this booth when you’re done performing for me. I’ll stretch that virgin pussy with my big fingers until you shake and come all over my hand like a fucking waterfall,” he groans, biting at my cleavage.

      God, that fucking mouth.

      “And then what?” I whisper, my sentence ending on a moan as he grabs my ass roughly.

      “And then, I’m going to take you back to your apartment. You’re going to go straight to bed and wake up and go to practice. When you’re done, my driver is going to pick you up and take you to my house.” He’s licking all over my tits, making me shake in his lap.

      “Then?” I gasp, his teeth sinking into the flesh of my chest.

      “Then, I’m going to fuck this virgin cunt until you bleed all over my cock. And then, I’ll make you lick it all off. Then I’m going to fuck you again until you see stars. Until you scream my name and know who this pussy belongs to.” His voice is so rough, like it’s filled with gravel.

      Can a woman come just from words? If not, I think I might be the first.

      “And who does it belong to?” I ask, my eyes meeting his as he stares down at me with so much desire, it melts me into a pool of want on his hard lap.

      “Me. Only me. Now dance,” he says, twirling my hips on his lap.

      I can’t deny him even if I tried. My body betrays me and begins swaying on him in sensual grinds. I do exactly as he asked. I dance for him.
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      It doesn’t last long, my dance for Nathan.

      As soon as I start twirling and grinding on his lap, his erection hardens to the point of nearly bursting from his pants. I’m a moaning, writhing mess and I leave a wet spot on his thigh from my pussy. It doesn’t embarrass me, though, because when his eyes snap to it, he lets out a dark growl and his fingers rip the fabric of my panties wide open, leaving me bare on his lap.

      “Hey! Those are new!” I gasp, but he ignores me as his rough fingers find my clit and start swirling.

      “I’ll buy you new ones,” he growls, licking at my breasts as he plays with my clit, making me gasp and shake in his lap.

      “Nathan, the cameras. You can’t touch me like this in here. You’ll get thrown out.” I gasp, too aroused to truly worry because his fingers are making me see heaven itself.

      “They can’t see my hand. It just looks like a lap dance. Keep twirling for me, Lissie.” He commands and I obey, just like a good girl. Just like he asked.

      I keep twirling and grinding on him as the music plays on, as his fingers move from my clit and circle my entrance. My breath hitches as two of them slide in. They kiss my virginity and his eyes flash wildly.

      “This is fucking mine, you hear me? All mine.” He growls, fucking me with his fingers slowly, stopping every time they touch that barrier so deep inside me.

      I moan and grind harder, desperate for release. He starts fucking me faster, rougher. He doesn’t care that he’s not being gentle, and I don’t either. I don’t want him to treat me like I’m made of glass, because I’m not. He hates me and I hate him. The only thing we want from each other is release, and that’s all we’ll get.

      “So fucking tight,” he groans, fucking me with his thick fingers so roughly that my ass shakes on his lap, his erection standing tall under his suit pants.

      My hand travels down and circles the head of his cock through the expensive fabric. He lets out a growl and stares at me with those dark, green eyes, his fingers sliding deep and stretching me out. I stroke him tentatively, but my hand starts to shake because I feel my orgasm roaring on me like a train. His hand clamps over my mouth as I scream. I shake in his lap and come on his hand, just like he wanted.

      I come so hard and so fast, that I’m dizzy. I can barely even register his fingers sliding from my pussy and to his lips. I lock eyes with him as he slides them into his mouth and sucks, moaning deep as I gasp in his lap. He pulls them from his mouth and pushes them against my lips, forcing my mouth to open and make room for them.

      “Suck,” he commands, and I do.

      “Taste yourself. Taste what you made for me,” he orders, and I lick all over his fingers like a cat lapping at a water bowl.

      He groans and withdraws them. He stares at my breasts before pulling me from his lap and straightening his still hard cock in his pants. When he’s adjusted, he grabs a black box with a bow on it and hands it to me.

      “For you. Now, go straight home and I’ll see you after practice tomorrow. I mean it,” he orders sternly, looking me up and down with dark eyes until I nod.

      With that, he turns and leaves the room. I stand there for a while, looking back between the shut door and the box in my hands. After a while, I sat down in the booth, my panties still torn and my pussy exposed to the open air. When I open the box, I smile.

      Inside, are a brand-new pair of light gray, custom designed Adidas sneakers. I can’t help but laugh as I pull them out and look at them. He’s always hated my old white shoes, but I love them. These, however, are state of the art and I can’t wait to break them in. I’m giddy like a schoolgirl until I look back down at the box and lock eyes with the remains nestled in the tissue paper. Inside, lies five thousand dollars cash. Exact. And suddenly, reality sets in.

      Suddenly, I’m angry all over again. I feel like a hooker. Because even though I signed up for this job, I didn’t sign up for him and the conflicting emotions that he makes me feel.

      I shove the new shoes back in the box and slam the lid down. I pull my clothes on and slide into my old, trusty white sneakers, sniffing back tears as I yank the door open and run out of the club.
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      Practice the next day is awful.

      I’m too flustered and distracted because of last night, but also because we’re practicing on the field at the same time with the Panthers. I constantly feel Nathan’s dark eyes watching me and it fuels my anger so much that Max drops me several times in our number because I can’t keep my body straight.

      “Come on, Lissie!” Mya barks from the bleachers.

      “Get your head out the clouds and fucking dance.” She’s never yelled at me before and I hate it, but I refuse to cry.

      Not in front of my team. Not in front of him.

      When practice is over, I rush to my bag and get my things ready, but Mya stops me.

      “Hey, not so fast. What the hell happened today?” she questions like a concerned mother, hands on her hips and all.

      My eyes travel from her to Anna when I see her walk over to Nathan, gripping his muscles and smiling at him as she flicks her perfect hair over her shoulder. His eyes find mine and I look away quickly and back to Mya.

      “Nothing. I uh…I just,” I stammer, flustered and humiliated.

      “Come on, Lissie, what is it?” she orders and I bite my lip, holding back tears.

      “I just miss my sister,” I whisper, holding back my sobs as best as I can.

      I won’t let him see me like this. He doesn’t deserve it. He doesn’t deserve a thing from me anymore.

      I look up at Mya and her eyes are not filled with sympathy, but with understanding. She pats my shoulder and straightens my bag over my shoulder.

      “Next time, tell me, okay? Now go home and get some rest. I want you back on your A game tomorrow morning,” she says and I nod, rushing past her and towards the exit of the field.

      Nathan and Anna are standing there, and I have to pass them, so I pull my hat on and shield my eyes with my head down as I rush past, my shoulder accidentally bumping into Anna’s chest as I move. She turns and shoots a venomous glare at me.

      “Watch it, bitch,” she snarls, and I bite my lip, doing my best to keep the tears at bay, but failing miserably.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, running away and towards the exit as Max approaches us.

      “Chill the fuck out, Anna. Jesus, it was an accident. Lissie, wait!” He calls after me, but I keep running.

      I run until my lungs squeeze. Until the tears fall and blur my vision to the point that I have to stop and lean against my car for support when I reach it. I yank my door open and shove my bag inside, searching for my keys. Max runs up behind me and grabs my shoulder, steadying me.

      “Hey, don’t mind her. She’s a cunt. Seriously. It’s not worth crying over,” he says, clueless and obviously just trying to help.

      “I’m fine, Max. Seriously. I just need to get some rest. It’s been a long week already,” I say but he shushes me and pulls me in for a hug. For some reason, it makes me want to cry harder.

      “Shh, it’s okay. Here, grab your bag and I’ll take you home. You shouldn’t drive like this.” I try to stop him, but I’m too late because as soon as I pull back, I lock eyes with Nathan as he stands behind us.

      His eyes flare with a burning anger when he sees Max’s hands on me. Not like he has the right. Anna was just all over him and I’m nothing but a call girl to him.

      “Get your hands off her,” Nathan barks and Max turns around to glare at him.

      “Not you again. Jesus, Ross. We’re in the middle of something. Just leave us be,” he says, but of course, Nathan doesn’t listen.

      Instead, he steps forward and yanks Max’s hands from my shoulder, causing me to stumble back and into his waiting grasp.

      “Nathan, stop it,” I order, but he ignores me.

      He ignores me because now he and Max are squaring off like they’re ready for battle. I start to worry and my lip trembles as Max stands up to him, defending me.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you’re the one that’s been making her so upset?” Max growls, his nose close to Nathan’s.

      “Alyssa is none of your fucking business, kid. Touch her again and I’ll rip your hands off,” Nathan growls, and before I know it, his fist balls and snaps out, connecting right with Max’s nose.

      “Nathan! Oh my god! Stop it, you’re hurting him!” I shout, trying to stop them as they tackle each other to the ground.

      Max gives up a good fight, even manages to punch Nathan in the eye. Mya and the entire team come rushing out to break up the fight. Some of Nathan’s teammates have to pull him off and restrain him as Max wipes blood from his nose. Nathan’s eye is already swelling, all red and angry like him.

      “Nate, man, knock it off. If your dad comes out here and sees this it won’t be good,” Evan says, holding Nathan back as Max sneers at him before turning and walking off with Mya.

      After a while, Evan lets go and the team disperses.

      “You good now, man?” Evan asks.

      “Yeah. Perfect,” Nathan growls, and Evan nods and backs away.

      “Good. Go home dude, I’m sure we’ll be dealing with this tomorrow,” Evan says before turning and leaving, like it’s a common occurrence. Which it probably is.

      I shake my head and walk around to my driver side door. As soon as I open it, Nathan rounds the corner and snaps it shut, towering over me with a bruising eye and bleeding cut. He looks down at my shoes and growls.

      “Why aren’t you wearing the new ones?” he says, like he didn’t just fight my fucking dance partner.

      “Are you serious right now?” I hiss, and he narrows his eyes at me.

      “My driver’s waiting. Let’s go,” he says, and I scoff at him.

      “You must be out of your mind if you think I’m going anywhere with you,” I snarl, but his hand snaps out and grabs my wrist.

      “Now’s not the time to be a brat, Alyssa. Get in the fucking car,” he barks and I stomp my foot.

      “I said no-”

      “Now!” he roars, making me flinch.

      I stare at his hurt eye for a while, all of my anger and frustration leaving my body because quite frankly, I’m exhausted and emotionally drained. I grab my bag and lock my car, walking with him to the black Escalade that waits for us in the parking lot. He buckles me in and gets in beside me, cursing as he wipes the blood from his eye.

      He barks orders at the driver and the car moves. Just as we leave the stadium, I lock eyes with Max as he stares at us with narrowed eyes, blood still dripping from his nose.
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      We make it to Nathan’s large, brick mansion. I remember him telling my mom that he bought it for almost five million when he came over for Easter a few years ago. He was even cockier then, much less angry and rude as he is now.

      He gets out of the car and pulls me with him to the front door, holding his eye and cursing as he drops his keys after fumbling with the lock.

      “Let me do it,” I say, rolling my eyes and grabbing the keys before I unlock the door and walk us in.

      “Sit down on the couch. Where’s the kitchen?” I ask and he mumbles something down the hall and to the right as he sits on a large, white leather sofa.

      I walk down the hall and into the kitchen, not having much time to admire the beauty that is his large home. I grab ice from his massive, steel fridge and wrap the cubes up in a hand towel before wetting a napkin with some soapy water and walking back out into the living room.

      Standing above him, I set the ice down on the table and tilt his head up.

      “Look up at me,” I say, and he brushes me off.

      “I can do it myself,” he grumbles, and that’s all it takes to piss me the fuck off.

      “Just quit fighting me and let me fucking do it!” I snap and he frowns, then winces.

      I dab at his cut with the wet towel until it’s clean. He doesn’t flinch or wince, just watches me with dark eyes as I tend to his wounds. Once it’s clean, I grab his hand and place the ice towel in it, raising it to his eye and ordering him to rest it there.

      I sit on the couch and try to look through my phone, but it dies. Sighing, I throw it in my bag and lean back into the armchair across from him, eyes looking up at his vaulted ceiling.

      “Why aren’t you wearing the shoes I bought you?” he questions again and I knew it was silly of me to think that I could have a moment of peace.

      “I’m not talking to you,” I say, still staring at the ceiling.

      “Look at me, Alyssa,” he orders but I ignore him, my lip trembling from the threat of tears.

      “Why weren’t you wearing the shoes today?” he asks again, his voice dark and making me so flustered, the room spins.

      “Because I’m not your fucking whore! I’m not going to give you my body and then have you leave me cash and gifts when you’re done with me! It’s degrading and I’m worth way more than that!” I’m crying now, angry tears rushing down my cheeks and betraying me.

      Silence stretches and I wipe them from my face.

      “Give me your eyes, Lissie,” he says, and I would’ve ignored him, but his voice is softer this time, gentler. The kindest he’s ever spoken to me.

      I look down at him and am surprised when I see sincerity flash in his green eyes, one of them surrounded with purple, swelling flesh.

      “You’re not a whore. The only reason I’m paying you is because you refuse to quit Taboo and I won’t have you showing your body to any other man. It’s mine, remember? Mine. And I will have it.” He’s so sure of himself and it makes a fresh wave of tears come.

      I don’t stop the thought that’s been plaguing me from coming out. It leaves my lips in a broken whisper.

      “No, you won’t have me. I’m not yours. I’m not going to let you take my body knowing that it’s already been inside my sister’s,” I say, hating how broken I sound, how useless I feel.

      He does this to me. He makes me feel this way. I’m a mess because of him.

      We’re quiet for a while. It feels like an eternity. My tears have long since dried, and I’m back to staring up at his ceiling, wishing that I could just disappear. Until his next flow of words shocks the hell out of me.

      “I never slept with your sister,” he says quietly, making my head snap down and my eyes lock with his.

      “Don’t you fucking lie to me. You dated for seven years. I may be younger than her, but I’m not an idiot so don’t you dare treat me like one!”

      He sighs, setting the ice back down on the end table before resting his arms on his knees and looking at me with a dark, sincere look.

      “I never fucked her, Alyssa. You have my word on that,” he says, and I scoff.

      “Why would you date someone for seven years and not sleep with them? You both weren’t virgins, she told me. I was her sister, she told me about her first time. She told me you were a player before her. Why should I believe you?” I question him and he stands, walking towards me and kneeling in front of me.

      “We dated because it was convenient. A social thing. We had our vices outside of one another, it’s why she was always fighting with me, but I couldn’t bring myself to sleep with her,” he says earnestly, and I am so confused, the room starts to spin again.

      “Why?” I ask and he sighs before clasping both of his hands on either side of my face, looking deep into my eyes.

      “Because the only girls that I fuck, are curvy with bright blue eyes and wild hair. Girls that look like you,” he says.

      Before I can even muster a response, he leans forward and catches my lips in a kiss that leaves me burning for more.
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      His kiss sears my lips like a branding iron, melting and forming the shape of them to his, like he’s committing me to memory.

      I can’t pull away even if I wanted to. My body is glued to him and has absolutely no desire to separate. I’m a goner and we both know it.

      He pulls me into his lap on the floor, my knees on either side of his hips as his erection presses into me. I moan against his mouth, desperate for something that I cannot put a name to. My panties are soaked and there’s this ache inside me that ebbs so deeply, I know only he can fix it.

      He picks me up in his arms, standing and now walking to the stairway without pulling away from our moving lips.

      “Nathan,” I gasp against his mouth as he takes long strides up the stairs and to his bedroom.

      “Your eye-”

      “Is fine. Now shut up and kiss me,” he growls, laying me back on his bed and crawling over me.

      I kiss him with everything that I feel. All the confusion, sadness and heat inside my body leaves my mouth as he swallows it all down with his tongue. He breaks away, his lips traveling from my chin all the way down to my collarbone, licking and biting the entire way until I’m gasping with need.

      “Please, Nathan. I need…I need..”

      “What do you need, baby?” he growls, his teeth marring the soft skin of my throat as his hands slide up to grope my aching breasts.

      “I need you!” I gasp, hating how desperate I sound.

      He doesn’t seem to mind, because his response is to lift me and peel my shirt away from my body along with my bra. He tosses them to the floor and lays me back down, his green eyes darkening as they latch and stare at my heavy breasts.

      “Say something,” I demand, hating his silence.

      “You’re fucking exquisite,” he rasps, making me blush all over with heat.

      He bends down to my chest and takes a nipple into his mouth, his teeth pulling it in and biting gently then soothing it with his hot tongue. I writhe in his grasp, gasping and moaning for more. For anything that he can give me.

      He moves down my belly, nipping and growling at my curves as his large hands grip my pants and yank them down. He kisses my pussy through my panties, rubbing over my cloth covered clit as I arch my back on the bed. He grabs my hips in his hands, rubbing his nose across my center and inhaling deep.

      It’s animalistic, this gesture. It’s strange and I’m sure it’s not normal, but I don’t care because this beautiful man is worshiping me. His teeth grab onto my panties, and he pulls them down slowly, all the way until they reach my feet, before he pulls them off me and throws them on the floor.

      He leans back, staring at my naked body. Even though I’m flushed with desire for him, I feel vulnerable and exposed in his gaze. I cover my breasts instinctively, crossing my legs to hide my pussy. He frowns at this, prying my legs apart before grasping my hands and pulling them over my head, his hands pinning me down.

      “Don’t you ever hide from me, little bird. No matter how far you run, I’ll always find you.” His words are cryptic, but they warm every bit of my flesh.

      His lips find my naked pussy, his tongue snaking out to circle my clit as my hips arch into his mouth and I let out a long, low moan.

      “You sound so fucking sweet when you do that,” he says, praising me and making me glow in his touch.

      He eats me slowly, licking every inch from top to bottom, stopping every time I flutter and want to come, teasing me.

      “Nathan! Stop it, I want to come,” I gasp, but he just shakes his head at me before gently sinking two fingers inside me, stopping when they touch my hymen.

      “You’ll come when I tell you to, baby,” he growls, sucking my clit hard into his mouth as my ass shakes in his hands.

      “Please, please…” I cry out and he starts eating me faster, swallowing me whole as I grip his sheets in my fists.

      “Fucking love it when you beg,” he growls and then I see God.

      I see God because right at that moment, he sinks his tongue deep inside my wetness and I come like a rocket through space, touching and colliding with every star in the process.

      My moan is long and broken. It sounds strange because all I can do is shake through the orgasm and Nathan holds me tight the entire time. Until I come down back to Earth and sigh. Until he’s licked every bit of my orgasm away.

      He crawls up my body, shucking off his clothes and standing in all of his naked glory.

      I don’t know how a man can look so perfect, but God did this one right. His tan flesh wraps around his corded muscles, his cock large and hung, swollen and red. I’ve never seen a penis before, but I can almost bet his is one of the larger ones. It makes me worry about it fitting in me. It makes me worry if sex is going to feel good.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he growls, his eyes darkening on me.

      “My cock’s not going to bite you, Lissie, but I will,” he warns, and I clamp my mouth shut, my eyes snapping to his as he sheaths his cock with a condom and leans over me on his elbows, positioning himself between my open legs.

      “Say the word and I’ll stop right now,” he groans, a hand tangling in my hair and gripping it tight, pulling my face to his so that our noses touch.

      It’s so intimate like this, so close.

      “Say it so I can back away from you for good. God knows it’ll be for the best,” he growls, staring deep into my wide eyes.

      He’s probably right. If this ends now, there will be minimal damage, but I’m a fool and I want to see just how good it’ll feel with him. Maybe it’ll be good enough to make the pain of us worth it.

      “Take me, Nathan,” I moan, my lips moving against him as he growls and rears back, pushing inside me with a long, guttural moan.
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      Her pussy feels like heaven.

      I’ve never been there, but if I could compare it to anything, it would be the wondrous, wet feel of Alyssa Adams. The goddess, the witch who’s had a spell on me since the moment I saw her strange, blue eyes.

      Those eyes widen when I rip through her virginity, her beautiful face twisting in a small twinge of pain. I freeze inside her, letting her grow accustomed to me and my size. Her breathing quickens and I move one of my hands down her soft body, kneading and rubbing her luscious thighs until I feel every part of her relax in my arms.

      “You okay?” I ask, loving her eager nod as her head bobs in my hand.

      I pull out slowly before easing back in, trying not to come from the exquisite tightness of her pussy. She’s so hot and wet, I’m dying to feel her bare. It’s something I need to bring up to her later down the road. I’m clean and I don’t want a single fucking thing between us when I take her cunt. I want to feel all of her tight, wet glory when she comes around my cock.

      “Such a sweet, little pussy,” I coo in her ear, loving how she preens and moans at my compliment.

      It makes her open up for me, so I decide to continue. Pillow talk has never been my thing, but for her, I’ll do it. I know if I do it enough, I’ll have her coming on me like a waterfall and I want to see that more than I want to win the Superbowl.

      “You like that don’t you, little bird? How my big cock makes your sweet little cunt stretch around me? That’s good isn’t it, baby?” I groan and she’s gasping like a fish out of water, mewling and twirling in my grasp as I fuck her with slow, deliberate thrusts.

      I pick one of her legs up and throw it over my shoulder, opening her up for me even more and loving how her glacier eyes widen from the change. She’s so fucking tight like this and I’m so goddamn deep, touching parts of her that have never been explored before. That thought alone makes me want to roar like a fucking ape.

      “I’ll take it slow with you now, Lissie, but after this, you’re going to be my little whore. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I growl, testing her and her naughtiness.

      Her eyes flash and her nails rake down the back of my neck and I take it as a compliment as I push my cock all the way to her cervix, making her cry out as I repeat the same move again and again.

      “Yeah, you’re gonna be my little whore and open up these sweet legs for me whenever I want. You know why?” I rasp and her eyes flutter to mine, her skin flushed red as her breasts bounce from my slow, hard thrusts.

      “W-why?” she rasps out, all breathless and sexy, ruining me altogether.

      “Because this cunt loves my cock. She’s greedy for me now. Look at how she opens up to me like a flower. It’s fucking mine now and I’ll take it whenever I want, however I want,” I growl, and her breath catches as her hips arch into me, her back pressed against the bed as she starts to tremble hard.

      I feel her orgasm build. I feel it start deep in her womb and tighten around my swollen length, constricting as her eyes widen and lips part.

      “Don’t worry, baby. I feel it too. And I know what you need. I’ll make it all better, I promise,” I say and she whines like a little cat, gripping me and pulling me to her as she rides out the waves of one of the biggest orgasms I’ve ever seen a woman have.

      I’m there through it all. Fucking and rubbing her as she cries out and shakes like a leaf against me, moaning as the climax ebbs and her come drips out onto my balls. It’s so fucking hot and before I can even stop myself, I push so far deep inside this woman and come like a man unhinged.

      I growl and roar like a caveman, coming into the condom for what feels like an eternity. Lissie holds me to her, watching me in amazement. I love her eagerness. I love her wide smile when I collapse against her.

      I pull her close and roll over, resting her cheek on my heaving chest as we bask in the silence. I know after this night, we’re both fucked forever.
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      I wake up wrapped in Nathan’s warm arms.

      His breathing is deep and loud, and as I lay there silently after a while, he lets out a loud snore that has me smiling against his warm chest.

      I wiggle out of his grasp gently, trying not to wake him as I wander around until I find a bathroom. After I pee, I stop to look at myself in the mirror. My hair is a wild mass of tangles and there’s still a bright blush to my cheeks. I look different. I feel different.

      I no longer feel like the quiet, good girl who’s hidden herself away in her room, watching life pass her by. I feel like a woman. A woman whose body is deliciously sore because a man fucked her thoroughly. A man who is my sister’s ex-boyfriend. She may be dead, but right now she’d be rolling around in her grave if she knew.

      I feel shame creep up from my stomach before it stretches across my entire body. We may not have gotten along the last few years of her life, but she was my blood and she loved Nathan. And I just let him take my virginity. I don’t feel like a whore right now, I feel like a backstabber.

      Tears rush forth and I swipe at them angrily. I hate that no matter how hard I try to feel good, I always end up feeling awful. After being good all my life, as soon as I try to live, I feel like I’m doing everything wrong.

      My mom would kill me if she found out. She would either force me back home or ignore me altogether, and I can’t have my mother living with both a dead daughter and an estranged one. No matter how great last night felt with Nathan, the damage he brings with him is not worth it. I have to cut it off before we go too far, though I have a feeling we’ve already crossed the line we drew and now we can’t ever turn back, but I can move forward. I just have to move forward without him.

      I dry my face and tiptoe into his dark bedroom, grabbing my clothes off the floor and dressing as quietly as I can. Once I’m clothed, I look over at his sleeping form on the large, white bed.

      He has a sheet draped haphazardly across his strong legs, his tan and muscled stomach on full display. One arm is raised above his head. A head that is topped with messy, dark blond hair from my hands tangling in the strands last night. He looks so beautiful like this, and I try to freeze this picture of him at this moment, committing him to memory because I know as soon as I walk out of here, I’ll never see this again. As soon as I walk out of here, he’ll either hate me for doing it or will just let me go entirely and both of those options bruise my already broken heart.

      I sigh and turn the knob before opening the door and shutting it quietly, turning away from Nathan once and for all. I wander into the living room, grab my bag and curse when I realize that my phone is dead. I notice Nathan’s phone on the table and decide to try my luck, even though he very well may have a passcode on it. Thankfully when I open it, it doesn’t.

      

      I don’t know Sarah’s number and I doubt he has it, but as I scroll, I find a number and freeze over it. Mya’s.

      Sighing, I realize I have no other option. The walk back to the stadium is long and I can’t order an Uber. I call her and wait for what feels like a millennium until thankfully, she picks up. I’d expect her to sound sleepy since it’s only six in the morning, but the woman practically runs on espresso.

      “Hello?” She chirps, and I rub at my forehead, embarrassed and unsure of how to start.

      “Mya, hey. It’s me...Lissie.” I say quietly.

      “Lissie? Why are you calling from Nathan’s phone? Is everything alright?” She sounds concerned and I don’t want to have a call of shame right now, so I do the most non-good girl thing I can think of: I lie.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine. Nathan gave me a ride home last night cause my car wouldn’t start and my phone died. Would you maybe be able to come get me? I know we don’t have practice today and you must be busy, but I didn't know who else to call…” I say, smacking myself in the forehead and hoping she believes me.

      “Of course, girl. I’ll be there in twenty.” she says, and I give her the address and we hang up.

      Sighing and hoping that he doesn’t wake up until she gets here, I walk through the living room and towards the front door. I pass a table to my right filled with random trinkets and pictures. I wouldn’t have stopped to look if I didn’t see one of my sister there. It’s a silver framed picture of her college graduation photo. She’s by herself and smiling her cheerleader smile, all bright and plastered on. I pick up the photo and hold it in my hands, the weight of it weighing more than I could imagine.

      She was so beautiful, my sister. Before her adulthood came, she was bright and funny and always knew how to cheer me up. Especially since we grew up without a dad and with a mom who always worked. Most days, it was just her and I. She was my rock for a while, my number one and my best friend. And I just slept with her fucking boyfriend. I feel so awful, so disgusting and bad and undeserving. She may have been a bitch the last few years of her life, but she was my blood and a person I used to turn to for everything. And I just gave her the ultimate betrayal.

      A car honks from outside and it must be Mya. I set the picture down, sling my bag over my shoulder and walk out of the house without turning back. I get in Mya’s car and we’re silent for a while, my thoughts plaguing me enough as we leave Nathan’s house and drive away until it becomes nothing but a speck in the distance, memory lost in the past, just like my sister.
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      Mya gave me a ride back to my car without any questions even though her eyes were full of them. I knew she wanted to pester me, but after my episode at practice yesterday, I can see why she didn’t.

      “We booked our first performance outside of the team. We perform in two weeks. It’s at an event in the city and a few other dance teams will be there. I haven’t told the team yet, but I figured I should tell you first,” she says before I hop out and I stare at her in confusion.

      “Why?” I ask, knowing she could’ve told anyone but me.

      “You’re special, Lissie. I knew it from the first moment I watched you dance. You have a talent girl, one that can take you so far in life, but you have to make time for it. You have to give it your all without any distractions. It’s the only way that it’ll be worth it,” she says, a stern, knowing look in her eyes.

      I stare at her as I swallow, feeling even more dejected and stupid. She’s right. Dance is more than my dream, it’s my life. It’s everything that I’m composed of, and I’d be an idiot to throw it all away for some guy. For a guy that spells nothing but bad news for a good girl like me. For a guy that makes me cry. For a guy that ruined my family.

      “I hear you, Mya. Loud and clear. I’ll see you tomorrow at practice,” I say, plastering on a fake smile before I shut the car door and walk to mine.

      I spot Max loading his dance bag into his car. I should walk away quietly, being as how he probably hates me after he and Nathan fought yesterday, because of me, but I can’t pull myself away. He turns around and spots me at my car door, his nose all bandaged and bruised and ripping at my heart even more.

      “Max,” I whisper as he walks towards me.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to cause that. It all happened so fast, and I tried to get him off you,” I say, my voice shaking as he stands there with his hands in his pockets.

      “It’s not your fault, Lissie. That guy’s a prick,” he says and I nod slowly, my lip caught between my teeth to stop myself from crying in front of him like an idiot.

      “Still, I’m sorry,” I say, gripping my bag that’s hanging over my shoulder like a weighted suitcase. My body is so fucking tired. So is my mind. All I want right now is a hot shower and then to lay in my bed and disassociate until practice tomorrow.

      “It’s okay, Liss. I’ll see you at practice tomorrow. A broken nose can’t stop me. Trust me,” he says with a wink and winces because of said nose.

      I give him a sympathetic look and open my car door to set my bag inside. He stops me and I turn back as soon as I get in.

      “Lissie, look. I don’t know what you two have got going on. I know Nathan dated your sister and all that and I never want to bring it up, but…” he says, scratching his head and looking sheepish.

      “But what?” I ask, hating the defensiveness in my tone.

      He turns and gives me a serious look, his eyes set and filled with hatred. It makes me shake, this look.

      “But Nathan Ross is bad news, which I’m sure you already know, but I wouldn’t go around driving and hanging out with him. He and his family... They’re not good, Lissie, and I don’t want to see them hurt you. You’re too… pure. Too good for that,” he says honestly and I really have to try not to cry now.

      Everyone thinks I’m this good girl. This innocent, perfect little thing. What they don’t know is that I’m a monster. A backstabbing bitch who only thinks with her vagina, apparently. Who breaks promises and ruins people’s trust because I want to give in to my sick desires.

      I start up my car and give him a fake smile, keeping the fresh tears at bay and hidden from him.

      “You don’t need to worry about me, Max. Nathan Ross is of no interest to me,” I say and wave goodbye, pulling away and letting the tears fall violently.

      I cry because of my sister. Because of Nathan. Because of Max and his broken nose. But mostly I cry because not only am I a backstabber, but now I’m also a liar.
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      I get to the apartment and there’s a note on the counter from Sarah. She went out shopping with a few of the girls from the dance team and won’t be back until late this evening, thank God.

      I need some private time not only to dwell on my actions from this last week, but also so I can feel numb freely without having to explain myself.

      I drop the bag in the entryway and walk to my bathroom, stripping down and starting the hot water. As soon as I step in, I let it melt all over my skin and I breathe deep, trying to shut out all of the horrible thoughts and things that I’ve done, trying to repair myself and all the damage that I’ve caused. I wash my hair and my body after a while and stand there even longer, until my fingers prune and the water runs cold and I have no choice but to get out after an hour of standing in silence.

      A wrap a towel on my body and ring out my hair, and then brush my teeth and leave the bathroom to dress in my bedroom. As soon as I walk to the closet I freeze, a scream lodged in my throat as I stare at Nathan sitting casually on my bed.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I gasp.

      There’s an angry looking his eyes, the dark green of them now almost black. He sits up straight, his strong arms resting on his knees. He’s dressed in black jeans and a dark red sweater. I can see that he’s showered and shaved, looking clean and smelling expensive as usual. There’s a Rolex on his wrist and I bet it cost more than everything I’ve ever owned combined.

      “I think the question is, Lissie, is what the fuck are you doing here and not in my bed?” he seethes, his voice dark and predatory.

      I swallow and grip the towel tight to my chest, my knuckles practically turning white from the grip.

      “I have stuff to do today,” I say finally, not even believing my own lie because it sounds so shitty.

      He scoffs and stands, not moving an inch as his presence swallows up the room like a storm.

      “So you couldn’t wake me up and tell me that? I would’ve driven you home. How did you get back to your car anyway? Oh, that’s right, you took my phone and called Mya. You walked out on me instead of waking me up and deciding to be honest,” he growls and I shake before him, hating how well he sees through me.

      “What do I have to be honest about?” I ask, my voice trembling.

      “I think you know, little bird. I think you know exactly what you have to be honest about and that’s why you walked out on me without a word,” he says, walking towards me now.

      He stops and his hand reaches out to grab my throat, the large span of it stretching and resting against my pulse lightly, making it kick into overdrive.

      This shouldn’t be hot. This shouldn’t be hot.

      “You can’t admit that what happened last night between us was amazing. It felt so fucking right and because of that, it also felt wrong. Wrong because you have to hide it. You have to hide me. But I’m here to tell you, tiny dancer, that’s the last thing that you’ll do,” he growls, leaning down to lick from my collarbone all the way back up to my ear, making me shiver in his grasp.

      “You try to run or hide from me again, I’ll have you face down on this bed with my handprints on your ass,” he gruffs out, and the sentence should make me angry, it should make me push him away in disgust and scream at him to get out.

      But it doesn’t. Instead, I look up at him from under my lashes and bite my lip, trying to hold back the sudden moan that’s building inside my belly. He watches this and his nostrils flare as his eyes darken even more, now completely black.

      “You’d like that wouldn't you, little bird? You’d like wearing my marks on your delicate skin?” he questions, his hand leaving my throat to pull up the towel gripped in my hand.

      It falls to the floor and he steps back to stare at my naked body, his eyes roaming over every bare, wet curve of my flesh.

      “Turn around,” he growls, ordering me in such a way that has me wet with desire.

      I do as instructed and turn slowly, swallowing as I stare at my reflection in the mirror resting on my dresser. He stands behind me, all dark and powerful as he towers over me.

      “Now bend over and place your hands on the dresser. Look at my eyes through the mirror and don’t you fucking dare closed them, Lissie,” he orders and my eyes flutter in response, desperate to see what he has planned.

      He walks towards me, his hands massaging the globes of my ass cheeks. I sigh in pleasure, but my body tenses with hesitation, unaware of what he’s going to do next.

      “Such a pretty ass,” he coos, petting me like an animal, his animal.

      “Are you going to hurt me?” I whisper, shaking like a leaf as he lets out a long, dark chuckle.

      “I want to. I want to slap your ass until it’s red and make you cry as I fuck your greedy cunt, but you’re sore. And this pussy needs to be taken care of, not abused. Yet,” he says, a threat for what’s to come in the future.

      I hear his pants unzip and feel the heat of his cock at my entrance, all hard and heavy as I wiggle my hips brazenly, desperate for him to enter me, but he just stands there frozen, eyes locked on mine in the mirror.

      “Are you on birth control?” he asks suddenly, and I nod slowly, never breaking eye contact with him.

      “Thank Christ. I’m clean and I want to feel every bit of cream this pussy makes for me when it’s coming on my cock,” he growls, his dirty words making me even wetter.

      He leans over me and wraps one strong hand around my throat, as the other grips my hip, pulling me back onto his waiting erection. He enters me slowly, one hard push seating him fully to the hilt as my wet sex accepts him completely without any preamble. We both gasp in unison and I hate how amazing he feels inside me. He fits perfectly, a puzzle that was never meant to be pieced together, but now that it is, there’s no way it can be taken apart.

      He starts fucking me hard, his pace quickening each time he thrusts deep. I cry out and slap my hands against the dresser, his grip on my throat going tighter as we lock eyes in the mirror as we fuck each other like wild animals in heat.

      “Tell me why you left me this morning,” he growls out, pulling my head back to his shoulder.

      I shake my head and he grips my hip tighter, thrusting his cock all the way to my cervix, making me groan.

      “Tell me,” he orders, and I can’t, because what he’s doing to my body feels too good to think of anything else.

      He slows his pace, making me whine in response. I want him to keep fucking me like he was, all hard and demanding. I wiggle back, desperate for more friction, but end up frustrated with his denial.

      “No. Not until you tell me,” he growls and I whine more.

      “Nathan…” I plead, my eyes shut now.

      “Fucking say it!” he growls out, landing one hard slap to my ass and making me gasp.

      “Because!” I cry, locking my eyes with him as I shake with frustration.

      “Because why, Lissie?” he scowls and my lip trembles before the truth pours out.

      “Because I dishonored my sister and everything I love by giving myself to you. Because I feel like a whore!” I shout and he freezes, his eyes locked with mine.

      Before I know it, he’s pushing me back down so my face is planted against the dresser, my cheek rubbing against the wood as he starts fucking me with a ferocity I’ve never known before.
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      “Let me get something straight,” Nathan growls as he fucks me into my wooden dresser, the wet slaps of our joining flesh echoing across my bedroom.

      “The only person you dishonored was yourself by walking out on me today. Nobody else matters when it comes to us, and fuck whatever they think or have to say,” he gruffs out, his hand moving from my hip to grip around the wet strands of my hair, pulling my head back to look at his eyes in the mirror as he fucks me angrily.

      “And the next time you say that you’re a whore, it’ll be because I’ve asked you to while I fuck you into my mattress,” he growls and with that, I come, loudly.

      I cry out into my bedroom, the sounds of my moans bouncing off the walls as he fucks me so fast that the dresser shakes violently. It only takes a few more minutes until he’s growling like an animal, pushing deep and coming inside me with short thrusts of his hips.

      He stares at me in the mirror until our breathing quiets and evens out. He lets go of my hair and pulls me into his arms, his hands resting on my stomach as he kisses my ear. It’s so gentle that I don’t know whether to sigh or weep. Before I can decide, he breaks my train of thought by speaking.

      “I bought you something and this time, you’re going to wear it,” he says, zipping up his pants and pulling me by my wrist to the bed where a large box with a bow rests.

      “Open it,” he orders and I stand there awkwardly, still naked and feeling vulnerable as I reach for the towel, but his hand snaps out to stop me.

      “You stay bare for me until I say,” he commands and guides my hand to the box to start unwrapping it.

      I pull apart the bow and lift the lid and tissue paper, staring at the most beautiful red dress laying inside. I pull it out and hold it into the air, gasping when I realize that it’s floor length. It’s a sweetheart cut with thin straps and a slit going all the way up and stopping at the thigh.

      “What’s this for?” I asked quietly as he stands there staring at me with lustful eyes.

      “For dinner. Tomorrow night. I’m picking you up at seven. Don’t even try to argue with me either, Lissie. I’m not in the mood for it,” he growls and for some sick reason I start to smile.

      “It’s amazing how you can go from giving me a beautiful gift to barking at me like a drill sergeant,” I say, but he doesn’t respond.

      He just picks up the towel and wraps it around my body before kissing my hair and walking to the door.

      “Be ready at seven,” is all he says before he disappears.

      I hear the front door shut and lay back on my bed with the long red dress staring at me from the side of the bed. I know I shouldn’t go. I should put this dress right back in the box and maybe pack everything up and head home, far away from here and far away from Nathan Ross.

      But I don’t. Instead, I get up, grab a hanger and put the dress on it before hanging it on the back of my door. I stand back and look at it, a wide smile on my lips. I shouldn’t be getting involved with him, but I can’t help but notice the way my heart lights up when he’s near. The way it expands and contracts whenever he gets close to me. The way my legs tremble and tighten whenever his hands touch my skin. He’s poison, this man, but I am drawn to him like a moth to a flame. And I know that no matter how wrong or hard this is, I want nothing more than to be near him. If being a bad girl means I’m good for him, then I’m done being a good girl for the world.

      It's going to hurt like a bitch, maybe even ruin everything, but I’ve spent my whole life hiding and the last year crying, and I deserve to have a little fun even though it may hurt in the end.
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      Practice the next day is incredibly exhausting. We finished early, but by the time lunch came my body was too sore to even move.

      “Lissie, get up!” Sarah shouts when she walks over to me, somehow not sweating from the literal ass kicking we received today at practice.

      “Can’t. I’m Jell-O,” I whine at her and she laughs, grabbing my bag and pulling me to my feet by my hands.

      “Jell-O or not, you’re getting in the car and coming with me for lunch. I must have burned at least 3,000 calories because of Mya today and I need food now,” she says and even though I have dinner tonight, she’s right.

      My stomach grumbles loudly and we both hear it and laugh. We practiced in Mya’s old studio today. It’s pretty run down and in need or major repairs, but she bought it for a steal and has plans to build it up not only for the team, but for the community as well. The biggest problem with it is that it’s far from both the stadium and our apartment, so Sarah and I had to carpool. I am completely at her disposal now.

      We get in the car and drive towards town, laughing and singing along with the radio until a commercial comes on and we stop at a red light.

      “So tell me what’s going on with you and Nathan,” she says suddenly, ruining my happy mood and making me realize that ignorance truly is bliss.

      “There's nothing going on with Nathan and I,” I say, and she scoffs as the light turns green.

      “Bullshit. I heard about what happened with Max and him and I saw him outside of the apartment yesterday,” she says, literally catching me red-handed, or more like red-faced.

      “You saw him? I thought you were out shopping?” I say, not even denying it as she laughs in my face.

      “Anna left her wallet in her car at the complex and we had to go back. Saw Nathan walking inside the complex when we did. I know for a fact he doesn’t know anyone else at the apartment, so you’re busted, lady.” She fakes a scowl and I sigh as we pull into the cafe parking lot by the complex.

      “Spill,” she says, and I have no choice.

      I trust Sarah more than anyone and I know she won’t judge me or make me feel bad. Telling her might even offer me some relief in this entire, fucked up situation.

      “He took my virginity,” I say, and she gasps, eyes wide with glittering excitement as a smile spreads across her perfect lips.

      “And?” she says and I sigh again.

      “And then I freaked out the next morning and had Mya come pick me up and take me back to my car. When I got to the apartment and took a shower, I guess I left it unlocked because he was sitting on my bed and then we fucked again,” I say, embarrassed as I drop my head into my hands.

      She starts jumping up and down in the seat, the car shaking as I groan and she pulls my hands away from me.

      “Hey, what’s the problem? You just lost your virginity, and you should be excited right now. You just became a woman officially!” she says and I shake my head at her.

      “The problem is the man that took my virginity was my sister’s boyfriend. My sister who died in a car that he was driving. If my mom found out, she’d disown me. Maybe even kill me. And Max...he defended me and my way of showing appreciation is to fuck the guy that broke his nose? I feel terrible, Sarah.” I say, wiping away the tears of frustration that leave my eyes.

      “Lissie, look at me,” she orders and I do, locking eyes with her brown ones that are filled with acceptance.

      “It’s Max’s fault for getting in that fight. He asked for that broken nose whether he was trying to defend you or not. As for your mom, she doesn’t have to know. Not right now. You’ve only slept together, and you don’t know what could happen. Quit worrying about what other people will think and just live your life. You owe yourself some happiness, Alyssa. You’re always so serious and busy with work that you don’t ever take time to enjoy your life. Who cares if it’s messy and complicated? Are you having fun?” she says and after a while, I nod.

      “Then that’s all there is to it. Don’t worry about anything else right now. Cross that bridge when you get to it and just enjoy your life,” she says and I pull her in for a tight hug.

      She laughs at my sudden grip and wraps her arm around me, hugging me back.

      “Thank you,” I whisper and she shakes her head before pulling back and patting my hair.

      “Don’t thank me. I love you, girl. I just want you happy. Now get the fuck out of my car and let’s go get some sandwiches, I’m dying,” she says and we do, settling into that blissful ignorance that I’ve grown to love.
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      After Sarah and I had lunch, she took me back to the apartment and I told her about the date Nathan was taking me on tonight.

      She helped me get ready by doing my hair and makeup, after ordering me to shower and shave literally every bit of my body beforehand.

      Now I’m groomed and hairless, dressed in Nathan’s long red dress and the silver strappy heels that Sarah gave me. My hair is curled in long, luscious strands and my lips are painted a red that matches the dress.

      I feel like a blond Jessica rabbit.

      Sarah left for drinks with the team girls after she got me ready so I would be alone when Nathan shows up. She’s been nothing but accepting and respectful, excited for me even, and her energy has lifted my spirits. At times, I want to crawl away and hide, ignore everything going on with he and I, but she doesn’t let me. She makes me feel proud, like a woman who deserves to get what she wants without having to feel bad about it.

      I feel powerful from her encouragement. I feel like I can take over the world until someone knocks on the door. I pull it open to reveal a suited Nathan who makes me feel so small, I could practically be an ant.

      He’s wearing a charcoal suit with a crisp white shirt underneath. It’s unbuttoned and reveals his signature chain that rests on his chest. His dirty blond hair is slicked back and his face is freshly shaven, his green eyes bright as they roam over my body with a heat that licks every bit of my skin.

      “You look-” I start, but he cuts me off.

      “Like I want to say fuck dinner and rip you out of that dress and fuck you on your knees right now,” he growls, and I let out a nervous chuckle.

      “Always such the perfect gentleman.” I laugh and he brushes a hand down my cheek, grabbing my chin and pulling my face to his.

      “I never claimed to be a gentleman, especially when it comes to you. Now shut up and kiss me,” he growls, and I should hate the way he orders me around, but my body reacts to it with such heat that I can’t help but lean forward and capture his lips with mine.

      He pulls back after a while, growling lowly as he wraps his hand in mine.

      “Let’s get in the car before I ruin the evening and your dress,” he gruffs out, pulling me out of my apartment and towards the elevator as we ride it down to the lobby.

      He wraps his arm around my waist and walks me to the parking lot before he opens the door to a waiting black vehicle and buckles me inside.

      When he gets in, he barks an order at the driver, and it takes me by surprise because he asks them to take us to his house.

      “I thought we were going to dinner?” I ask and he looks over at me in his peripheral vision and offers me a smirk.

      “We are,” is all he says, and we ride the rest of the way in silence until we stop in front of his mansion.

      He gets out of the car and opens the door for me like a gentleman, offering his hand and pulling me to the front door before unlocking it and walking us inside. I can’t help but gasp at the view before me.

      He has candles lit on every surface, guiding and creating a path to the dining room as he walks us to a table set with two chairs. A lit candle and a single red rose rest in the center of the table in between two plates that have a delicious looking meal on them. It smells of wine and roasted vegetables and I lick my lips as my stomach growls.

      “I wanted to take you out tonight, take you to a nice place and wine and dine you and treat you like the goddess that you are,” he starts to say before waving his arm out and gesturing to the table before us.

      “But I know you’re nervous about being seen with me, and tonight I want you to enjoy your time. I want you to stay with me instead of walking out without a word in the morning,”

      he says quietly and I suddenly feel bad for leaving him not once but twice.

      He may be an ass, but since we’ve been intimate, he’s treated my body with care and he’s done nothing but show that he wants to be next to me and for now that’s all I need. For now, that’s enough.

      “Thank you, Nathan. This looks amazing,” I say, looking at him from over my shoulder as he lets out a low noise before moving my hair to the side and placing a small kiss to the back of my shoulder blade.

      He pulls out a chair for me and I sit down as he lays a napkin in my lap before taking his seat across the table.

      We eat in silence, and I can’t help but moan as I take a bite of the delicious Coq au Vin he had prepared for us. His eyes snap to mine and he sips his wine with his gaze locked with me. His stare is hot and travels down my body and makes my knees press together, my panties wet with anticipation as we finish our meal.

      He leans back in his chair and stares at me long and hard, his eyes darkening as the heat in my body stretches across every limb.

      “You look like you want something, Lissie. Care to enlighten me?” he says and in this moment, and this blissful perfect moment, I decide to tell him the truth.
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      She sits there in my dining room, all pretty and flushed in her red dress. It takes everything in my power not to stalk her like an animal and rip all of that tight hugging fabric to shreds.

      “Tell me what you want, little bird,” I growl, circling her as she meets me with shy eyes, a beautiful flush coloring her cheeks.

      “I want...I want you to…” she stops, turning crimson at whatever she wants to say.

      I approach her slowly, my hands resting on her cheeks as I pull her face up to me. She bites her lips and I try not to let the beast inside me roar free just yet. I pull her to her feet and whisper in her ear.

      “Say it, baby. Tell me what you need.” I coax her, dying to hear what’s on her innocent little mind.

      She looks up at me, eyes all wide and bright. Her next words stun me into fucking silence.

      “I want you to fuck me like a whore. I want you to be dirty and call me names. To hurt me in a way that’ll make me feel good,” she rasps out and my hands freeze on her face.

      Her words wash over me and sink into my heated skin, making me growl in response.

      This fucking woman…

      “Nathan, say something-” she starts but I silence her with a hard hand clapping over her mouth, her eyes widening like saucers as she stares up at me.

      “You want me to fuck you like a slut? Is that it, Lissie? You want me to mark you and fuck you like my dirty little girl?” I growl and she nods her head slowly, I swear I even feel her slow smile spread from underneath my hand, and it makes my cock harden like granite.

      “Whatever you want, princess,” I say, my hand moving from her mouth to wrap around her throat.

      I yank her to me so fast that her heels scrape against the hardwood and a gasp leaves her swollen lips.

      “Too much?” I ask, but thankfully, she shakes her head.

      “Good girl.” I praise her and she blossoms like a flower.

      I push her down onto the couch, standing in between her spread legs and I bring my other hand to her lips, opening her mouth with my thumb.

      “Open,” I command and God help me, she does.

      “Now suck. Hard,” I say, pushing my thumb in as her warm tongues sucks at it greedily.

      “Dirty fucking girl. You want daddy’s cock?” I growl, coaxing her and loving the moan that she lets out over my thumb.

      “Yeah, of course you do, you little slut. You want my cock deep inside that sloppy little pussy. But you’ll have to wait, know why?” I ask and she shakes her head slowly, her eyes looking up at me from beneath her lashes.

      Jesus, no porn could ever do her justice.

      “Because you have to suck it first. Now open wide and get ready for daddy,” I growl, removing my thumb and unzipping my slacks, freeing my cock from its confines.

      She licks her lips slowly, staring at my hard length as it reaches for her. I grab the back of her head and pull her to it, her tongue sticking out to lick the entire length of me. Even if she’s inexperienced, I know she’ll drain my balls dry if I let her.

      I push my cock in hard, pressing the back of her throat as she gags around it, tears dripping from her eyes as she chokes on my dick.

      “That’s it, slut. Gag on my cock,” I growl, and she sucks me in even deeper, eyes glued to mine as she does it.

      I have to stop the moan from leaving my lips. I have to zone in all of my focus so that I don’t lose myself from the sweet heat of her mouth. She bobs her head back and forth, sliding her tongue all around my rigid length. My balls grow tight and I start fucking her mouth like a mad man, mascara running down her perfect face as she cries and chokes from the force of my thrusts.

      “Yeah, that’s it. You suck that cock so fucking good. God baby, you’re such a dirty little slut. Doing whatever daddy says. Take your tits out, I want to see you play with them.” Eyes still glued to mine, she does as she’s asked.

      She pulls her luscious tits from her dress and begins to fondle the heavy orbs in her hands, sucking me deep and hard while she does it. I growl at her, my hand in her hair wrapping around the strands tighter, feeding her my dick as she eats it like she’s starving.

      “Greedy little bitch,” I growl, ripping my dick away from her mouth and slapping her cheeks with it.

      She takes it all, letting me do whatever I want to her as she continues to fondle her large breasts. Then, she does something that makes me harden like steel. She does something that ruins all other women for me.

      She leans back on the couch, legs spread wide so I can see the wetness of her panties, her tits heavy in her hands. She tilts her head up at me and licks her lips before spreading them in a slow, languid smile.

      With that, I pounce on her.
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      Within seconds, he’s on me.

      He’s ripped my panties from my body and torn my new dress clean in half. I know not to scold him about it, because he’ll just say that he’ll buy me a new one. And then, he will.

      He pushes my knees up to my chest and in one long, hard thrust, he pushes inside me, shoving his thumb back in my mouth as I moan around it.

      “Yeah, that’s right. Take that fucking cock, you little whore,” he growls and instead of feeling degraded, I preen at his harsh words.

      I asked for this and he gave me what I wanted without question, playing the game that I’ve been so desperate to play with him.

      He pounds into me, his balls slapping against my ass as he twists and contorts me to fuck me even deeper. I cry out around his thumb, and he yanks my head back with my hair before landing a hard slap to my clit, making me scream in response.

      “God! You fucking dirty bitch! Look at how that pussy creams on my cock. That virgin pussy is nothing but a slut now,” he growls, and before I can help it, I come around him long and hard, my body shaking in the process.

      He freezes, his eyes dark and pinned on me.

      Uh oh.

      “What did you just do?” he growls, all dark and lethal as I pant through my sudden climax.

      I can’t answer, my breathing is too erratic. Apparently, that’s not good enough because he twists his hand in my hair even harder and yanks at it.

      “Fucking answer me, slut. Tell me what you just did.” He grunts and I tremble in his hard grasp.

      “I… I came,” I whisper, and he grabs my jaw hard, pulling my face up.

      “You came what?” he growls and I know what he wants.

      “I came...sir,” I say, and he nods his head in approval.

      “And did I ask you to?” he says, his hand still pulling my jaw.

      “No, sir. You didn’t,” I say, and he pushes his thumb back into my mouth.

      

      “When bad girls don’t listen, they get punished. Do you deserve to get punished, whore?” he grunts and slowly, I nod my head, unsure of what I just signed up for.

      Before I know it, he spins me around so that I'm on my knees, ass in the air and my face pressed into the couch. With one hand, he wraps it around my neck, keeping my face down as the other travels down my ass before landing three, harsh slaps to it, making me yelp in response.

      “Your safe word is red. Say it and I’ll stop immediately, got it?” he rasps in my ear, and I nod.

      

      Within seconds, he lands more punishing slaps to my ass. It stings and I know it’ll be marked by the end of the night, but I don’t care because as soon as he’s done slapping it, he replaces the burn with the heat of his lips as they kiss away the stinging pain, his hand moving to my pussy now as his palm rubs around on my clit.

      It’s so deliciously conflicting, that all I can do is moan against the couch. When he’s got me all wet again, his hips rear back and he slams back inside of my pussy, the head of his cock nudging the deepest part of my womb, hitting my G spot and making me scream in bliss.

      His hand claps over my mouth as he fucks me hard, his balls slapping at my clit as he grunts and moves above me. I can hear his pants slide down to his ankles, his belt hitting the floor.

      “This greedy fucking cunt is mine, whore. I’ll fuck it whenever I damn well please and because you’re nothing but a dirty little bitch for it, you’ll like it. You’ll take it all like the slut you are.” He growls before moving his hand away from my mouth and clasping it back on my neck.

      “Let me hear you. Let me hear what this fat cock does to your filthy pussy,” he grunts, his words making me so wet that he has to fight from slipping out of me.

      “Oh, god. Oh yes!” I cry out, moaning like a wild woman as he pounds into me with punishing thrusts.

      “Fuck me daddy, fuck my little pussy!” I scream and tighten around him as he fucks me harder somehow, pushing me into the couch.

      “Good girl. Now come, come all over daddy’s dick,” he says and I come instantly, shaking and crying out as his hips falter.

      Just as I’m at the peak of my climax, he pushes all the way in with one last, hard thrust and roars like a lion, his shouts echoing off the walls as he collapses on top of me.

      We lay like that for a while, all sweaty and breathless until he lifts his head and plants sweet kisses on my shoulder blades. He pulls my hair back to kiss my ear before whispering into it.

      “Are you okay? Was I too rough?” he asks, sounding concerned as I smile at him.

      “You were perfect,” I say, smiling wide as he groans against me.

      “No, baby. You were. So fucking perfect. I’m going to worship you now,” he says before he lifts me in his arms, kicking off his pants before he climbs the stars and to his large bathroom.

      He sets me down on my feet as he draws a bubble bath. When it fills, he tests the water and lifts me before gently setting me inside of it. I wince as my sore ass meets the hot water. He gets in and sits me gently on his lap, rubbing my ass in slow, sweet circles.

      I sigh and lean back into him, letting him take care of me as my eyes drift closed in peaceful content.
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      I must have drifted off in the tub and been carried to the bedroom, because the next morning I awoke in Nathan's comfortable bed, without any sign of him in it.

      The sun is rising outside, and I hear the faint song of birds singing through the open window above his large, white bed. His bedroom really is perfect. The floors are a gray marble, and the walls are the same color gray so that every bit of white and black furniture stands out beautifully. It’s high end and modern, but still comfortable somehow.

      I stretch my limbs and see that Nathan dressed me in one of his t-shirts. The hem reaches my mid-thigh and I smile as I burrow my nose in it, smelling his unique and inviting scent. I stretch my legs out and wince. I’m still sore on my backside and my thighs, but it’s a soreness that I welcome as the delicious memories of us last night rush to the front of my mind.

      I get up and open the bedroom door. My nostrils are immediately tangled in the scent of fresh cooked eggs and bacon. My stomach growls ravenously and I make my way down the stairs and to the kitchen, clearly not ready for the sight that’s waiting for me.

      I freeze in the doorway, and Nathan’s bare back is turned to me as he cracks eggs into a pan and starts stirring, as bacon sizzles in another pan beside him. He looks...domestic. He looks comfortable and at ease and I want to freeze this moment in time forever. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him peaceful. He’s such an intense person that I have often wondered if he’s ever been able to just be calm and at ease. I don’t want to take him away from this moment, but I must have let out a noise because he turns around suddenly, dark green eyes locked with mine as a slow, sexy smile spreads across his lips.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” he says quietly with a low rumble of his voice, making a shiver erupt and spread across my warm skin.

      “Hi,” I whisper, suddenly shy as I stand in his kitchen in his t-shirt.

      “I didn’t mean to disturb you, I just didn’t know where you went…” I say, babbling like an idiot as he stands there with that sexy smirk painted on his full lips.

      “You didn’t disturb me, Lissie. Your stomach’s been growling since five this morning and I had no choice but to feed you. I forgot how big your appetite was.” He winks and I blush, suddenly feeling insecure in my thick skin.

      “I know, you’re probably used to stick models and not women who eat like linebackers,” I say, my voice cracking.

      He frowns and stops stirring the eggs. He turns off the stove and walks to me, like a predator in the wild, his strides long and his eyes intense. He grabs my chin and forces me to look up at him with wide eyes.

      “I was in no way commenting on your body and your eating habits when I just said that, Lissie. You are perfect in every way. Athletic dancers should have an appetite with the amount of work that you do each day. Your body is perfect. And mine,” he growls, yanking me forward before planting a hard, possessive kiss on my lips.

      “Plus, like I said the other day, I don’t fuck stick models,” he says as he pulls from my mouth, rubbing his nose down the length of my flushed neck.

      “I fuck women that have curvy thighs and asses that I want to slap and bite. Women that have bodies like yours,” he rumbles, biting at my throat and making me moan in response, my hands now gripping his strong shoulders.

      “But now I don’t need those women, because now, I have my dream,” he whispers, kissing the bite he left on my skin, making me buzz all over.

      I hang onto his words, wondering what he meant by having his dream. The words are loaded with a heaviness that should weigh me down, but instead, I find that I’m floating. Until I smell the distinct scent of burning pork.

      “Nathan, the bacon is burning,” I say and he rips away with a curse, rushing towards the stove and pulling the bacon off as I sit at the counter and hide my chuckle.

      He plates the eggs and meat, popping on slices of thick toast with butter before setting a plate and fork in front of me.

      “Eat. I nearly wasted half a pig because of you,” he teases, and I roll my eyes.

      “It’s not my fault that you’re easily distracted,” I say, taking a bite of toast before nibbling at the eggs and bacon.

      “No, it’s your fault that you’re so tempting. You’re the biggest distraction of them all, tiny dancer,” he rumbles, and the words weigh on me, probably more than he intended.

      I sit back in the chair, staring at my half-eaten plate of breakfast as I let his words sink in. I may be a distraction for him, but he’s an even bigger one for me. I don’t know how to keep whatever this is between us from my mom or balance this in between my dance career. I enjoy what we have going on, but what is this exactly? Do we label this? Do we just keep meeting in secret until we move on to other people? Will we be moving on? Jesus, is it normal to have this many questions racing in my head over breakfast?

      “Whatever you’re thinking, I already know it’s not good, so spill,” he orders, breaking my thoughts.

      He’s staring at me with that same intense stare, eyes looking straight through me and reading me like a book. I may as well be honest. He’s the only person I can be totally honest with right now anyways.

      “What exactly is…this that we have going on between us, Nathan?” I ask, my voice trembling as I stare at my hands.

      His fork drops on his plate, the sound echoing in the large kitchen.

      “What do you mean, Lissie?” he rumbles, making me tremble even more.

      “I mean, like, do we just keep on like this? Hiding from the world and having sex?” I ask and his hand rests on the table, his fingers twitching.

      “Look at me when you speak to me,” he commands and I do, I meet his intense green eyes and swallow the lump of worry in my throat.

      “You’re the one that’s nervous to be seen in public with me. I would’ve gladly taken you out to a nice place last night, but I can tell your worry about us being seen together is strong and I wanted you to feel comfortable. I did that for you,” he says, his eyes intense, but not angry.

      I sigh and blow my bangs out of my face.

      “I know you did, and I appreciate it., but you have to see why I’m afraid of being seen with you. We have to talk about it,” I say, and he frowns.

      “And what exactly are you afraid of, Alyssa? What is it that we need to discuss?” he commands, and I start to grow frustrated, frustrated because he wants me to say it out loud and I don’t want to, but I have to. It was going to be discussed eventually, so I guess we’re doing it now.

      “Because I don’t want the news reports to come out about how the star quarterback of the NFL Panthers is now dating his dead ex-girlfriend’s younger sister. I don’t want my mom to see that on TV,” I whisper and he nods, his nostrils flared.

      “Correction, you don’t want your mom to see it at all. Because she doesn’t want us together. Because she thinks I killed your sister,” he growls, but I don’t say anything.

      I stare at my knotted hands and sniff back tears, angry that we will never have a moment of peace that can last because this is our reality. This is our ugly truth that I can’t ignore even though I so desperately want to.

      “Answer me,” he commands, and I rub my palms on my bare thighs, swallowing before tilting my head up to meet his eyes.

      “Yes,” I finally whisper, and I hate the curt nod that he gives me.

      I hate that he’s all tense and angry again. I want the shirtless, peaceful Nathan that cooks breakfast for me to come back. I want to ignore all of this bullshit that constantly pulls us away from one another. I want to live in our beautiful, little lie forever.
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      His phone starts ringing on the counter and we both look at it, seeing that his dad’s name is now popping up on the screen as it buzzes on the countertop.

      “I have to take this. Go upstairs and get dressed, you have practice tonight and I have clothes laid out in the bathroom for you,” he says as he grabs the phone and I freeze, wondering whose clothes they are, if they’re my sister’s.

      He notices and rolls his eyes at me.

      “I can see the wheels turning in your head from here. Before you start freaking out, they’re your clothes. I got them out of your dance bag the other day and cleaned them for you,” he says before picking up the phone and walking outside to take the call.

      I sit there, feeling all kinds of strange emotions. Confused, sad, all of them. Mostly because I am quick to judge him, but he’s given me no reason to judge him. He’s been nothing but honest with me since we’ve been…whatever we are. At least, I think he has. As of right now, I still can’t trust Nathan Ross and that knowledge plagues me more than our harsh reality.

      I get up and walk back upstairs and into his large bathroom, looking at the athletic wear and new shoes he got me last week sitting on the sink for me. I splash some water on my face and put my hair in a ponytail before I reluctantly change out of his shirt and into my clothes.

      When I walk back downstairs, I see that he is still on the phone with his dad outside on the side patio. I really want to eavesdrop on their conversation, but out of fear of getting caught, I decide to walk away and tour the rest of his house that I haven’t see yet.

      I walk past the dining room down the large main floor, stopping when I see another hallway that opens up to another side of his house that I have yet to see. I knew it was big, but I didn’t know that it had literal wings inside of it. I walk down the hallway, and when I reach the end of it, I see that I am in a large game room. There’s foosball, dart boards, a pool table and a large speaker system as well as possibly one of the biggest flat screen TVs I have ever seen. I smile because I realize that Nathan Ross has a mancave and I would expect nothing less from him.

      I walk out of the game room and the next hallway leads to a sunroom on the left and an office on the right. I know it’s an office because the door is left slightly open, and I see a computer desk and files laying out on it. I look around to make sure he’s not near me and decide to walk inside. It’s a large office, with literal animal heads and shit. I didn’t know he hunted, but given the fact that he’s from a very rich family who pride themselves on sports, I wouldn’t put it past him. There’s a fireplace, two black leather couches and a liquor cart. It feels…very adult in here and I often forget that he’s ten years older than me. This is an office of someone in their thirties. Someone who’s very rich and in their thirties. The large computer sitting on the ornate, wooden desk is probably more than a month’s worth of my rent.

      I walk to the desk and sit in the chair, looking around at the files scattered across it. Some are bank deposit receipts, some are contracts, but one specific file catches my eye. It’s a file from a lawyer’s office here in Charlotte. The only reason it catches my eye is because I see my sister’s name on it.

      I grab the file and open it, seeing a few reports on the night of the accident. Some are police reports that were taken by both Nathan and the truck driver who hit them, but the rest are unfiled court documents.

      One document states that Nathan had no fault in the accident. He passed all of his sobriety tests and after further investigation, the truck driver was at fault and sentenced to six years in prison. I keep flipping through and stop when I see a document that stuns the hell out of me.

      It is a document from Nathan to his lawyer, with attached screenshots of text messages between he and my sister two months before she died.

      

      Amber: Why won’t you talk to me? I was honest with you! We can’t just throw away seven years over one mistake, Nate.

      Nathan: We can, Amber. You slept with my father for fuck’s sake. You’ve been seeing him for over two years!

      Amber: Nate, I know you’re angry, but we have to talk about this. We’ve never even had sex, you can’t blame me for wanting some form of release! You can’t keep telling me we’re waiting until marriage, when you’re not a virgin and we aren’t even engaged!

      Nathan: I’d be more willing to forgive you for sleeping around, but because you’ve been sleeping with my father, who is still married to my fucking mother and is now fucking my girlfriend, I think I have a right to take some time to myself.

      

      I freeze, dropping the documents from my hands and watching them fall back to the computer desk. My hand is covering my mouth in horror, I feel sick and angry as I stare at the papers. The document was never filed, and I have a million questions as to why, but I can only sit there, frozen with my eyes widened in shock.

      “Find everything you needed?” Nathan asks from the doorway, making me jump as I lock eyes with him, my vision swimming in unshed tears.

      “What is this?” I whisper, tears falling down my cheeks now.

      Nathan sighs and rubs his forehead. He’s changed into a white t-shirt and jeans and even though it’s nearly noon, he looks exhausted. He walks towards me and sits on the arm of one of the leather couches facing the desk.

      “You know what it is, Lissie,” he says, his voice tired.

      I wipe my tears away, staring at the documents on the desk before me before snapping my eyes back to his.

      “Is it true? Did she really sleep with your dad?” My voice is a whisper because I can’t even believe the words that are leaving my mouth.

      “You saw the texts,” he says, and I start to get angry.

      “There’s no way Amber would do something like this. I knew my sister, and she would never do something like this!” My voice is rising, my stomach is filled with lead. I don’t want to believe this, but I also don’t want to believe that he would lie to me, that he would make something like this up.

      “I know she was your sister, Lissie, but you didn’t know her those last few years. No one did, not even me,” he says, his voice sounding defeated and haunted all at once.

      “If it’s true, then why didn’t you file this report in the case?” I ask, my eyes narrowing as he meets my gaze, his elbows resting on his knees.

      “Because what good would it do, Alyssa? She’s dead. It would only open up a can of worms that nobody would need opened. You and your mom needed to heal, not deal with even more bullshit. I did it for the both of you,” he says, and the sincerity in his voice sounds so genuine, but I still am skeptical.

      “So you’ll just let your dad get away with this? With sleeping with your fucking girlfriend?” I say and he gets up so quickly, I can’t register the fact that he’s now standing in front of me, towering over me.

      “My father has gotten away with more than you’re even capable of comprehending. I may have a rich family, but that doesn’t mean we’re close. It doesn’t mean we don’t have skeletons in our closets. It’s why I always went to your family’s holidays. I admired the love I felt in that house. Something I’ve never felt in my house growing up,” he says darkly, and his cryptic words make me shudder, but he doesn’t stop.

      “This isn’t the first affair that man has had, but it was a shocking one obviously. I couldn’t stay mad at Amber, he manipulated her. Took advantage of her. I owed it to her to stay with her. It wasn’t her fault. He was a grown man. He knew better,” he growls, and we fall silent.

      I let his words sink in, but they’re not settling well. I hate his father even more now. I want to see him rot forever.

      “How old was she when it started?” I whisper, my fingers skimming over the document.

      “Twenty-one. She was an adult, but she was still young and naive. He was still a fifty-year-old man taking advantage of her,” he rumbles, and I stand abruptly, my hands resting on his strong shoulders.

      “We have to tell my mom,” I say suddenly and his nostrils flare as he shakes his head aggressively.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “What? Why! She thinks you’re at fault for everything, Nathan. She hates you because she doesn’t know the truth!  You protected my sister. You forgave her and stuck by her,” I say, my voice shaking.

      “What good would it do, Lissie? Amber is still dead and your mom doesn’t need this on top of her grief. It won’t be worth it. I’d rather her hate me,” he says slowly, and I shake my head in frustration as I walk away from him and start pacing his office.

      “So you’re just going to let your father win? You’re going to keep playing the enemy for him? You’re going to keep hiding us in the shadows when we can bring it all to light and maybe start something healthy between us?” I say, my fists balling and clenching at my sides as his eyes narrow.

      “I’m not keeping you in the shadows. I want to be able to walk outside with your hand in mine. I want to be able to kiss you publicly after a game, to take you out to dinner and have you wear everything I buy you with pride. To let everyone know that you’re mine, but you’re the one that refuses to let that happen,” he growls and I let out an empty laugh.

      “That’s so rich, Nathan! Putting it on me when you know I can’t say anything because of how my mom feels, because you choose to let her keep believing this false narrative she’s built about you. I’m done with this,” I say, whipping out my phone and ordering an Uber as I make my way out of the office.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” he growls, stalking after me.

      “Home. I don’t want to deal with this right now. You’re clearly not changing your mind and I’m not going to stick around and wait for you to,” I say, walking into the living room now with him hot on my heels.

      “Don’t you dare walk out on me, Alyssa. You’re pointing out all of my faults when you’re the one that can’t stick around and talk when things get rough. You choose to walk away and hide from everything so you can be a good little girl living in ignorance. I got news for you, baby, it won’t be bliss for long. It’ll always find you,” he says, his voice dark and ominous as I turn around and lock eyes with him.

      “That may be, but I tried to convince you to tell the truth and you gave me your answer. I’m not the one who wants to hide in the shadows forever. Now let me go, I have an Uber waiting,” I say, and we stand in silence, staring at each other as tension and that stupid chemical pull we share crackles between us like electricity.

      “I’m not hiding, Lissie, I’m just trying to make the right choices,” he says finally and I laugh in his face.

      “You know the choice you need to make, Nathan, and you’re deciding against it. And now, you’re deciding against us so you can protect the villain. Goodbye,” I say before opening the front door.

      I hear him slam something, a loud echo behind me followed by a shouted curse from him, but I don’t turn around to console him, I just shut the door behind me and walk to my waiting ride, wiping tears from my eyes the entire way.
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      She slams the door behind her, and my fist is bleeding after punching the side table.

      I walk to the kitchen sink and run it under cold water. I watch until the blood dries and the water runs clear, until I’m plagued with nothing but a memory from my childhood that feels like this exact moment.

      

      It’s a rainy Sunday morning and I’m ten years old, bored and wandering the large halls of my family home.

      Mom is out for a spa day, a typical thing she does every Sunday. I’m left alone in the house most days, but always on Sundays. Dad’s usually at his office preparing for the next week of practices and our maid is off duty. The house is large but feels like a big museum on Sundays. The floors creak and the walls echo. I told my parents I was going over to my friend’s today since it felt like a great day to play football outside, but his mom apparently does Sunday dinner and it didn’t feel right staying, so I came home early.

      I’m bored out of my mind and it’s times like this that I wish I had a sibling. Someone to be bored with, someone to play with or even argue with. It would all be better instead of this loud silence I hear so often in this house. I walk upstairs to my bedroom and stop outside my parents’ door, freezing when I hear loud noises coming from the room. I hear a girl crying, but not like the sad kind. Her cries sound breathy, like she’s making noise just to hear it.

      I hear grunting and I hear something thumping on the wall, so out of confusion, I crack open the door and my eyes widen at the sight. My dad is naked, on top of a naked woman, a woman that is not my mother and looks really young, grunting and making strange sounds as the bed shakes. I shut the door quickly and run to my bedroom, hiding under the covers in the fear of getting caught snooping. Dad hates it when I snoop. His face gets all red and purple when he’s mad and it makes him look like a giant, scary beet.

      The noises stop and I hear doors upstairs open and shut, some footsteps down the stairs until finally, I hear the front door close. I squeeze my eyes shut and pretend I’m sleeping when I hear his heavy, distinct feet pound up the stairs. It’s almost five at night, so it’s weird to be caught sleeping, but I can just lie and say I needed a nap after playing football in the sun all day.

      My door opens and I feel my dad sit on the bed, his heavy weight creating a divot as my body dips from it.

      “Nate, I know you’re up. Sit up and look at me now,” he orders, his big voice deep and scary.

      He’s mad and it makes me want to crawl away and hide forever.

      “I promise I didn’t mean to snoop! I just wanted to make sure you were okay…” I say from under the covers, trying to get off the hook. My back is still healing from the bruises caused by his belt last week, I really don’t want any more or else I won’t be able to play football this week.

      “I said sit up and talk to me, boy!” he shouts, his voice shaking the room.

      I do as I’m told, sitting up and looking at his red face as his eyes narrow on me.

      “You say nothing about what you saw today, got it?” he threatens, his voice scaring me as I try to not let my chin wobble.

      “I didn’t see anything-”

      “God dammit, kid! You don’t listen worth shit! I said, do you understand?” He reaches forward and grabs me by the collar of my shirt, yanking me towards his mad, sweaty face as I nod quickly.

      “Good. Now, if I catch you snooping around one more time, I’ll get my belt out faster than you can run, so don’t fucking do it again. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this shit in order to make it get through your thick ass head.” He growls, tossing me back on the bed as he gets up and walks to the door.

      I can’t help my words coming out, they leave my mouth like puke does when I have to eat brussels sprouts.

      “Why were you on top of that lady like that, Dad? Is that why I can’t tell Mama? Because she would be mad at you?” I ask, knowing the questions were wrong because when my dad turns around, he clenches his fist and his face is that angry, purple beet color.

      He marches towards me and before I can even say sorry, his fist meets my eye and I’m knocked back on my bed by the force of his punch. I can’t even cry, the hit hurts so bad. I can only hold my face as I hear him straighten up and walk back to the door.

      “Keep your fucking mouth shut if you know what’s good for you, kid,” he says before he slams the door behind him.

      I lay in my bed for the rest of the night. I don’t get ice for my eye, I just wet a rag in my bathroom with cold water and hold it to my face as I listen to music. It isn’t until the sun is gone for the night that I hear the yelling. I open my door to listen, not surprised when I hear my mom and dad fighting.

      “Fuck, Tracy! I tell you every week that the maid is off on Sundays so you’ll have to order dinner, but of course, you’re too preoccupied spending my fucking money so you can get your toes done and get pampered like a princess. Can you fucking do anything other than worry about yourself? I can’t believe I had a fucking child with you! You’re irresponsible,” my dad shouts, making me jump from the loud sound.

      “Sorry Jonathan, I guess I was a little preoccupied distracting myself while you fuck another whore in our bed!” my mom shouts and I freeze, terrified that my dad is going to come up here.

      “Who told you that?” my dad asks, his voice low and scary.

      “The red thong by our bed told me all I needed to know. If you’re going to cheat, be smart about it, John, come on. Take her to a cheap motel, don’t fuck her on my Egyptian cotton sheets.” There’s silence, so much silence that I think I can even hear their breathing from up here.

      “You mean fuck her on the sheets that I paid for? In the house that I pay for? In the place that you get to live in for free?” he says, and then I hear the slap.

      He doesn’t hit her a lot, not like he does with me, mostly because she cries afterwards, and I know not to by now. I hear her soft cries and sniffles and then I hear the front door slam shut and his car start. I wait an extra few minutes to make sure he’s gone before I walk down the stairs and to the kitchen where my mom sits at the glass table, crying softly.

      She spots me and her eyes widen, tears falling as her hand covers her mouth when she sees my eye.

      “Oh, Nathan. Oh, baby. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” she cries and I walk to her, wrapping my small arms around her as she hugs me back, kissing my head.

      We sat like that for a while, just holding each other. I squeeze her small body before I whisper in her ear.

      “One day, Mama, I’m gonna get big and strong. I’m gonna get so big and strong that he’ll never be able to hurt us ever again,” I say, and she starts sobbing, but I just hold her until she stops. After, she makes me my favorite dinner, chicken alfredo, and we eat while watching movies in the living room.

      

      The memory fades as I sit down on my living room couch. That was the last day that my dad ever hit me. I stayed out of his way and grew quiet, working out and playing sports every free minute that I had. I started lifting weights at the young age of ten and anytime he pissed me off or hit my mom, I would punch at my punching bag until my knuckles were sore, imagining that the big, red swinging bag was his face.

      By sixteen, I was able to bench press two hundred and fifty pounds and I was selected as the quarterback for my high school’s varsity team. I only cared about football from that day forward.

      My mom left my dad last year. She had no money, no work history and had to move in with her elderly mother somewhere up in New York. I paid for her new house there and eventually, she got a job working at a library with her unused degree. She’s happy now, going to therapy and all that shit. We talk every day and I miss her more than anything. I miss her when I see my dad at practice, when I answer his drunken phone calls and listen to him bitch at me about whatever dumb strategy I played in the last game. I miss her when my house is quiet and lonely, when it feels like the house I grew up in.

      Until Lissie came here. Until she filled the house up with her moans and her laughter, with her cute, fiery anger and loud snores. She may think I’m protecting the villain, and I’ll let her think that while I finish what needs to be done. While I finish plotting ways to take down the villain once and for all, so he can’t hurt anyone else ever again.
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      The Uber drops me off at the apartment and Sarah is taking a nap before practice tonight. I walk in quietly and go to my bedroom, collapsing on my bed and staring at the ceiling as a million thoughts race through my mind.

      I hated walking out on Nathan. I knew we needed to sit and talk everything through, but he’s so stubborn and set on his decision, that anything I could have said wouldn’t have mattered. It’d be a waste of time and with our temper, we’d just end up fighting anyway.

      I hate that we can’t communicate in a healthy way. I hate that it always ends with me leaving and him coming around a few days later. He doesn’t even apologize. We just fuck around and move on like nothing ever happened in the first place, but this is something I cannot forget.

      My sister slept with his father. His dad, a fifty-year-old man, had sex with one of the team’s cheerleaders while she was dating his own son and Nathan wants to keep that truth in the dark. Nathan wants to protect his dad while everyone thinks he’s secretly the bad guy, when really he’s just a cover up. He’s just bearing everyone else’s burdens while he’s trying to keep living.

      It breaks my heart for him and all I want to do is lay in his bed with him and distract him from all that pain, heal the parts of his heart that are cracked and bruised, but he’s made his decision to do this to himself and there’s nothing I can do to change it. I can’t be the girl that hides in his house while the outside world judges him, my mother included.

      I want to be able to take him home for our family Christmas again, let him feel that love he claimed to have felt when he’s been over in the past, but that can’t happen when he’s hiding this truth, when he’s hiding himself and my mother blames him for the hole that resides in our family.

      I sigh and reach for my phone in my pocket, pulling it out and hovering over my mom’s icon in my contacts. I need to hear her voice right now. Even though I can’t tell her the truth, because I can’t go against Nathan’s wishes even when I’m mad at him, I still need the comfort of my mom's voice. Plus, tonight is the last practice before our state performance next week. I need to see when she’ll be driving in.

      I click on her name and hear the line start ringing before finally, she answers.

      “Hi baby girl, how are you?” her voice asks, breathy because she’s constantly rushing around at work, but still twinged with that pitch of sadness since Amber died.

      I swallow the lump in my throat, tears rushing to the surface now that I finally hear her voice.

      “I’m good, Mama. I miss you,” I say, shoving the tears down so that she won’t hear them and worry.

      “Oh, baby, I miss you too! You have no idea how weird it is cooking for just me now, I hate to admit that I might be guilty of ordering takeout more often than I should,” she says, and I laugh loudly.

      She’s always been worried about her figure. All of the women in my family care about their appearances. I really might be adopted.

      “I guess no takeout when you come to visit next week. When are you driving in?” I ask and I immediately hate the silence that fills the call afterward.

      “Listen, baby, I’m really sorry to do this, but I couldn’t get anyone to cover for me at the store. Staffing is just low right now and I can’t afford to shut the store down while I’m gone,” she says, and sadness fills my stomach.

      “I know that this is your first performance outside of a game performance, and you have no idea how badly I want to come, but I just can’t, baby. I’m so sorry, Alyssa,” she says sadly and I swallow back the tears that prick my eyes, wiping hard as I sniff and sit up.

      “Hey, Mom, it’s okay, really. It’s the first, but there will be many more after, okay? Just don’t work yourself too hard, I worry about you.” I say, and she laughs me off, a typical response from my mother.

      “You don’t need to worry about me, baby, I’m superwoman, remember?” she jokes and I laugh, agreeing with her before we say our goodbyes and hang up the call.

      My first dance performance, my first routine I helped choreograph and perform at a statewide competition will have no one in the audience for me. No one who knows my name and will shout it out if I do well. No one to clap or cheer me on.

      I wipe my tears and look at the photo of my sister and me on her graduation day. No matter who she was the last few years of her life, she would be there. She would be fussing at me for not wearing enough makeup on stage, but still, she would be there.

      I sigh and turn the photo away, unable to look at it any longer as I get up and grab my dance bag.

      I’m going to practice early so I can work out all this bullshit I have in my head. I need to ignore reality for a little longer.
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      It’s the morning of my first competitive performance and I am crammed in Sarah’s small car with five other girls.

      One of them being Anna, who doesn’t miss a beat when it comes to giving me a dirty look. I don’t know what I did to make her hate me, but I think it has something to do with the fact that Mya likes my dancing a lot more than hers. She’s been extra bitchy with me since Mya picked me to help choreograph our performance number. We have like an hour left of the drive and I really want to put my headphones on to drown out their chatter, but I left them at the apartment like an idiot.

      “So, ladies, have you hooked up with anyone from the team yet?” Marissa asks, giggling as all the girls start laughing and gossiping like schoolgirls.

      I am definitely not having this conversation.

      “Lissie, what about you?” Marissa asks after a while.

      Great.

      “Uh, no, I don’t really have the time or interest,” I say quietly and Sarah snorts. I shoot daggers from my eyes over in her direction and hope she feels them.

      “I feel that, but what about Nathan? He’s always staring at you at practice or the games,” Marissa says, and I feel a heat spread across my face. Anna locks eyes with me in the mirror and I swear if looks could kill, hers would have me six feet under immediately.

      “No, definitely not him,” I say, breaking eye contact.

      “That’s good though because Max has like a super huge crush on you,” Marissa giggles, and everyone agrees.

      “Yeah, it’s actually kind of pathetic,” Anna says, and I clench my fists.

      “Plus, don’t you think it’d be weird for you to fuck the guy that also fucked your sister? Especially since she’s like, dead and all now,” she says, and everyone in the car gasps.

      My palms are sweating and I think there’s steam coming out of my ears. Before I can speak, Sarah snaps at her, her hands tightly gripping the wheel.

      “Seriously, Anna, shut the fuck up. We all know you want to fuck Nathan and are butt hurt because he doesn’t even want to hold a conversation with you. Talking about Lissie’s sister doesn’t make him wanna fuck you, so don’t go there. Also, if you bring it up again, I’ll wring out my sweat towel in your water jug so you can taste what real saltiness looks like,” Sarah says and the whole car erupts with laughter.

      She winks at me in the mirror, and I mouth a thank you to her before I lean forward by Anna’s ear so she can hear me loud and clear.

      “Plus, since he dated my sister, I know for a fact he doesn’t like to fuck skinny brunettes,” I say, and Anna snaps forward and turns the radio up before thumping back in her seat like a child.

      “I’m done with this conversation,” she gruffs out and everyone laughs as we finish the drive to our competition.

      I feel great that Sarah defended me, I feel even better for coming back at Anna too, but I can’t help but feel sad when they talk about Nathan. Mostly because a very large part of me wishes he would watch me perform today like he always does at practice.

      We arrive at our competition and immediately start getting ready in one of the backstage rooms. Two other teams are competing today and are from some of the best studios in North Carolina, so I’m a bit nervous. The theater we’re at is large and even gives us complimentary food and beverages as we get ready, but I can’t stomach anything but water. I wish my mom was here. I wish she would tell me that she believes in me and that she’s proud, that she can’t wait to see what I’ve helped create.

      We’re finished getting ready after one hour. Our outfits are cute and custom made. They’re set with baggy pants, white tennis shoes, ball caps and custom jerseys with Mya’s studio name on them. It’s a total hip hop outfit, but that’s why I love it. I love the dance we created, and I know for a fact the judges will love it too, but I don’t know how well the other teams will compete.

      We watch the first team perform and my nerves kick into overdrive. They did really fucking well and their outfits were not only perfect, but their dance had the crowd giving a standing ovation.

      “Fuck,” Marissa says, staring at the crowd as the team walks backstage and past us while the other team gets ready.

      Mya only selected ten of us to compete and be a part of her studio, not everyone on the Panthers dance team made the cut, including Max, so I know that everyone here is the best of the best, but when I see how nervous they are, I kind of want to throw up.

      The next team performs and doesn’t do as great as the first, but still puts on a hell of a show. I keep fidgeting with my clothes and Mya snaps her eyes to me as she speaks to the team.

      “Listen guys, I know those teams were good, that’s why this is a competition, but what we have is better. I know that and you know that, so pick your chins up and perform like you do at practice. Follow me and do everything that you’ve done, and we’ll win this shit, got it?” she shouts, and everyone reaches in the center of our circle and chants before breaking apart when the announcer calls for our team.

      We walk out onto the stage, and I am blinded by the stage lights, barely able to make out the crowd except for the people in the front row. I stand next to Mya in the front, taking my lead position as the announcer tells the judges about our team before getting our song ready. I look out into the crowd and freeze when I see Nathan sitting in the front row, a bouquet of flowers in his hands.

      He spots me and even though I’m still mad at him, I can’t stop the large smile from spreading across my lips as we lock eyes. He smirks his sexy smirk back at me and I bite my lip, thankful that someone is here for me in the crowd.

      The announcer shouts out our introduction and the crowd cheers. I hear Nathan shout out my name and good wishes and I immediately feel confident, especially when the song starts and our team starts moving.

      This dance is a hard one, but that’s why Mya and I created it. There are a lot of jumps, fan kicks and tosses that we do, but we nail each move with precise skill, the crowd roaring loudly as we land each move perfectly. As we near the end of the routine, my final flip is coming up to end the number. I have to cartwheel over three bodies before I land in front in the center of the stage. I take a deep breath, counting my steps as I flip across the stage and land my final jump with my arms up in the air and a smile on my face. The song ends and the crowd goes wild. The judges stand and clap and Mya pulls me in for a tight hug before shouting and jumping with the rest of the team.

      “That’s what I’m fucking talking about! That’s how you fucking bring it!” she shouts, and we all run excitedly backstage as the judges stand back to make their final decision.

      As the scores appear on the screen, we wait nervously for ours to appear. The first team had a perfect ten and two nines, while the other had all nines. As our numbers jumble around on the screen, Mya grabs my hand and we watch in anticipation before finally, two tens and a nine appear on the board, announcing us as the state championship winners.

      “No fucking way,” I whisper in disbelief and both my team and the crowd cheer loudly.

      Mya grabs my hand and forces me to look at both her and the screen that she points out.

      “You see this?” she says, turning my chin to the stage where our team name pops up with the title WINNER spread above it.

      “This is why I picked you. This is why I push you. Because Lissie, this is what you fucking do. You win,” she says and I cry as we hug each other tight, rocking back and forth before we run out on the stage to grab our trophy.

      The announcer gives us our prize and the judges give us our congratulations, but I don’t focus on any of that because all I see is Nathan getting up from his seat as the crowd disperses. He walks to me, flowers in hand and I swear I’m floating towards him as I make my way down the stairs.

      He bends down to kiss my cheek before handing me my flowers, all red roses.

      “I’m still mad at you, you know,” I whisper and he smirks as his hand goes to my cheek.

      “No you’re not. Know how I know?” he asks and I shake my head, biting my lip as his nostrils flare before he bends down to whisper in my ear.

      “Because you’re letting me touch you in public,” he says, and before I can stop myself, I pull back and go up on my toes before I press my lips to his in a deep kiss.

      His hands go to both sides of my face and I can hear my team cheering behind me. I break away with a laugh. Nathan’s eyes are a brighter shade of green today, twinkling under the stage lights.

      “I can be mad at you and still kiss you. Thank you for the flowers,” I say and he pulls me to his chest.

      “You’re welcome. Can you be mad at me at dinner tonight?” he asks, and I can’t stop the butterflies from fluttering around in my stomach.

      “I want to, but I have to work at the club,” I say and his eyes narrow.

      Before he can argue or try to chastise me for working there, I place my hand over his mouth.

      “So you can book my VIP room so I can be mad at you there,” I say and I feel his smile spread beneath my palm before he kisses it sweetly, his tongue snaking out to lick my skin before I pull back.

      “I have to go. I’ll see you tonight,” I say before turning and walking to my team.

      Sarah grabs me and walks with me backstage, gushing and clapping like a child.

      “You should’ve seen Anna’s face! She was beet red!” She laughs and I can’t help but chuckle.

      “I guess she’s riding with Mya and the others back home now,” I say as we grab our things and head back home, a smile on my face the entire way.
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      We got back home an hour before my shift started, so I went to work with wet hair and the first dress I could find.

      When I opened my bag to get ready in the room, I realized I grabbed Sarah’s purple dress that she gave me weeks ago, the one I was wearing when I threw a drink in Nathan’s face. I bite my lip to suppress the chuckle, stepping out of my street clothes and into my dress and strappy silver heels. My hair has dried, but now it is a mass of untamed waves.

      Kim walks in wearing a short red dress and heels that literally add a foot to her height. I don’t know how she walks in shoes like that, but she does it like a boss.

      “Congrats on your win today, Lis. I’ll buy you a drink when you’re done with your client. Nathan Ross is here and booked you for the night,” she says with a wink before having me sign in.

      She walks out and I start my playlist up on my phone, listening to the beat of 6 inch Heels by Beyonce as it echoes from the speaker. I sit on the stage with my legs crossed, leaning back on my palms as Nathan walks in and shuts the door, staring at me.

      “That fucking dress,” he hisses, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “What’s wrong with it? Bring back bad memories?” I taunt and he shakes his head before he stalks forward and stops before me, uncrossing my legs with his rough hands before stepping in between them.

      “The only memory this dress brings me is the one where I desperately wanted to rip it off you and fuck you against the bartop for letting other men see you in it,” he growls, and I bite my lip, my eyes roaming over him as he presses his erection to my center.

      He’s wearing a dark gray sweater with the sleeves rolled up and black slacks with shiny, leather shoes. His expensive wristwatch glitters in the dim lights and whatever cologne he has on today must be an aphrodisiac, because I’m purring like a kitten against him.

      “I got you something,” he says suddenly, his eyes fixed on my breasts as he speaks.

      “Can it wait? I’m working,” I tease, licking my lips as I stare at his muscular forearms.

      “I wish I could say yes, but I want it on you while you dance for me,” he says and I raise my eyebrow, my interest piqued.

      He pulls me off the stage with his hand and sits me down on the couch. He fists a black, velvet box from his pocket before sitting next to me and placing it on my lap. I look at him with raised brows and he narrows his eyes.

      “Go on, open it. It won’t bite you,” he teases and I smile before opening the box and gasping when a small, silver charm bracelet twinkles back at me.

      “What is this?” I whisper, my fingers touching the two charms dangling off the bracelet.

      He touches the football charm first, it’s silver and has a blue and a black gemstone in the middle. He flips it over and a small date is engraved.

      “This is for your first performance during our first game of the season,” he says, and I stare at the date before his fingers move to the tiny, silver trophy charm and flips it over, today’s date and the word WINNER engraved on the back of it.

      “And this is for your win today. I had the charm made for the football game last week, so I had to rush the trophy one today when you were driving back from the competition. It didn’t feel right giving it to you without it,” he says earnestly.

      I could cry right now. I should cry right now, but the sweet gesture mixing with his presence and scent of his cologne makes me want to rip his clothes off his delicious body before I mount him like an animal.

      He pulls the bracelet from the box and clasps it around my small wrist. It dangles perfectly and the charms twinkle as they catch the light. I sit there silent for a while, staring at the bracelet as it glitters against my pale skin. Nathan clears his throat and shifts uncomfortably, a first for him.

      “Do you not like it?” he asks and I turn my head to look at him, his eyes dark and intense.

      I swallow before I speak, wetting my throat since it has gone dry with desire.

      “I love it, but…” I say, feeling shy all of asudden when I really just want to blurt out that I want him to fuck me right here, right now.

      “But what?” he asks, frowning.

      “But I know you already booked this room and paid the fee to the club, so I feel bad to tell you that I want to leave here right now and go to your house,” I say, blushing.

      His eyes widen and his nostrils flare. I feel his hand twitch on my bare thigh and before I know it, he’s getting up and grabbing my bag clothes before hoisting them over his shoulder. He grabs my hand and walks me to the door, and I laugh the entire way, pulling back to stop him as we reach the door.

      “Nathan, stop! We can’t walk out of here together and I still haven’t signed out or grabbed my phone!” I say and he lets out a frustrated growl.

      “Get your shit taken care of and I’ll have the car running and waiting for you,” he says, looking over at me before scowling and grabbing my pants and shirt off his shoulder.

      “You’re not walking out of here like that,” he says, and I cross my arms.

      “Why? You said yourself that you wanted to fuck me in it,” I say brazenly, and he immediately starts dressing me in my street clothes, pulling them over my dress.

      “Exactly. I don’t want other men getting any ideas when they look at what’s mine,” he hisses before pressing a quick kiss to my lips and leaving the room.

      I roll my eyes and grab my phone, staring at the bracelet as I walk out to sign off on the check in sheet.

      “That was fast,” Kim says from behind the bar.

      “He had stuff to do,” I say, signing my name and stepping back to leave.

      “No worries, let’s have that drink!” she says, and I feel bad for turning her down.

      “Sorry, Kim, I can’t tonight. The team wants to go out for a congratulations dinner, and I already told them I was off.” She frowns and I hate it, but her gentle pat on my hand lets me know that I’m forgiven.

      “You got it babe. Text me your schedule next week so we can book your next shift. Stay safe!” she says, and I smile before rushing out of the club and into the elevator.

      I walk out of the club and into the parking lot, stopping when I see Nathan waiting outside of his driver’s black SUV, holding the door open for me.

      “You have your driver wait while you’re at the club?” I ask as he sets me inside and buckles me in like a child.

      “If I’m going to a club where you’re working, tiny dancer, I’ll need a ride home so I can keep my hands on you,” he says before kissing my lips and shutting the door.

      He gets in beside me and barks at the driver to go to his house, his impatience making me laugh. He puts his hands on me the entire way home.
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      I swear to God, this woman is going to be the death of me.

      Every time I touch her soft, pale skin I feel like I’m going to erupt like a volcano. Like my skin is going to stretch and splinter apart because touching her feels too good. The skin of her thighs is almost like silk when it’s beneath my rough calluses, the tenderness of it driving me wild. She’s a firecracker, but still so innocent in so many ways. And she’s mine.

      As soon as she allowed me to touch her in front of everyone today, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to let her go. Hell, when she let me take her virginity, I knew then. I’ve known this whole time and if anyone, family, friend or stranger tries to rip this precious beam of light away from me, I won’t be responsible for the damage that’ll cause. She pulls off her street clothes and packs them in her bag before sitting back against my chest.

      I drag my hand up her thigh and under her dress, loving that little hitch in her breath when she gasps, like I’ve stunned her with this small bit of movement. My fingers run across her silk covered pussy and I have to hold in the groan that’s building in my throat. I want this woman with a fire I’ve never known before. She’s both heaven and hell wrapped into one human, and I want to live in her forever if she’d let me.

      My fingers slip beneath her underwear and open her wet folds, finding and circling her little nub as she rests her head on my shoulder, biting back a moan and raising her hips to invite me in. Her hair is a wild mass of icy waves and I burrow my face in it, breathing her in as I finger her pussy in the back of my Escalade. Her legs start to tremble, and I pull back to look at her beautiful face, loving the way her plump bottom lip trembles from my exploration.

      “Are you going to come on my hand, baby girl?” I whisper in her ear, feeling her head nod against me as she whimpers.

      God, I fucking love that sound. I love every sound she makes, even when she’s yelling at me. As long as I hear her voice and touch her body, I’m okay. I don’t feel like I want to crawl out of my skin anymore and that realization should scare me, but I can’t help but revel in it.

      I press down harder on her clit, rubbing in rough circles as her breath quickens and her ass squirms against my leather seat. She mewls in my ear like a cat, and I clamp my mouth down on hers, swallowing her cry so my driver doesn’t hear her coming on my hand in my backseat.

      I feel her rush of wetness against my skin and I sink my fingers inside her sweet pussy, groaning quietly as she quakes around my finger. She’s so fucking sweet, this woman. A goddess coming and crying against my mouth in a tight, purple dress. I slide my finger out of her pussy when she’s done coming and use her arousal to lubricate the small opening of her ass as my finger circles it. Her eyes snap open, wide like saucers as she stares at me.

      “Yeah, that’s right baby, I’ll be taking this too. Every inch of you,” I whisper harshly in her ear, and she groans against me, wiggling her ass against me slightly in anticipation.

      “Would you like that, baby? Would you like me to claim every inch of this body as mine so that no other man can? God knows I would,” I say, and she nods tentatively against me, making my erection harden like ice in my pants.

      The driver stops outside of my house and I grab everything as fast as I can, including Lissie. I haul her over my shoulder and walk her into my house, dropping her belongings before stomping up the stairs and into my bedroom before depositing her on the bed as she breaks out in a fit of laughter.

      That sound. That sweet fucking sound echoes through my ears and across my bedroom walls and I know my life will never be the same without her in it. This house feels empty without her in it, and I’ll die trying to keep her here. Forever.

      “Stand up and take your dress off, slow. Your dance isn’t over yet,” I order and eventually, she complies.

      She stands in her heels, sliding the silky straps of her lavender dress slowly down her soft shoulders, letting it drop and pool at her feet. My eyes snap to her chest when I realize that she’s not wearing a bra, standing before me clad in only a scrap of white, lace panties. I can’t stop the growl from leaving my chest. I sound like an animal and judging by the way she trembles from it, she doesn’t seem to mind.

      I sit back casually on the leather loveseat in front of the bed, spreading my arms out across the couch after I press play on the remote laying on the seat. Affection by Between Friends plays softly through my built-in sound system, a prelude for what I have planned for us.

      “Dance,” I command, and a glint of wickedness flashes through her bright eyes before her luscious body begins to sway slowly, her small hands traveling her soft stomach and large breasts, driving me fucking wild.

      My cock is practically weeping in my pants, but I deny its request so that my eyes can feast on the meal before me. She bends to take her heels off, but I sit up quickly and she freezes, her blue eyes locked with mine.

      “The heels stay. Don’t do anything I don’t ask you to do, tiny dancer,” I warn, and she swallows audibly before standing and continuing her sensual dance for me.

      I indulge until I can’t take anymore. Until the sway of her ass and rocking of her hips makes my dick practically burst through the seams of my pants. I stand and stalk her, her eyes never breaking away from mine. I love that she never backs down. She faces me head on without any fear and that’s why I’m so drawn to her. Good little Lissie Adams is a fierce little lion when it comes to me, and today I’m going to show her the true power that she has inside of her.

      My hands reach out and grab hers, I kiss both of them before gently laying her back on my bed, staring at the sight of her wild hair cascading across my expensive sheets, her pink nipples pebbled and begging to be sucked. I have to stand there for a minute, enraptured by her beauty. I may be in charge right now, but she has me by the fucking balls.

      I bend down, towering over her and snaking my tongue out to lick a slow circle around one of her pebbled nipples. She hisses out, her hips arching before I press them back down to the bed with my hand.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask and she stares at me with wide eyes.

      “Stupidly, yes.” Always so honest, my fierce little lion.

      “Tonight, I’m going to have you break my windows with how loud you’ll be screaming, but I need your trust first. I need your submission. Will you give that to me, Lissie?” I ask, walking to one of my bedside tables and pulling open a drawer before I grab the bundle of ties I put in there this morning.

      Her eyes snap to them, widening as innocent confusion flashes through her bright blues.

      “Total trust and submission. It’s the only way for you to experience the ecstasy I want to give you, baby,” I say harshly, dying to be inside of her warmth, but knowing the wait will be more than worth it.

      After a while, she inhales deep before blinking and staring at me with brave eyes, brave and beautiful eyes full of trust and curiosity.

      “Yes,” she whispers, making my cock leak a bit of precum as I growl out my approval.

      I approach her on the bed before grabbing her hands and feet, tying them each to my bed posts one by one with my ties before I tie my last one around her eyes and whisper over her swollen mouth.

      “Your safe word is purple,” I say before biting her lip gently and easing down her gorgeous body.

      I settle in between her thighs, still fully clothed. I’m really torturing my dick right now, but I don’t care. More important things need my attention, like her weeping pussy. I trace the hem of her lace panties with my fingers, tugging the fabric towards me as she lets out of soft moan.

      “You don’t come unless I ask you to,” I say before I snap the panties from her body, her thighs jiggling as the tear sounds out across the room and I dive into the deep waters of her cunt.
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      The panties leave my body with an audible snap and I have to bite back the moan that crawls up my throat.

      All of my senses are heightened right now, and I’m scared that I’ll disobey his prior commands because as soon as his lips touch my pussy, my body wants to detonate.

      He eats me slow at first, exploring my wet flesh with his tongue before he swipes it from my entrance to my clit, mirroring that same movement over and over again until I’m wiggling my ass against his white sheets in blissful torture.

      “You want to come, baby?” His low voice sounds from my thighs and I can only nod and whimper my reply.

      He chuckles against my sensitive flesh and I swear the vibration almost makes me splinter apart.

      “You’ll have to earn it,” he growls, and I mewl my frustration.

      “How?” I gasp, frustrated and so turned on, I swear I might catch on fire.

      “By obeying me like a good little girl. You can do that, can’t you, tiny dancer?” he asks, still eating at me with slow, leisurely licks.

      I don’t respond because I can’t. I’m lost in the sensation of his mouth on my sex, and I guess that was a bad call because in less than a second, his hand slaps my tender clit, making me cry out from the blow.

      “Answer me,” he orders, his voice demanding as his stubble scratches at the tender flesh of my thighs.

      “Yes!” I cry and I feel his smile against my pussy.

      “Arch your hips, baby,” he says and I do, his strong hands going to my ass and pulling me up to his mouth before he starts eating me with so much ferocity, I might die.

      I cry out, my moans blending together into one long, seamless cry that makes him groan into my flesh.

      “I know, baby. I know. You’re being so good for me right now. Should I show you mercy?” he whispers and I nod frantically, desperate to let go.

      “Should I give this pussy what it wants?” he asks, and my only answer is to push my wet flesh deeper on his thrashing tongue.

      “Should I let you come?” he says after licking me aggressively, driving me out of my mind as I thrash against his bed, my arms pulling at the restraints.

      “Yes! Please, please let me come, Nate. I’ll be good, I promise.” I don’t recognize my own voice, it sounds so desperate and needy that it couldn’t have come from my lips, but it did because soon I’m rewarded when his long tongue snakes inside my pussy.

      “Go ahead, Alyssa. Come. Now,” he orders and without hesitation, I do.

      I come so hard and long that I swear I have nothing left in me. He’s stolen everything, the thief. Taking what’s his as I give it so freely. He eats me all the way through my orgasm, my shaking hips now pressed down on the bed with his rough hands as he swallows every drop of my arousal.

      “Such a good little pussy,” he coos, petting my flesh before standing as I gasp on his bed, missing the contact already.

      “Nate?” I ask and I hear the sound of his shirt being pulled off and his pants unzipping before they hit the floor as well.

      “I’m right here, little bird,” he says, and I feel his hands start to untie my restraints on my feet before he slides off my heels and settling in between my thighs, his hard cock sliding up and down my soaked pussy.

      I groan from the feeling, my hips lifting instinctively. He hisses and grabs ahold of my hips, steadying me.

      “I need your wetness, but I’m not going inside. Not here,” he says, confusing the hell out of me.

      I get my answer when he suddenly flips me, my arms crisscrossed now since they’re still restrained, my elbows pressing into the mattress as my ass lifts in the air, my knees pressing down into the sheets.

      He slides the head of his cock against the tight ring of muscle in between my cheeks and I tense immediately.

      “Easy baby, do you trust me?” he asks, his hands rubbing my back, easing my tenseness.

      After a while, I start to relax.

      “Yes,” I whisper finally, and he groans his elation.

      “It drives me wild, knowing that I’m the only man that’s touched this body. Every fucking part of it,” he whispers, his hands roaming over my cheeks as his cock presses forward, breaching me slightly and making me hiss in response.

      “It will hurt for a moment,” he says, pressing in more as I tense all over.

      “Are you ready?” he asks, and I take a deep breath before finally nodding my response.

      He pushes in slow, breaching that tight ring of muscle as his other hand travels down my stomach before his fingers start massaging my clit, making me relax as he pushes all the way in.

      He freezes, letting me grow accustomed to his invasion, still massaging my swollen clit in slow circles. It feels so strange, so foreign and I know I’m definitely sick because I actually like it.

      “You’re fucking ruined now, little bird,” he growls in my ear, pumping slowly in my ass as I groan from the painful pleasure.

      “Every man that so much as looks at you now is dead. You’re mine, Alyssa. Mine.” He hisses and with that, he starts to move.

      He pushes in deep before he withdraws slowly, repeating the movement over and over again as he rubs at my clit. I moan out my pleasure and that earns me a kiss to my nape. He starts fucking me deep, going in and drawing out as my body responds in kind. His fingers never let up at my clit, they just stoke the fire that’s blazing deep within my belly.

      “Nathan!” I gasp, surprised that I could even come like this, but with him, anything’s possible.

      “God, Lissie. It’s too good. Too fucking good,” he growls, fucking me harder now as I cry beneath him with breathy sounds, my orgasm nearing its crest.

      “Please,” I beg, my voice barely even a whisper.

      He drives deep, touching parts of me I didn’t know existed as I start to shake, unable to hold on any longer.

      “Let go, baby. Give it all to me. I promise I’ll catch you.” I don’t know what he means by that, but I do.

      I come long and hard, wetting his hand as I press my face into the mattress and scream, tears springing to my eyes. He slams deep one last time before he comes too, groaning and growling all the way through it like an animal.

      He rips off my blindfold and undoes my remaining ties before turning me over in his arms, holding me as he kisses my tears away.

      “It’s okay, little lion. I got you. I always got you,” he says, and I cry softly into the warmth of his chest because I know exactly what his words meant now.

      He caught me because I fell. I fell long and hard and stupidly in love with him.
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      The dream comes to me quickly, effortlessly as it does most nights. I’m driving the car and it’s spinning out of control before slamming against the semi, Amber’s terrified screams echoing in my ears as I snap my eyes open, my heart pounding as sweat beads on my forehead.

      I must have screamed because Lissie is awake and grabbing me, her hands gripping and shaking my shoulders as I look up into her bright, terrified eyes.

      “Nate? Nathan! Wake up!” Her scared voice cries out, and before I can even think or blink, I pull her to me, crushing her in my arms so I can soak up the peace only she can bring me.

      “Are you okay? You were having a nightmare,” she asks worriedly, but I hush her with a gentle kiss to her forehead.

      We’re still naked, having dozed off after a second round of slow, unhurried lovemaking. Her full breasts press against me and even though I just screamed myself out of a nightmare, my cock springs to life.

      “I’m okay. I know I was,” I say quietly, staring up at my vaulted ceilings as I hold her warm body in my arms, breathing her calming scent deep into my lungs.

      “You know? Is this common?” she asks, worry lacing her voice as I sigh.

      “It’s happened every night since the accident,” I say quietly, and she stiffens in my arms.

      “Is it…is it about that night?” she says sadly, and I hate it.

      I hate our reality and I wish I could rewrite every bit of our past so I can give her the happy future she deserves, but I can’t.

      “Yes,” I say finally, hating the sharp intake of her breath.

      I pull her closer, wishing I could fuse ourselves into one person. Wishing I could take the pain of it all away, for her and for myself.

      She pulls back and looks deep into my eyes, a million questions flashing across her beautiful face. I stroke her cheek with the back of my hand, trying to ease her worry, but failing.

      “Talk to me,” she says and I shake my head, earning a well-deserved frown from her.

      “There’s nothing to say, Lissie. I’m okay. It’s just a nightmare,” I say, and she scowls at me.

      “A nightmare that you’ve had every night for a year,” she says, frowning, and I can’t resist kissing her little freckled nose, but she pulls back with a grunt.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me,” she says, eyes narrowed.

      Fuck.

      It’s hard to keep anything from her and I don’t want to, but for her safety and peace of mind, I have to.

      “It’s just a dream, little lion. I swear. Now come here, it’s cold without you,” I say, the truth of those words weighing deep on my shoulders as she finally crawls back into my arms.

      Everything is cold without her. I just hope I can stay in her warmth for a little longer before I shatter her world once again.
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      Nathan dropped me off at my car that was still at the club early the next morning.

      We have a game today and he demanded that I stay with him, but I had to go home with Sarah before the game. He kissed me long and hard, pinning me to my car before reluctantly letting me go and speeding off, demons lurking in his deep green eyes.

      The dream he had last night scared the hell out of me. And I know when I lay there after in the silence of his bedroom, there was something more he wasn’t telling me, but I couldn’t press him. Not when he was shaking and covered in sweat, not when he held me like I would disappear. All I could do was offer him my presence and that seemed to be enough to calm him.

      There’s a party at his house after the game. They’ve been winning all season, and this is one of the last few games before it’s determined whether or not the Panthers will be going to the Super Bowl this year. I walk in my apartment, hoping Sarah’s not there to see my walk of shame, but of course, wishing for me doesn’t come easy.

      She’s perched on the couch, coffee in hand as she greets me with a slow, knowing smile.

      “What?” I ask and she shrugs as she sips from her mug, her smile still plastered on her face.

      “I didn’t say anything,” she says nonchalantly, and I roll my eyes as I drop my bag and plop on the couch next to her.

      “You didn’t have to,” I say, looking over at her as she sets her mug down on the glass coffee table without a coaster.

      “So…how’s Nathan?” she asks after a while and I sigh deeply, staring up at the ceiling.

      “How would I know?” I whisper, and she snorts.

      “Cut the crap, Lissie. You know you can’t lie to me so don’t even try,” she says and I sigh because she’s right.

      “I’m falling in love with him,” I say sadly, hating that I said it out loud, that I gave the words life.

      “And that’s a problem because…?” she asks.

      “Apart from the fact that he’s my dead sister’s boyfriend?” I say harshly, but she doesn’t flinch.

      “Yes,” she says and I sit up, resting my head on my arm that’s on the top of the couch as I look at her.

      “He’s hiding something from me,” I say, and she frowns.

      “Something detrimental?” she asks and I shrug.

      “I have no idea, but I can tell it’s something that’s weighing on him,” I say and she sighs, leaning back against the couch.

      “What?” I ask as she looks at me with a grin.

      “Nothing. I’m just wondering if you would ever visit me in jail,” she says with a laugh, and I frown.

      “Why would you ever be in jail, Sarah?” I ask and she leans forward, incredibly serious now.

      “Because if he hurts you, Lissie, I’ll have to kill him,” she says and I chuckle, loving her all the more before she stands and pulls me up from the couch.

      “Come on, let’s get ready,” she says before we busy ourselves with preparing for the game, my mind filled with unwelcome thoughts of what Nathan could possibly be hiding from me.
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      The Panthers won the game as predicted and everyone is filled with excitement as we get ready for the party. Everyone, except for me. I don’t know how I danced so well tonight, but I did even with a million thoughts and questions plaguing my mind. I can’t get that shadowed look in Nathan’s eyes out of my head. It plays in my brain like a record, and I almost spill my face powder all over my new, blue dress while I get ready for the party, deeply lost in thought.

      “Lissie, come on! We’re leaving!” Sarah calls from the living room and I sigh as I give myself a once over in the mirror, taking in my straightened hair and short, strapless dress.

      I look pretty, but in no way does my appearance match my feelings. Inside, I’m composed of a million unanswered questions and turbulent thoughts. I’m so worried about what he could be hiding from me that I can’t even think about the fact that I’ve somehow managed to fall in love with Nathan Ross. In other words, I should be on cloud nine, but instead I’m a mess in a dark blue mini dress.

      I’m still wearing the bracelet he gave me. To be honest, I haven’t been able to stop staring at it. It’s one of the most thoughtful gifts anyone’s ever given me, and no matter how many racing thoughts I have in my head about him, I love it and can’t stop the smile that comes when I look at it.

      I walk out into the living room. Max is here and riding with us. His eyes are glued to me as they travel up and down my body, making me squirm in discomfort.

      “You look beautiful, Lis,” he whispers, and I hate no matter what I do, I’ll break his heart.

      He’s a great friend and I wish we could stay that way, but I know as soon as he finds out about Nathan and me, that friendship is over.

      “Thanks, Max,” I say as we walk out and into the elevator before taking it all the way down and get in Sarah’s car.

      Nathan insisted on picking me up after the game so I could get ready at his house, but even though I am falling for him, I can’t bring myself to go public with our relationship. Everything’s happening so fast and so suddenly, that I just want a moment to steady myself.

      We arrive and I hear Max’s curse as he sees the house. It’s all decorated with elegance, set with waiters walking around with champagne glasses outside for all the guests.

      “Couldn’t expect anything less from the rich fuck,” he says with disdain, and I have to bite back my chuckle. Nathan is over the top and nobody could expect anything less from him.

      We all walk inside and I part ways as I search the house for Nathan, nudging my way through countless bodies that stand and chatter in fancy clothes, champagne in hand as music blasts overhead. It really does look beautiful here and as I pass the bathroom to admire the dining room, I’m suddenly pulled inside with a hand clamped over my mouth before the door shuts.

      “Sshh, don’t want to make a sound since you’re so hell bent on keeping us a secret.” Nathan’s harsh voice whispers in my ear, and even though he’s frustrated with me and I am weary of his secrets, I can’t help but smile against his palm.

      He lifts me by my ass and places me on his sink and I let my eyes roam over him. He’s dressed head to toe in a light gray Armani suit, his hair slicked back. He’s so fucking beautiful that I have to physically stop myself from drooling on his hand that still covers my mouth.

      “Open,” he growls, kneeing my legs apart.

      I obey willingly and he steps in between my thighs, his free hand drifting to my panties and growling when he finds that I’m already wet.

      “I want to punish you,” he growls, and I lift my eyebrows in question.

      “I wanted to kiss you after the game. Pick you up and spin you around and all that shit. We won and I couldn’t even celebrate because you’re afraid to be seen with me,” He says honestly. and my heart breaks a little because his eyes are almost sad.

      I want that too. God, I want that. What I don’t want is all the bullshit that comes with it. Like our reality. Like his secrets. Like my mother.

      “And because you denied me that right, I’m going to punish you, Lissie. I’m going to tease your little pussy because you’ve been a bad girl, refusing to give what’s fucking mine,” he says harshly, his fingers slipping past my panties to stroke my wet pussy up and down.

      I moan against his palm and before he can slide his finger inside my entrance, the door opens and we both turn and look right into Max’s angry face.

      “I fucking knew it!” he roars before marching off.

      I scramble off the sink and out of Nathan’s grasp, running after him as Nathan calls for me.

      “Lissie, what the fuck are you doing?” he yells, but I don’t listen. I have to find Max. I have to explain. I’m not letting our friendship end like this.

      “Max, wait! Slow down please and let me explain!” I say frantically, almost tripping as my heels stumble over the cobblestone driveway when we reach the outside.

      “Explain what?” he yells, stopping to turn around and shoot me with his death glare.

      “Explain that you’ve been fucking him when I told you to stay away? When I told you he was bad news?” he yells, and I flinch from his harsh tone, but that doesn’t stop him.

      “I broke my fucking nose defending you, trying to keep you away from him! And this is what you do? God, what would your sister think?” he says suddenly and I freeze, my stomach practically dropping on the driveway.

      My heart sinks with it and tears prick my eyes. Max sees the hurt he’s caused and for a second, regret flashes through his eyes.

      “He’s going to hurt you, Lissie,” he says after a while and I stand there, hurt and angry and fucking humiliated.

      “I love him, Max,” I whisper, and he scoffs at me, a harsh laugh leaving his lips as he backs away.

      “Good for you, just don’t call me when he finally sets your world on fire,” he says before he turns, walking away from me as everyone chatters behind us before walking back inside.

      I turn around and immediately lock eyes with Nathan, whose angry stance doesn’t match his wide eyes.

      “Are you happy now?” I hiss, backing up as he approaches me.

      “I’m never happy when you’re hurt. But am I sick for being thrilled that you just admitted your love for me? Yes,” he growls and I shake my head at him, trying to turn away but failing as his hand snaps out and grabs me before he pulls me flush against him.

      “Oh no, you’re not running away now, Alyssa. Not after what you just said,” he says, looking down at me with those stupid, beautiful green eyes.

      “Fuck you! You just ruined my friendship. I take it back. It was a momentary lapse of judgment,” I say angrily, but he doesn’t buy it.

      Instead, he pulls me by my wrist to the side of the house before marching me to his pool house.

      “Let me go, goddamn you! I don’t want to go anywhere with you!” I hiss, trying to free my arm from his grasp as he marches me through the long backyard.

      “Tough shit, little bird,” he says before he hauls me over his shoulder and walks me the rest of the way to his pool house, my fists pounding against his back the entire walk.
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      He throws me on the bed in his pool house and shuts the door behind him, locking it twice for good measure.

      The space here is huge. It’s built around his large inground pool, but inside, there’s a bar, several white loungers and an expensive bed that faces the glass doors. With the blinds drawn and doors open, I’m sure when you lay on this bed you have the best view of his large pool and massive yard.

      I don’t want to think about his interior design right now though. I’m seething with anger, and the hurtful words that Max spit on me still reside in the massive lump that’s building in my throat. Nathan looks into my eyes as he stands before me, chest heaving with anger.

      “I should be tailing his ass right now and pummeling him into the ground for the way he fucking spoke to you,” he growls, marching towards me and dropping to his knees when he reaches my place at the end of the bed.

      “But right now, you and I have more important matters to discuss,” he says, looking into my eyes.

      “Like what?” I say, arms crossing over my chest like a child.

      “Like the fact that you just publicly admitted that you love me, instead of saying it to my fucking face,” he snaps, his eyes not matching his voice as they search mine.

      I don’t say anything. I can’t. I’m overcome with so many different emotions that I don’t even know what to say right now. I don’t know if I should cry, or fuck him, or yell, so I go with the latter.

      “Maybe I haven’t said it to you because you don’t deserve to hear it from me. Because you’re still hiding shit from me. and I'll be damned if I tell you I love you while you play me for a fucking fool,” I say and before I can stop myself, I uncross my arms and slap him hard across the face, shocking the hell out of both of us.

      His hand goes to his lip, wiping the bit of blood that my slap caused before he turns his head back to look into my eyes. There’s so much tension between us, so many unspoken words. So much anger and confusion, so much sexual energy and love that I can’t stop myself when I grab his face and attack his lips with mine.

      I kiss him with every emotion I feel. I bite his lips and he growls and sucks my tongue, pushing me back against the bed and pinning my arms above me as we fuck each other with our mouths. He holds my wrists with one hand while the other goes to my hair. He pulls my face from his with my hair in his fist, our lips smacking apart, and he stares at me with wild eyes, both of our chests heaving with our heavy breaths.

      “You want the truth? Fine. But I’ll tell you right now, Lissie, so help me God, if it leaves this room, I can’t protect you. I don’t know if I can save you from him and that fucking kills me,” he says earnestly, confusing me.

      He stands up and pulls his phone from his pocket, thumbing through it until he tosses it on the bed as I sit up.

      “Press play and you’ll have all of your answers,” he says in a low voice, his feet pacing back and forth across the room as I lift his phone in my hands and press play.

      It’s a video of him in a car. It’s dark and the phone is sitting on his lap because all I can see is his chest and face as he drives. Suddenly, I hear my sister’s voice.

      “Nate, come on, just talk to me! I’m scared and I don’t know what to do,” she says frantically, tears in her throat as she weeps in the passenger seat.

      “Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you let my father get you pregnant,” he says, and the world stops.

      The phone weighs a million pounds in my hands, and I can’t stop the gasp from leaving my lips, but I continue watching.

      “I didn’t mean for it to happen,” she says, still crying. “I started sleeping with him to get back at you for not having sex with me. It’s you I wanted all along. I wanted you, and you just never looked at me like you wanted me. He was there and it just sort of...happened,” she says, and I have to force myself to remember how to breathe.

      “Do you love him?” he asks, anger in his voice as he stops at a red light that gleams on his face in the dimly lit video. It’s nighttime. They’re driving at nighttime, and I can hear the rain pour outside of the car. Dread suddenly fills my stomach.

      “Yes,” she says, weeping now as he scoffs.

      “And what, you’re going to keep the baby? He’s married, Amber. To my mother!” he shouts and my sister cries harder.

      “We don’t have to say it’s his. We can say it’s ours. We can try, Nathan. I want to try it with you,” she pleads and his face looks so disgusted, I want to vomit.

      “Raise the child that you had with my father? With the child that came from you fucking my father since we were barely eighteen, our entire relationship? I don’t think so, Amber.” He’s about to make a turn, when suddenly, my sister’s hands appear in view.

      “Just stop and fucking talk to me!” she cries.

      She grabs the steering wheel as he tries to turn the car, her hands gripping it tight as he tries to pull her away, but it’s too late. The car starts spinning and I see the headlights of the trucks before I hear the crash.

      I drop his phone and weep. I weep into my hands and cry so hard and so ugly, that I don’t feel his arms wrap around me. I hug him back, sobbing into his shoulder as I relive that awful night that my sister died with him. As the ugly truth of what went on echoes around in my head until I sniff back the rest of my tears and pull back to look at him.

      His hands rest on my knees as he stays crouched before me. Neither of us speak and thank God, because I have no idea what could even be said. We just sit there, staring at each other as grief makes a home inside of us again.

      “The first time my father had an affair was with one of his students when he coached at the college,” he says after a while, my eyes snapping to his.

      “I caught them, and he gave me a black eye for it. He hit my mom that same night. A common occurrence in the Ross household,” he says in a dark tone and I want to weep for him.

      “I knew about every single affair he had, so did my mother. But I stayed away. I couldn’t stand it when he hit her. When he hit me, I could take it, but not her. Not my mom,” he says, rubbing the spot on my knees where his sweaty palms rest.

      “After a while, I got too big for him to fight anymore. So he had to hurt me in other ways,” he says quietly and I know he’s referring to the affair between his father and my sister.

      “Did your mom know about Amber?” I ask, trying to hold back my tears for him.

      “No. She was already planning on leaving him, I couldn’t add to the stress of her getting out. It was hard enough on her as it was. She barely got away from him. And he’s made sure that no one could ever find out about this,” he says ominously, and I know for a fact that’s why he’s kept it from me all this time. Why he’s played the villain.

      “That’s why he blamed the accident on the truck driver. The accident was Amber’s fault, but he didn’t want this evidence to be released. So now an innocent man sits in jail for his mistakes,” I hiss and after a while, he nods, remorse in his green eyes.

      “Has he threatened you?” I ask, angry.

      “Not with what I can’t handle,” he says quietly.

      “Then why won’t you say anything? Put an end to this?” I ask and after a while, his eyes finally meet mine.

      “Because he knows how I feel for you. How I’ve always felt for you, and if this gets out, he’ll ruin everything you and your family have worked so hard for,” he says, and I am so confused.

      His eyes search mine before his hands cup my face, his breath caressing my skin as he exhales deeply.

      “There’s more I haven’t told you, Lissie. Something else that I’ve kept from you,” he says, and I tense in his hold.

      I don’t know how much more I can take, but I need his honesty, so I nod.

      “I’ve been in love with you since you were eighteen years old. Your sister and I dated a few years before that, mostly because my father wanted us together even though I wasn’t attracted to her, physically or emotionally. Now I know why. But that couldn’t stop me from wanting you. From constantly thinking about you as soon as I saw you as a woman. Every holiday, every family gathering, I had to physically restrain myself from getting close to you. I had to bite my tongue every time your mom would dote on Amber while you sat in the corner. I had to stop my hand from going to your doorknob when I would hear you cry in your bedroom later because of it,” he says, and the world is frozen still as he presses his nose to mine and continues to speak.

      “I loved you when you wore sweatpants at dinner while everyone else wore dresses. I loved you when you would play with your peas on your plate because you hated them. I loved you when you would laugh at the stupid romance comedies you’d watch in the living room. I loved you when you worked yourself day and night to perfect whatever new dance routine you created. I loved you when you would hide yourself away from everyone. I loved you so fiercely that eventually your sister found out,” he says, and I look up into his eyes, fear lacing around my heart.

      “H-how did she find out?” I whisper, incredibly sad that I hurt Amber even though I did nothing but exist.

      “It was hard not to know. I was staring at you all the time. But I guess it was when she caught me masturbating to one of your photos during the vacation we all took after you graduated high school,” he admits and I freeze, a million questions in my mind.

      “She was so angry at me, so mad that I wanted you and not her,” he says and I swallow the lump in my throat, thick and heavy as it slides back down to my stomach.

      “That’s why she was so distant those last few years. Why she wouldn’t answer my calls or even look at me when she would finally visit,” I say sadly and he nods, that same sadness in his eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, Lissie. I didn’t mean to cause a bridge in your relationship with your sister, but I couldn’t stop. I was addicted. Sick and obsessed with you. I still am.”

      “How did your father find out about me?” I ask.

      “She told him while they were together. Something she screamed at me during one of our many fights,” he says sadly before gripping my face tight in his hands that are still on my cheeks.

      “I wish I could take it all back. The fights. The bridge I caused. The affairs. The accident. All of it, but I won’t take back how I’ve felt for you. I won’t take back my love for you. Because loving you is the only light I’ve had in this dark world. It’s you. It’s always been you,” he says and I swear, the room must be spinning.

      “You love me?” I whisper and he nods, his forehead pressed against mine.

      I search his eyes, so many questions building inside me, but my love for him takes precedence. It grows and expands in my heart, trumps all the pain and the shock. It stands tall and proud and reaches out to him in yearning as I look into his troubled, beautiful green eyes.

      I love this man. God help me, but I love this man with every fiber of my being. Even though we have everything counting against us, even though reality is painful and our pasts are filled with grief and torment, I love this man.

      “What? What is it?” he asks, searching my eyes as a slow smile spreads across my lips.

      “What picture did you look at? When Amber caught you?” I whisper and something snaps between us, it’s mirrored in his face before he pushes me back on the bed and covers his lips with mine in a heated, all-consuming kiss.
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      His lips are unrelenting as he claims mine.

      His body presses me down into the pool house bed and I moan against him as I feel his arousal press into my damp panties, my legs wrapping around his waist as he breaks away from my mouth to kiss down my throat.

      “Well,” I gasp, his lips wandering. “Which picture was it?” I ask and he growls against my shoulder as he drops his head.

      “The one I took of you at the beach when you weren’t looking. You were playing in the water in that red bikini. Your hair was a mess with sand, and I couldn’t stop staring at you. You were like a witch. You had me spellbound.” He groans against me, and I arch my hips to him invitingly.

      “I hated how I looked in that swimsuit,” I admit, and he pulls back to look at me, his expression fierce.

      “You looked beautiful. You. Are. Beautiful,” he says in between the kisses he lands on the tops of my breasts that are bunched in my small dress.

      “Nate, there’s a party outside. We need to go back,” I say, even though going back to the party is the last thing I want to do right now.

      “Fuck the party,” he growls, pulling the top of my dress down.

      I couldn’t wear a bra with this, and he growls when he palms my bare breasts, bringing a taut nipple into his warm mouth as I gasp and arch into his hold.

      “Nathan!” I call out, and he bunches my dress around my waist, pulling my panties down my legs and throwing them on the ground before he unzips his pants and frees his cock.

      He settles back into the space between my thighs, grabbing my chin with his hand, forcing me to look at his dark eyes.

      “It’s always been you,” he says for a second time before he pushes all the way inside me, both of us moaning from the blissful connection.

      “Oh my god,” I cry as his hips circle and move inside my swollen flesh.

      “No, baby, that’s me,” he says and he starts to fuck me deep and slow, touching and caressing every hidden part inside of my body that only he knows.

      That he and he alone will ever know. No one else can have me. He’s right, he’s ruined me for all men. No one could ever compare to Nathan Ross.

      He lets go of my face to pull my ankles from his hips, pulling them over his shoulders as he bends forward and lifts my hips, his face a breath from mine as he fucks me at a new angle that has me groaning deep from my chest.

      “Fuck!” I gasp, trying to keep my orgasm at bay, but failing as his hips drive his cock deep and hard within my body.

      “Say it,” he orders, his forehead resting against mine as he makes love to me at a deep and slow pace.

      “Nate…” I cry, my voice above a whisper as my heart swells.

      “Say it, Alyssa,” he orders, slamming his cock deep as I cry out and clench around him, unable to contain the emotion he swirls inside of me.

      “I…I love you!” I cry, coming around him in fierce waves as he pumps into me like a beast, our flesh slapping together and echoing around the room.

      He grabs my hands and places them above my head, fucking me deep as he entwines our fingers and looks into my eyes.

      “I love you, little lion. God help me, I love you,” he says before pushing to the hilt and spilling inside of me, our groans mingling together as we lay in each others’ arms.

      The world moves on around us outside and all I can think of is that I never want to go back to it. I want to stay here, in the safety of his arms and his love forever, but I know deep down, more trouble awaits us outside in the real world.
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      We stayed in the pool house for nearly an hour before Nathan dressed us and walked us back to the party. I thought we’d have a hundred eyes on us upon our return, but people were too busy drinking and dancing to even notice our arrival. Nathan makes me a drink at the bar in his office, obviously not in the mood to mingle with his guests outside.

      He sits on the couch with me as I sip my gin in silence, his hand resting on my leg as we stare out of his large bay window at the party that continues on.

      “You spent an awful amount of money on a party you’re not wanting to be at,” I tease and he grips my knee and squeezes.

      “Money is worthless and you’re all the party I need, tiny dancer.” He winks playfully, but I still see the trouble in his eyes from earlier.

      Even great sex can’t erase the threat of his father.

      “What are we going to do, Nate?” I ask, setting my glass down and fidgeting with my hands in my lap as he stands and continues to stare out the window.

      “I don’t know yet. And as much as I hate to admit it, you’re right about not letting our relationship go public. At least to the media. I can’t let my father know about us yet. I don’t trust him, and I don’t want to give him an indication that would make him go near you. I’ll kill him with my bare hands if he so much as breathes in your direction,” he hisses, his anger pouring from him in waves as he stands with his hands in his pockets.

      “That might be hard to do, with the public fight that we just had outside,” I whisper and he shakes his head, still staring out the window.

      “It was just the staff outside that heard it. Everyone else was inside,” he says and I sigh.

      “I hate this. I hate that no matter what, we can’t just be happy together. I hate that we constantly have to hide,” I admit, and he turns to look at me, his expression soft and sad before he walks to me and kneels, his hands running through my hair.

      “I know, little bird, but not for long. Just give me some time to figure this out. I will come up with a solution, I promise,” he vows, but it doesn’t ease my worry.

      “How?” I ask, sadness filling my heart.

      “I don’t know yet, Lissie. But just trust me. Just hang on for me and be my fierce little lion, can you do that?” he asks, tangling his fingers in my hair as his eyes search mine.

      “Yes,” I say, and he presses his forehead to mine before kissing me long and softly, his lips memorizing mine in detail.

      I try not to focus on it too much, but I can’t help but feel the sadness that’s in my heart now appear on his lips.
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      The party ended around midnight, and I told Sarah I was staying with Nathan.

      We made love without any rush when everyone left, just basking in each other’s presence as we whispered our love into each other’s mouths and showed it with our bodies. He held me in his arms after and had a nightmare that awoke us in the morning.

      When I grabbed his shoulders to shake him awake, his eyes met mine and he pinned me down and fucked me with such ferocity, like he thought I was going to disappear. It was frantic and fast and when we were done, I let him hold me again silently even though I wanted to ask what the dream was about. A part of me knew it wasn’t of the accident. I could tell by the way he fucked me it was something different, something terrifying.

      I’m standing in his shower now, warm water easing the tense muscles in my body as I stand with my back to the shower door. When I finish washing my hair, I grab the bottle of lavender soap he bought for me and lather it over my skin, jumping when the shower door opens and Nathan walks inside in his glorious nudity. I can’t help but pause, my eyes roaming over every tan, muscled inch of his body.

      “Don’t stop,” he says, his eyes on my breasts as he nods towards my soapy hands that rest on my belly.

      I continue soaping my body, my eyes on his cock as his large hand covers it and fists it, pumping it slowly as my mouth waters.

      “See what you do to me?” he gruffs out, pulling on his hard dick as it stares back at me, angry and red, a drop of precum spilling from its head.

      I don’t stop the wanton moan from leaving my lips. I grab my breasts and soap them, palming and rubbing them as he watches me with hungry eyes, his hand still pumping his cock as I rinse my body.

      “Spread your legs. I want to watch you touch your pussy,” he growls, and I obey, standing against the shower wall as I spread my legs and begin circling my clit with my wet fingers, moaning from the contact and wishing it was him.

      “Did you ever think of me when you would touch yourself?” he asks and I nod my head slowly, watching with rapt attention as he pumps his cock faster.

      “Did you whisper my name when you would finger your pretty, pink pussy, Alyssa?” he growls and I nod again, moaning as I circle my clit faster, his cock staring at me as he fists it.

      “Did you see my face when you would come?” he gruffs out and I feel my orgasm hit its peak, spilling from me and onto my fingers as I cry out.

      “Yes! I thought of you. I always thought of you!” I cry out, shaking with my orgasm as he pumps his cock two more times before spilling on the shower floor, his come washing away with the spray of the water as he walks to me and pulls me into his arms, kissing me deeply.

      “I love you,” he growls against my lips, and I smile wide, my hands traveling up and down his strong back as the water drips from it.

      “I love you too,” I say and then he turns off the shower, drying us off before dressing us and feeding us breakfast.
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      He drops me off at my apartment in the evening, walking me up and inside. Sarah left a note on the fridge letting me know that she was out for the night with Max, and I don’t miss Nathan’s growl when he reads his name.

      “Don’t ruin our bliss with your jealousy,” I scold him and he scoffs at me as we walk into my bedroom.

      “He clearly wants to fuck you,” he says as I change into a set of fresh shorts and a baggy t-shirt.

      “And he’s clearly not going to, so put your green monster away and kiss me,” I say as he stares at my bare thighs before walking over, grabbing my face and kissing the daylight right out of me.

      “What in the actual fuck!” I hear a yell from my doorway as we break apart and meet the angry face of my mother.

      She has a suitcase in her hand, but I don’t stare at it long because all I can focus on now is the complete and utter disgust that’s laced across her face.

      “Mom! I can explain-” I try to say, rushing to her before she holds up a hand, halting me as she stares at Nathan with so much hatred, it breaks my heart.

      “What the hell are you doing near my daughter? Trying to steal this one too?” she hisses, cutting us both.

      “Susan, I’m sorry you had to find out like this. Let me sit down and explain what’s been going on,” Nathan says calmly from behind me, but my mother shakes her head in fury.

      “Been going on? You’ve been seeing him, Alyssa? Are you fucking kidding me?” she roars, and I flinch from her anger, tears pooling in my eyes.

      “Mom, please. Please let me explain,” I plead, but she just shakes her head at me.

      “How long?” she asks and I bow my head in defeat.

      “Since I’ve been here,” I whisper and she scoffs.

      “Susan, please. Don’t take it out on her. Let me-”

      “Don’t you ever tell me how to speak to my children! You’re the reason our family has been ripped apart! You! Don’t even speak to me!” she screams and the room is silent.

      A few minutes pass and I feel Nathan’s hand on my back as he brushes past me.

      “I’ll let you two be. I’m sorry, for everything. I’ll call you later, Lissie,” he says before leaving the apartment.

      “Mom-” I start but she turns away from me.

      “I can’t even look at you! What is the matter with you? Never mind that he dated your sister, but he fucking killed her, Alyssa! And as soon as you get here, you open your legs for him? Have I taught you nothing?” she screams at me and I can’t stop the tears from pouring.

      This is everything I’ve hidden from. This is everything I’ve tried to avoid, unveiling before me.

      “Please, Mom, it isn’t like that. Just let me explain!” I’m begging now, frantic, but she just stares at me with so much anger in her eyes, I can almost swear that she hates me.

      “There’s nothing that you could say that would fix this,” she says and I cry, but I don’t stop trying.

      “You don’t know him like I know him, Mom. You don’t know the truth of everything. He’s good, Mom. He’s innocent and pure and loving and you have to let me explain. He was there for my first performance when you couldn’t show. He’s been protecting me here. I love him!” I say, but she just shakes her head.

      “Your sister would be rolling in her grave right now if she knew. I hope you’re pleased with yourself. Now your mother has no daughters,” she says sadly, running out of my apartment and slamming the door behind her as I fall to the floor with deep, heavy sobs.

      I cry for what seems like forever, ugly and hard as I bang my fists against the floor. I’m alone and I’m broken and the only person I want right now is him. The only person that can make me feel better is the one who contributed to my break, so I get up, grab my keys and go to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nathan

      

      

      

      I left her apartment in a hurry.

      My mind is racing and I’m doing absolutely everything I can not to go back inside, grab her from her mother and take her away forever. I hate the way Susan spoke to her. How she made her feel worthless even though she’s worth everything good in this world. I have to do something to fix this. I have to make this right because seeing Lissie hurt like that is enough to break me in two, so I do the only thing I can think of, I drive to the source of all of our madness, my father’s house.

      He doesn’t get back from his office at the stadium until late, usually because he’s out fucking God knows who behind his desk, so I should be in the clear for another hour or so. There has to be some paperwork in his home office, some contract he had Amber sign about their affair. I’ve seen a number of them from his other mistresses when I would snoop when I was younger. My father is a rich man with a solid reputation he tries to maintain, so he’s no stranger to making his mistresses sign NDAs. I know for a fact he had Amber sign one, he’d be an idiot not to.

      I speed to my childhood home and cringe when I stop at the wrought iron gates outside of our brick mansion, the guard buzzing me in when he sees me. As soon as I near the end of the driveway, I rush inside and pass the maid.

      “Where’s my father?” I ask and she shakes her head.

      “Not here. Still at the office I guess,” she says in a thick Hispanic accent.

      I nod and run upstairs, going to my childhood bedroom to find the spare key I had to his office. I kept it hidden in a book of poetry that I knew he would never search through, sighing in relief when I find it and march to his office door, unlocking it and pushing inside.

      I make my way to his desk and start flipping through his files in his drawer. He keeps them all in the back, hidden behind football contracts and schedules. Low and behold, I find all the files from his past and flip through them until I find Amber’s name, dread filling me as I pull it out.

      Not only did he make her sign an NDA, but he also knew about her pregnancy and her plan to keep it because I see a check made out to Planned Parenthood. An expensive check that costs a lot more than a checkup, and more like a paid abortion that never happened.

      I flip through the papers and freeze when I come across photos, background checks and receipts. Some of which are of Amber, at practice or shopping or at home, all pictures taken from a distance. I pause on a photo of a man with a background check. A man by the name of Moses Jiminez, a large, Hispanic man with face tattoos and a history of assault charges. Some of which were robberies, most of them were hits that he was hired for. Then I see the bank transactions that were wired to him from my father. Expensive transactions.

      When I see the note, anger blinds my vision. It’s an email that was made from an encrypted account, detailing the hit that my father ordered for Amber Adams, which would explain the photos he had of her. I feel a sickness spread across my chest, nestling its way into my thumping heart as I read and realize that my father, my flesh and blood, not only got my ex-girlfriend pregnant, but planned and paid for someone to kill her when she decided to keep the baby.

      “Holy shit,” I gasp, not believing what I am seeing.

      I start to grow paranoid. I have no idea when he’ll be back, and I can’t be here in his office when he is. I also can’t take the files, so I pull out my phone to take pictures of them, cursing when I realize it’s dead.

      “Fuck!” I shout, closing the files and putting them back in their designed spot before I straighten everything, shut the door and lock it in place. I keep the key on me since I obviously have to come back at a better time, with a charged fucking phone apparently.

      

      I drive home with my mind racing yet again, needing to fix whatever is breaking Lissie right now before she hates me forever. I've known her mother for almost a decade, and I know for sure that she’s probably turned her against me by now because she doesn’t believe the truth. I’ve been playing the villain for too long and now it may cost me the love of my life once and for all.

      

      I arrive at home and kill the engine, sitting back in my seat and sighing as I stare up at the ceiling in my car. I live a life that almost anyone could consider great on the outside looking in. I’m rich, successful, the best quarterback this state has seen and I have a mansion sitting in front of my brand new car. Everything is perfect, from the outside.

      

      Inside, I’m living a daily fucking nightmare and I finally got some peace by letting Alyssa Adams into my life and now I’ll lose her forever. I’ll have nothing but the memory of her in my bed, smiling. Nothing but the ghost of her in my house as her faint laughter sounds through the halls.

      

      I have to fix this. I have to save us. Otherwise, all of this bullshit I have can go to hell. Without her, nothing matters.

      

      I grab my keys and walk inside, running a hand through my hair as I walk in the door and toss my keys on the table. I freeze, realizing that I didn’t unlock my door as I came in. I just walked right in. I’m certain that I locked it before I left and took Lissie home. I look to my right and notice my dad’s suit jacket laying across my sofa and dread fills my gut and spreads across my body. He never visits me at my house unless there’s an event. He definitely doesn’t come when I’m not home and uses his key.

      

      Fuck.

      

      I stride down the hall and into the next wing, stopping outside of my office as my dad wheels around in my chair, a fresh drink in hand.

      

      “It’s good to see you, son,” he says, sarcasm lacing his voice.

      

      My father is an intimidating man to most, his big stature is where I get mine from, though I’ve got almost an entire foot on him. His muscles are mostly covered with fat due to his alcoholism and his hair is halfway gone. To me, he’s a bug under my shoes. I could kill him with my bare hands if he drove me to it. I’ve imagined it quite a few times, and I’m imagining it more as I think of what he could threaten Lissie with. What he could do to her reputation. What he could do to her career.

      

      If he harms her in any way, I’ll have no problem killing Jonathan Ross.

      

      “What brings you here Dad? Something I can help you with?” I ask, walking into the room slowly as he sips his drink, eyeing me.

      

      “Yeah, actually there is,” he says as he sets his drink out and leans forward, placing his elbows on the desk and staring at me with his hands folded together.

      

      “See, I was on my way home and my phone alerted me that there was a motion detected past my cameras in my office,” he says, clapping his hands together and I know for sure I’m fucked now.

      

      “And I knew it wasn’t my staff because nobody has a key to my office. Nobody but me that is. But I think you know otherwise, don’t you Nate?” he says, his voice dark and his eyes narrowed.

      

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, swallowing deep as he stares at me.

      

      “Cut the shit, boy. I saw you in there. I saw you going through Amber’s files. Fuck, Nate. You’re nearly thirty and you’re still snooping around like a child. Getting your sticky fingers over all of my shit per usual,” he says, slamming his hands on my desk, rattling the picture I have of my mother.

      

      “Maybe I wouldn’t have to do that if you didn’t fuck my college girlfriend and get her pregnant. Oh wait, and order a hit out to kill her because she wanted to keep the baby. You’re right, Pops. I went snooping. And I found everything I needed to find. I saw all your dirty little secrets,” I hiss, squaring up as I walk to my desk and stand over him.

      

      I’m done giving him the power to control or even be a part of my life. I could kill this motherfucker right now, but I’d much rather be in bed with my woman later instead of sleeping in a jail cell. I clench my fists at my sides, ready to swing, but knowing his fights now are through manipulation and not violence.

      

      “I never killed Amber,” he says and I scoff.

      

      “You didn’t, but if she wouldn’t have grabbed the wheel that night you would’ve had her dead in the morning. I saw the receipts,” I say in a low tone, not backing down.

      

      “She couldn’t have kept the baby, Son. Our lives would be ruined. You wouldn’t have had the career you did. Wouldn’t have this nice house. All this fucking money you have. I got you here. I carried you on my back and I’ll be damned if I let your little whore fuck that up.”

      

      I snap then, reaching forward and grabbing his shirt, yanking him towards me. His eyes widen in fear, but he doesn’t flinch.

      

      “So you admit it. You made a hit out on her. You paid to have her killed and it would’ve happened if she didn’t die in that car accident,” I growl and after a while, after his eyes narrow and his throat clears, he nods.

      

      “Yeah, I paid the fucker. I paid a man to kill Amber Adams, the bitch that asked for it by fucking with the wrong man. By getting pregnant like a fucking idiot, but thank God the bitch was stupid and went and got herself killed instead. Saved me the trouble, even though I’m out fifty grand." He spits and I would’ve clocked him, I would’ve broken his jaw right then if not for the soft gasp that sounds from the doorway.

      

      I turn around and lock eyes with Lissie. Her bright blues fill with tears as she stares at me in disbelief, backing away and shaking her head. I let go of my father and he drops against the seat with a thud and a chuckle. I walked to her, but she held a hand up as a sob released from her throat, breaking my heart into pieces.

      

      “Lissie, wait, let me explain. A lot has happened since I left earlier,” I say, pleading and walking to her as she stares at me in fear.

      

      “You knew all of that? And you didn’t tell me?” she cries, her hand going to her mouth as the other goes to her stomach, like she’s trying to shove it all down. All that hurt.

      

      “No, Lissie, I just found out! Just listen-”

      

      “He sent out a hit for my sister and you fucking knew!” she screams, running from me and down the hall.

      

      “Guess I didn’t have to go near her after all. You’re good at fucking things up yourself. You always have been,” my father says from behind me, but I don’t listen.

      

      Instead, I run after her. I run after the love of my life, praying she doesn’t leave me behind in darkness forever.
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      I run down Nathan’s hallway, tears clouding my vision as I fumble for my keys in my pocket. I hear him running behind me, but I keep pushing forward, desperate to get away.

      I came in as soon as Nate grabbed his dad, confused at the altercation. Until Nate accused him of sending a hit out for my sister. And his father finally admitted it. I almost threw up then, all of the sickness built up inside of me, desperate to push free as I stood there in shock.

      I make it outside and to my car, but as soon as I open it, Nate’s hand snaps out and slams it shut. I spin around, pushing and slapping at him as I cry like a child. A bruised, broken little child who just had her heart ripped out and stomped on by the love of her life. By the ultimate betrayer.

      “I ruined my relationship for my mother with you!” I scream, pushing him as he takes all my wrath.

      “She hates me now! Won’t even speak to me because of you! You ruined everything, you son of a bitch! You ruined my family! You broke my fucking heart!” I’m crying so hard, I can’t even see him, I’m just punching and pushing at nothing as I wail.

      “Lissie, please, just let me explain,” he begs, his hands out and ready to grab me, but I back away, grabbing my door handle.

      “No, everything that comes out of your mouth is a lie and I’m done letting you win whatever game you’re playing. I’m done with you, Nathan Ross. I never want to see you again!” I scream, yanking my car door open and looking at him one last time through tear filled eyes.

      “I gave you everything. And you took it all,” I whisper brokenly, getting in the car and locking it as he bangs on my window.

      I start it and peel out, driving away as he runs and hollers after me, but he’s nothing but a speck in the distance now. Nothing but a shard in my memory and a thorn in my heart.
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      I drive the three hours it takes to get back to Charleston. I don’t stop at the apartment in fear that Nathan would be there, so I go back home with nothing but my phone and my broken heart, praying my mom is already there and willing to let me inside.

      When I pull up, the driveway is empty. She must have stopped somewhere before she went home or is at the shop, so I use my key and go inside, the smell of my childhood blasting me and making fresh tears fall as I walk through the house.

      I look around at everything that remains the same. The couch covers, the pictures on the walls, the broken clock that sits in the corner of the living room. I walk upstairs and stop outside of Amber’s bedroom, my hand on the door as I push it open and gasp. My mom had everything packed up. There are boxes everywhere and the only things that remain are her bed and the nightstand. Everything is boxed away, nothing but a memory of her in storage now. I sit on her bed, grabbing her blue blanket from it and holding it to my face, weeping heavily into it as the pain from my heart spreads throughout my entire body. How can someone feel numb, but still feel everything all at the same time?

      I lay on my side on her bed, crying into her blanket as I try to pull whatever trace of her I can to the surface. Nathan’s father ruined her, but Nathan ruined me. She may be in the ground, but in this moment, I’ve never felt closer to her, our brokenness blending and bleeding all over her empty bed. I wish we could hold each other right now, cry it out before we laugh and drink and curse them for the rest of the evening.

      I think of those nights with Nathan. Of the times where his hands would hold me gently when we slept. Of the roughness of his palms when he would hold my hips as he fucked me. Of his smile when he would spoon feed me and laugh when I would drop it on my shirt. I think of all of those moments and then I think of his lies. Of the pain he caused me, and I wish I could take it all back just to hug my sister one last time.

      I don’t know how long I’ve been in here, how long I’ve been crying, but after a while, I feel a soft pair of hands on my shoulders and I am pulled into my mother’s chest, weeping harder when she apologizes over and over again, kissing my head and rocking me like a child.

      “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean any of it. I love you, Alyssa. I love you," she whispers and I bawl into her chest, shaking violently.

      “You were right Mom. You were right about him. He’s ruined everything. He’s ruined her and now he’s ruined me,” I say and she shushes me, rocking me on the bed as my tears slow.

      “You’re not ruined, baby. You’re just a little cracked right now, but we’ll get you back together. I promise, I promise we will,” she says, holding me until time stretches and my tears dry.

      I sit up and wipe at my face. She pats my leg and looks at me with tired eyes. My poor mother.

      “I need to pee,” I say, and she nods before getting up and walking to the door.

      “Come downstairs when you’re done. I’ll make us some tea,” she says and turns to walk down the stairs.

      I leave my sister’s room, staring at her blue blanket as I shut the door and use the restroom. I wash my hands and stare at my reflection in the mirror. My eyes are so red and swollen from the crying and my face is paler than usual. In other words, I look like shit, and I feel even worse than that.

      I grab my phone from the waistband on my shorts and stare at it before I take a deep breath and unlock it. It may be hasty, but there’s no way I can go back to Charlotte. There’s no way I can finish the season and see Nate ever again. I just can’t do it. He’s ruined me and now he’s successfully ruined my career as well, something his father didn’t need to do after all.

      I type a text out to Mya, letting her know that I quit the team before I send it, and text Sarah that I’ll have rent sent to her by the end of the week and movers to come and get my things. My home was never there. It has always and will always be here, in this tiny yellow house on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean. Where my family is and where the only thing that can hurt me is my memory.

      I leave the phone on the bathroom sink as I walk downstairs into the kitchen where my mom is.
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      “You packed all of her things up,” I say as my mother places a piping hot cup of tea in front of me.

      It’s almost nine in the evening now, and after today I feel like a truck has run over me. I sip the tea as my mom sits across from me at the kitchen counter, holding her mug and staring at its contents.

      “It was time,” she says, sounding exhausted but sure in her decision.

      “Mom, I’m sorry. Truly. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” I say and she nods, meeting my eyes with so much love that it heals me by a fraction.

      “I know, baby. I know you didn’t. I’m sorry for all of those hurtful things I said. I had no right. I was just...shocked and angry. Angry at him. Angry at everything he’s done,” she says, holding my hand.

      “You and me both,” I say sadly, and she gives me a small smile, rubbing my hand.

      “Want to talk about it?” she asks, but I shake my head, ready to end this day and sleep for an eternity.

      “Not yet,” I whisper, and she nods.

      “I quit my job,” I say, and her eyes widen.

      “Lissie, are you sure? That was an abrupt decision…” she says but I shake my head.

      “I can’t go back there, Mom. I can’t see him ever again. It hurts too much,” I whisper brokenly, and she just stares at me with understanding, not asking a word or pushing me.

      We sip our tea in comfortable silence before I tell her that I’m going to bed and that we’ll talk in the morning. I’m ready to shut off both reality and my head for a while and I don’t know when I’ll be ready to face anything again.

      I climb the stairs and grab my phone from the bathroom. When I unlock it, I see that not only Nathan has called me a bunch of times, but so have Sarah and Mya. I turn off my phone and walk to my bedroom, pushing my door open and throwing it on my nightstand before rummaging through my drawers for the clothes that I left behind.

      I pull out a pair of leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, shoving on a pair of socks before climbing into my squeaky bed and nestling under the covers, crying softly until the deep arms of exhaustion pull me under.
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        * * *

      

      I awake to pounding on my front door. I hear my mom curse and check the clock and see that it’s just past eight in the morning. I sit up and look out my window, freezing when I see Nate’s car. I run out of the bedroom and stop at the top of the stairs, listening to the hiss of my mother’s voice.

      “What right do you think you have? Showing up here? And with her boss? Why would you drag her into this?” my mom hisses, and I freeze.

      Mya’s here?

      I tie my hair up and rush down the stairs, standing behind my mother as both Nate and Mya stare at me from the porch. Mya has a kind smile on her lips as she speaks to my mother, but Nate is a different story.

      He looks tired, exhausted. His beautiful green eyes are nearly black and there are deep blue circles under them. His beard is scraggly and his hair is a mess. He looks completely disheveled and when he looks at me, my heart cracks wide open and spills onto the floor. I feel that connection, that spark that ignites and bursts between us as always.

      I swallow back my hurt and stand tall, eyeing him cautiously as Mya speaks.

      “Ma’am, I’m so sorry to come here like this, but please hear Nathan out. We’ve been driving since five in the morning,” Mya says, and I instantly feel bad because that’s the time practice is, and she missed it to come here.

      “Goodness, he’s got to you with his lies too.” My mother growls and Nate steps forward, eyes on me as he speaks to her.

      “Susan, please. There’s so much you don’t know and I need to tell you the truth. About Amber. About Lissie. About my father. Everything. Just give me a few moments alone, please.” He begs and I stand still, my eyes watching his every move.

      He pulls out his phone and a file and holds them up, and my eyes widen as I spot them.

      Is he going to show my mom the documents? The video? Jesus, Nate.

      “I have it all right here. You have to believe me. Please,” he begs, still staring at me as he speaks to her.

      After several minutes of silence, my mom stands back and holds the door open for them. Nate steps inside, but Mya hangs back and looks at me.

      “Get in the car. We’re going for a drive,” she says and I look at my mother who nods quietly and pats my shoulder.

      I grab my shoes by the door and follow Mya, turning my head and staring at Nate before my mom shuts the door, his eyes haunted, but glowing with love as they look at me.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as I buckle myself in and she drives away from my mom’s house.

      “To get a cup of coffee. That asshole rushed me out of the house and wouldn’t even stop at the gas station,” she grumbles, and if I wasn’t so sad and confused, I might’ve laughed.

      “Why are you here, Mya?” I ask as I stare out the window.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing, but I also have another question. Why would you drop your career for a guy?” she asks, and I stare at her long and hard.

      “You don’t know that guy or his family. You don’t know what he’s capable of,” I whisper, but she shakes her head.

      “Oh, but Lissie, I do. And I know him well. Better than you might think,” she says, and I frown.

      

      “And how is that?” I ask.

      She’s quiet for a while, turning onto the main road that leads into downtown Charleston. My mom bought the house because of how close it was to the city. She pays more than it’s worth just for that sole purpose. And because it’s by the beach. A luxury I’ve always been thankful for.

      “Your sister and I first became friends when she joined the Panthers first dance team. We both just graduated college and were the only graduates that were drafted,” she says suddenly, shocking the hell out of me.

      “You knew my sister?” I ask, and she nods slowly, looking at me from the corner of her eye as we head into town.

      “We clicked pretty fast and held onto each other for a while. We both missed home and didn’t have anyone else, except she had Nate, but all I had was her. She told me everything all the time and I did the same. We were like...sisters,” she says, giving me a sad and knowing look.

      “I was the first person she told when she started seeing his dad,” she says, and I freeze in my seat as we stop in front of the coffee shop and park.

      “Nate didn’t know for a while. She kept it hidden pretty well. Jonathan was good like that. Keeping things hush hush. Manipulating people,” she says with anger, her hands gripping the steering wheel.

      “She didn’t love Nate, Lissie. They were never meant to be together and when she told me that she found out about his feelings for you…she was upset, but not angry. I mean, how could she be? She was seeing his father. She was confused and going through a really dark time, but she never hated you for it. Your sister loved you, Alyssa, more than anyone on this earth. It’s why I sought you out for the new dance team. She and I had already gone to the board about making a new team before she died, and you were her first pick. I can obviously see why. You’re talented and she wanted to see you go far,” she admits and I am so shocked, that I am finding it hard to speak.

      “I know that she was distant those last few years, and she regretted it, but she was going through so much and hiding everything from everyone, except me. Never with me,” she says as she wipes a few tears from her eyes.

      “Look, Nate loves you. He always has and she’s known that. She gave you her blessing long before you even knew about Nate. She wanted to see you happy, she just didn’t want you to walk into the mess she was in,” she says and I have to hold my head in my hands to steady myself, because the entire world is spinning.

      “I’m not letting you quit. I have Sarah in charge today and I won’t leave this town without you. You’re not giving everything up, even if you can’t forgive Nate and move forward, but I’m telling you, just hear him out,” she pleads, her eyes wide and earnest as she looks at me.

      “Do you think my mom is hearing him out right now?” I ask and she smiles.

      “I think with all the evidence he has and his plan to move forward, she’d be stupid not to. Now get out, I’m running on zero energy and need a coffee before I explode,” she says and we get out of the car and head into the cafe, my mind still reeling, trying to make sense of it all.
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      I sit on the same old couch that I sat on many times when I used to visit here with Amber.

      Everything is still the same, comfy and inviting, except for Susan Adams, who’s staring at me like she wants to kill me with her bare hands right now. From all the secrets I’ve kept, I can’t say that I blame her.

      “Start talking,” she orders from the couch across from me, sitting down with her robe tightened across her torso as she glares at me.

      I clear my throat and set the file and my phone on the table, knitting my fingers together as I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees. I haven’t changed since yesterday, haven’t showered or slept and it shows. I smell like a garbage can, and I feel just like one too.

      “Where do you want me to start?” I ask, my throat dry as I look up at her.

      “Start with the night of the accident,” she says in a thick voice, clearly holding back tears.

      Lissie gets her strength from her. That much is obvious, and I can’t help but admire that strength.

      “I have to go further back than that. I have to go back to when Amber started sleeping with my dad when she turned eighteen,” I say and Susan gasps, her eyes wide as her hand lifts to her mouth in disbelief.

      “I didn’t know then. Trust me, if I did, I would’ve ended the relationship and tried to get her away from the manipulative bastard, but you know my father. He’s conniving and powerful and I’ve been dealing with his wrath since I was born. I found out a few years into our relationship. Not to be too transparent, but we never slept together and it frustrated her. We had a fight and that’s when I found out she was sleeping with him. She wanted to stay with me and work it through and I was so busy with football and college, I didn’t know what else to do. I just wanted to keep her safe from him, so I stayed,” I say, bowing my head.

      “This can’t be true,” she says in horror, so I grab the file and show her its contents.

      She goes through the unfiled court documents and text messages between Amber and me, tears falling from her old eyes and onto the papers.

      “Did…did your mom know?” she whispers, and I shake my head.

      “Mom knew about most of his affairs, but not this one. I couldn’t burden her with this. I had to keep her safe from him too,” I say, my voice thick with tears as I remember the countless times the sick bastard would hit her and scream at her.

      “Susan, I need you to look at me,” I say and slowly, she lifts her head and meets my eyes, tears in them.

      “The night of the accident…it didn’t happen like you think. I wasn’t at fault and the truck driver wasn’t either. Here,” I say, opening my phone and pulling up the video I showed Lissie the other day, sliding it to her before she presses play and watches in horror.

      I wipe the few tears that fall from my eyes as I hear the recording play out for the second time this week, sickness stretching through my stomach. God, will this nightmare ever end, or will I always be reliving it?

      The video ends and Susan is sobbing, her hands covering her mouth as her body shakes on the old couch. I wish I could hug her, but I don’t know where we stand. I don’t want to bombard her, so I hand her a tissue from the coffee table and wait for her tears to subside.

      After a while, she dabs at her eyes and takes a deep breath, looking around the room in silence.

      “I know that was a lot, Susan. But there’s more. There’s one more video I need you to watch. Can you do that for me?” I ask and she nods, handing me my phone back.

      As soon as I take it and scroll through my camera footage from yesterday, I hear a voice behind me. The most beautiful, raspy, angelic voice.

      “Have I seen this one yet?” Lissie says, walking to sit by her mother as Mya sits by me.

      I look up at her, at her tired, glacier eyes and wild icy hair that’s tied back to reveal her beautiful, but exhausted face. She’s been a wreck this last day too, we both have, and I have to physically stop myself from standing and pulling her into my arms, wanting to kiss all of her pain away, but instead I swallow and slide the phone towards them.

      “Not all of it,” I say as she grabs the phone and plays the video that my office cameras recorded yesterday.

      The entire altercation between my father and I plays from start to finish, including his admission to ordering a hit out against Amber. The man taught me well, I’m not an idiot. I have cameras that are constantly recording every surface of my house except for my bedroom and bathrooms, for obvious reasons.

      Susan weeps as she watches the video, but Lissie is sitting so still, I swear she may be an ivory statue. Beautiful and frozen in time.

      She locks my phone and sets it on the table, pulling her mom into her arms as she rocks her and shushes her, her warmth spreading throughout the room. God, I fucking love this woman.

      “Lissie, I couldn’t take seeing you in pain yesterday. You were never at fault for any of this and I had to go and find some more truth to bring to your mom. I knew there had to be more, but I swear, I didn’t know it was this,” I say honestly and she looks at me, her eyes wide and blank.

      Her mom sits back, wiping her face and sighing as she looks at the ceiling for a while. The room is silent for what feels like hours, until Susan finally takes a deep breath and looks me clear in the eyes.

      “Tell me about your involvement with Alyssa,” she orders and I nod, swallowing as I look at Lissie when I speak.

      “I fell in love with your daughter on her high school graduation day. I’ve always admired her, but when I went with Amber that day and saw her walking across that stage with her wild hair and big smile, I knew right then no other woman could affect me like she could. No other woman could hold a candle to Alyssa,” I say, staring deep into her eyes as I dump my soul on the old coffee table.

      “Amber found out when we went on the family trip that summer. She was angry, but we stayed together because some part of me knew she was still involved with my father and I couldn’t trust him, I couldn’t leave Amber like that. No matter how much I thought about Lissie. When she came to Charlotte this year, I tried to send her away. I was still dealing with my father and the death of Amber, and I didn’t want her anywhere near this mess. I wanted to keep her safe, but I couldn’t stay away. It was selfish and irresponsible, but…” I look over at Susan, who’s staring at me with narrowed eyes before I look back at Lissie and speak to her directly.

      “When you walk into a room, that pain that’s been in my chest since I was a little boy completely dissipates. I feel like I can breathe again. I feel brave enough to face the world, because you’re near. You’re like this light that helps me navigate through all of this darkness that’s been in my life. You lick every cut, heal every bruise and seal every crack in my heart. And it’s not fair to you, all that’s happened and all that I’ve kept from you, but please know this Alyssa, I did it all to keep you safe. To protect you from the monster that made me. Because no matter how much I love you, I may be a monster too because of him and I can’t let us ruin you. You’re too pure, too good for this world and I only want to see you thrive. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, because when you thrive, Lissie, you set this whole world on fire,” I say and she sniffs back tears, shoves them down and I have to clench my fists as they itch to open and wipe all of her tears away.

      “You’re not a monster,” she whispers, her lips trembling and her blue eyes wide as they stare at me with so much love, my heart literally swells inside of my chest.

      “I believe you,” Susan says after a while, standing and walking to the shelf that holds a picture of Amber when she was little.

      She holds it to her chest before she brings it to her lips and kisses it softly, setting it back on the shelf before turning to look at me with determined eyes.

      “So, what do we do now?” she asks and I sigh and tell her my plan.
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      It’s been nearly a month and a half since Nate and Mya showed up at my mom’s house.

      His plan was thorough and carefully planned, but it was going to take longer than any of us wanted, and it involved more actions that I was skeptical to take, but nonetheless, had to.

      The last game to determine whether the Panthers were going to the Super Bowl or not is tomorrow and he couldn’t have the media go crazy on his dad or the board since he was still the coach. It would disrupt the season and none of the players that worked their asses off deserved that, so we had to wait and that was the worst fucking part.

      Nathan and my mom got one of the best lawyers in the country and it cost him more money than I can even fathom, something that I’ve felt guilty about, but he’s a damn good lawyer and he’s got everything planned perfectly. Starting tomorrow after the game, the court documents will be filed and Jonathan Ross will be escorted from the field in handcuffs, but only if they lose the game. If they win and go to the Super Bowl, we have to wait even longer. I hate that I want them to lose, because I want nothing more than to see that twisted fuck rot in prison, but they also deserve to go. Nathan is the best quarterback in the state, but I have a feeling he’s going to throw the game and disappoint many of his teammates. It’s been plaguing me the entire time I’ve been back, since I haven’t had much else to think about.

      See, part of the deal was that I practically had to hide in plain sight. I can’t go to the stadium, can’t perform our last game, I can only stay at the apartment and work at Mya’s studio. Which I’m grateful for since I’m still included in practice and creating the routines, along with teaching a crap ton of dance classes for kids, but I’m depressed and anxious because I can’t perform, and I can’t leave this fucking apartment.

      Sarah has been a huge support. She stays with me whenever she can and Nathan visits in between practices, games and meetings with the lawyers. We don’t get a lot of alone time, since Sarah is here and my mom visits on the weekends. We haven’t slept together since that night in the poolhouse and I feel so far away from him, even when we’re sitting on the couch together watching movies. In short, I’m slowly going insane.

      Tonight is the night before the big game and everyone is out celebrating. The entire NFL team, both dance teams, everyone. Nathan and Sarah had to go obviously, for appearance purposes. My mom is busy with the shop and I’m just now finishing up teaching my last class of the evening before I make my way back to the apartment. I hate all of this, but I know it’s for the best so I just have to be patient. I stop at the market to grab dinner and a bottle of wine. I’m planning to drown in my own self-pity tonight since I’ll have to watch the game from home tomorrow anyways.

      When I arrive at my apartment complex, I grab my bag of groceries and dance gear, struggling my way inside and into the elevator as I ride it all the way up. Stopping outside my apartment door, I hear music coming from inside and frown in confusion. Sarah left way earlier and I’m certain I didn’t leave anything on. I definitely didn’t leave the door unlocked. I push the door open and look around, gasping at the sight and dropping my bag of groceries to the floor.

      There are candles lit on every surface and the small, glass dining room table with two seats have replaced the coffee table in the living room. A large candle and a vase of flowers sit in the middle of it, while two plates with delicious looking pasta sit on either side. There are red rose petals all over the floor and when I look up at the door to the balcony, I gasp when I see Nathan dressed in a fitted, black Armani suit, his hair slicked back and his eyes dark as he smirks at me.

      “What are you doing here?” I choke out, overwhelmed. “You’re supposed to be at the party,” I say, and he walks towards me, stopping when he reaches me and bends down to plant a soft kiss on my sweaty head.

      I’m so not prepared for this, by any means.

      “Fuck the party,” he growls, warming me all over.

      “You’re more important. You’re the most important thing to me,” he gruffs out and I sigh, walking into his warm embrace, inhaling the scent of his expensive cologne and cringing when I smell my armpits.

      “I’m so thankful for all of this, but I smell like a locker room,” I say and he chuckles, his deep laugh vibrating my entire body.

      He stands back and walks me by hand to the dinner table he has set up for us. He pulls out my chair, sits me down and pours me a glass of champagne before taking his seat across from me.

      “I knew you would, though no matter what you smell like I still want to kiss every inch of that body, but I figured you would protest, so I have a bath drawn and ready when we’re done with dinner,” he says as we start to eat our pasta.

      I lean back in my chair, full as I sip my champagne and stare at the beautiful man before me. This beautiful, dark and charming man that has stolen every piece of my heart.

      “I missed you,” I say, loving the way his hand folds over mine from across the table, warming every inch of my body.

      “I’m sorry about all of this. I know it’s been hard. God, it’s been so hard not having you in my bed. Not seeing you every day at practice, not being able to fuck you and hear your sweet moans,” he says in a low voice, making my pussy pulse and my belly flutter.

      “But when this is all finally over, I’m taking you on a vacation and we’re ignoring everyone while we fuck and play on the beach for weeks,” he says, a wicked glint in his eyes as he pulls me up by my hand and walks me to the bathroom.

      He did draw a bath, a bubble bath that smells of lavender and has candles lit on each corner of the tub. More rose petals lead the way, and he even sprinkled a few in there as well. My heart thumps loudly in my chest as he turns me, presses a soft, lingering kiss to my lips and begins undressing me. He lifts me as if I weigh nothing, eyes pinned to my breasts as I blush, and sets me down gently into the warm water. I sigh in peaceful content, watching him as he takes off his suit jacket, rolls up his sleeves, grabs a sponge and begins washing my arms and legs slowly, his eyes traveling all over my body.

      “I’m sorry about having you locked away and hidden,” he says after a while, breaking the peaceful silence.

      “I know it’s driven you crazy and it kills me to not see you perform, but I have to keep you safe, Lissie. I have to,” he says earnestly, his remorseful eyes lifting to meet mine.

      I bring a hand out from the water and rest it on his face, gazing at him as I stroke his stubbled cheek. Why does he have to be so fucking beautiful all the time?

      “I know, it’s okay. What I don’t want you to do, is throw the game tomorrow. I know you and I can tell what’s going on in your head. Don’t do it to the boys. They’ve worked hard. You have worked hard, don’t do it to speed this up. I want to watch you win. Watching you go all the way would bring me more happiness than performing for a season. Mya’s expanding the studio and I have competitions before next season starts. I’m going to be okay, Nate. Just play, for me,” I say, and he swallows audibly, staring at me with such an intense expression, it steals my breath away.

      “What did I do to deserve you?” he whispers as he leans forward to press his nose against mine.

      I smile as I grab his face softly with both hands, kissing the tip of his nose.

      “You lived, Nate. That’s all you had to do,” I say before he lets out a grunt and leans forward, swallowing my lips with his, kissing me like a man in love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            48

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The kiss is long and all consuming.

      It heats me up from my head to my toes and ignites a fire in my belly. I want this man more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life and if I don’t get him inside me right now, I’ll melt into nothing.

      “Make love to me,” I whisper against his lips, loving his growl of approval.

      He reaches in the tub to open the drain before he scoops me up, placing me on my feet as he grabs a towel and starts to dry every inch of my body.

      He runs the towel over my hair, kissing every inch of my face softly with his full lips before dragging the cloth down and across my breasts. When he slides the towel down to my belly, he kisses each of my nipples. His tongue circles around them slowly and I tilt my head back and moan, thrusting my swollen tits gently into his mouth, feeding them to his tongue as he sucks them deep, holding me close.

      He goes to his knees, dragging the towel down each of my legs as he stares up into my eyes. My breath is stolen and all I can do is watch with rapt attention, never wanting to look away from his beautiful eyes.

      “So soft,” he says, kissing each of my hips.

      “So sweet,” he murmurs, kissing the top of my pussy, making me quake in his arms.

      “So…mine,” he says before he drops the towel at my feet and leans forward, his tongue opening up my folds, licking around until it finds my throbbing clit, which he sucks slowly into his mouth, making me cry out in response.

      “I wanna stay here forever, baby. I want to live and breathe and feast on this pussy until I die, but I need to be inside you more,” he grunts, and I nod, my fingers messing up his slicked back hair as I pull his head up to look at me.

      “Please, Nate. I need it. Please take me to bed,” I plead and he gives a slow, tantalizing smile before he presses one last kiss to my pussy.

      He pulls me up in his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist as he walks me to my bedroom, my wet sex probably ruining his suit pants.

      “Love it when you beg,” he moans before gently laying me back on the bed so he can strip down to nothing, his cock long and hard, reaching towards me and pressing against my wet center as he settles himself between my open legs.

      “I love you,” he groans before he rears back and pushes all the way to the hilt with one, blissful thrust, making me cry out in ecstasy.

      “I love you, Nathan Ross,” I moan as he starts to fuck me slow, his strokes deep and determined as we move together in the best dance of my entire life.

      He starts to pump harder, wrapping my legs around him as I sigh in bliss when the tip of his cock touches my G spot. He swirls his hips around, making my eyes pop wide open as they stare into his. He presses his forehead to mine, thrusting deep as I cry into his kiss. He grabs my hands and pins them above my head, entwining our fingers as he fucks me deep into the mattress.

      “Oh my god,” I cry out, my pussy clenching around him, gripping his cock tight, pulling him deeper as he moans into my mouth.

      “That’s it, baby. Let me hear you. Let me hear it all,” he groans, and I oblige, crying out loudly when the first wave of my orgasm hits.

      I tremble in his arms, his hands gripping mine so tightly like he’s afraid I might disappear. I pull them from his grasp and place them on the sides of his face, forcing him to look me in the eyes when I speak.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Nate. I’m here. It’s just you and me from now on. We earned it,” I say harshly, wanting him to believe the words, wanting him to realize that all his strength and persistence was going to pay off. We are going to get our dream because we’ve lived through Hell long enough.

      “You and me,” he growls before pushing deep one last time, invading and filling every empty space inside me as he comes with a guttural roar.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan left early the next morning. My body is deliciously sore from a long night of lovemaking. He took me on my bed, on my counter when we went to grab a drink and then on the sofa when we tried to watch a movie. Not a single part of my body has been left untouched by him.

      Sarah stayed at Mya’s to give us our privacy, so the entire game day I am left pacing around the apartment until the game starts on TV. I’ve showered, straightened my hair and even done my makeup out of boredom. I’ve changed three times because I’ve had nothing else to do. Now, I’m settling on my couch in a pair of skinny jeans and a baggy crop top as I bite my nails anxiously, watching the game unfold on the screen.

      The team started off strong and every time I saw Jonathan come into view, shouting at the players, I cringe. The man makes my skin crawl, and I can’t help but close my eyes every time the camera pans over to him. He’s angry, that much is clear. I can tell Nathan is playing his ass off as is the rest of the team, but the opposing team has had a strong season and they’re already up a few points above the Panthers.

      The final intermission comes and it’s time for the dance team to perform. I sit back with pride, watching as both the original squad and our new one comes together for a routine that I nearly broke my back creating. I watch with rapt attention, clapping and cheering as they all nail the fucking routine right before my eyes. When they’re done, I’m crying. I want nothing more than to be there with them right now, but words can’t describe just how proud I am watching them rock the stadium on the TV right now. The camera pans over to the players who sit and watch. Nathan looks directly at the screen and winks, a small smirk flirting with his lips, and I know it was meant for me and me alone.

      “I love you,” I whisper, touching the screen with my hand as I sit on my knees before the television when the last quarter starts.

      The Panthers are only a couple points behind and I keep biting my nails in anticipation, watching as the fate of Jonathan, my relationship and my family's vengeance plays out on the screen. If they’re going to lose, I want to be there to watch Jonathan Ross get arrested. If they’re going to win, I want to be there to hug my girls and look into Nathan’s eyes. No matter what, I want to fucking be there. Against my better judgment, I grab my keys and walk to the front door, hoping that I’m not about to make a giant mistake by going to the stadium.

      It doesn’t matter, Jonathan Ross has stolen enough of my life from me, I won’t let him steal this too. It’s my last thought before I shut the door and run to my car.
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      The stadium is packed, and I have to park almost a mile away, so thank God I wore the sneakers Nathan got me.

      I grab my keys and run to the stadium doors, flashing the guards my staff card before they finally let me in. I weave through the crowds, ducking low to make sure I’m not spotted by Nathan or his dad as I walk to the holding place where the dancers are. Before I reach them, Max spots me as he walks back from the bathroom. I freeze, staring at him until finally, he offers me a small smile and walks over to me.

      “Lissie, hey. How have you been?” he asks nervously, a hand running through his hair.

      “I’ve been okay, Max. I hope you’ve been good too. I saw the performance, you guys did an amazing job,” I say kindly, hoping that in some way, we could repair our friendship.

      “That’s because the routine was made by the best,” he says, giving me a wink before standing with his hands in his pockets.

      “Look, Lis, I wanted to say I’m sorry about what happened at that party. I shouldn’t have said all of those awful things to you, and I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me, even though I don’t deserve it,” he says, his eyes raw and genuine.

      “I forgave you when you said them, Max. I only want to see you happy,” I say and he nods, a sweet smile playing with his lips.

      “Same to you. And I am…happy that is. Marissa and I-”

      “There you are! That was the longest piss in history,” Marissa says when she walks up suddenly, standing on her toes to kiss his cheek before spotting me.

      “Oh my god! Lissie! You’re here!” she says, pulling me in for a fierce hug.

      “I don’t know why you couldn’t perform the rest of the season, but that routine was spot on, and I miss you so fucking much,” she says into my hair as I hug her back.

      “I missed you too, Marissa,” I say, pulling back to smile at her and Max.

      “Are you…are you two..?” I start to ask as Max gives me a shy smile before turning a hot gaze on Marissa, who is now beet red.

      “Yeah, we are,” she blushes and I smile, hugging them both one last time before we walk back to the dance team.

      “I’m so, so happy for you guys. Hey, I know this might sound weird, but can I hide behind you two? I want to surprise the team when the game’s over,” I say and they give me a weird look before eventually, they nod.

      They stand at the back of the team, blocking me as I stand behind them, nestled in with the crowd and out of view. The last quarter is almost over and the Panthers are only one point behind now. Anxiety fills my bones as I watch the game play out. I scan the crowd and freeze when I notice a group of armed officers standing by one of the exits, their eyes trained on Jonathan.

      I feel too nervous to even look at the game now, my stomach is in knots and I have to look at my feet to steady myself. The charm bracelet that Nathan gave me twinkles on my wrist, catching my eye as I fidget with the new charm I placed on there before I left my mom’s house last month. I went through some of Amber’s boxes with her and found a small pendant of a cheer horn with her name on it. She used to wear it on a necklace all the time when we were kids. It was a Christmas gift that my mom gave her when she got accepted onto her high school varsity team. It’s been on my bracelet since I found it.

      I fiddle with the charm, running it through my fingers as I stare at her name, wondering if she would be happy right now at this moment. Happy to see the prospect of her abuser getting the punishment he deserves, happy to see her dream team perform the routine of their lives. I bring the charm to my lips and kiss it softly, whispering to it before I look back up at the game.

      “Just me and you,” I whisper, the same phrase we would say to each other after our father left and nights got hard, the same phrase I whispered to Nathan over and over again as he made love to me last night.

      Right when I look up, the other team scores and the buzzers go off, declaring the opposing team as the winner and the official team that will be joining the Super Bowl. Everyone at the stadium boos, but I look around anxiously as I see the cops make their way to the field. Max and Marissa sit down, leaving me in clear view as Mya spots me and gasps. She runs over to me with Sarah, grabbing me and whispering harshly into my ear.

      “Lissie, what the fuck! You’re not supposed to be here,” she scolds, but I can’t respond, I can’t look at her.

      All I can see are the cops going straight to Jonathan Ross and putting him in handcuffs, escorting him off the field as he kicks and shouts, the crowd whispering in confusion.

      “Oh my god, it’s happening. It’s finally happening,” I say, tears pouring from my eyes as I watch Nathan spot me and start walking towards me.

      “It’s finally over. You can breathe now, Lissie,” Mya says, but I barely hear her.

      All I can do is walk to Nathan, my feet running as I push my way onto the field and jump into his arms. He picks me up and spins me around, kissing the tears from my face.

      “I should’ve known you weren’t going to listen,” he laughs, but I just hang onto him and hold his face in my hands as he spins me around on the field.

      “Just you and me,” I whisper one last time before his lips claim mine and we forget about the real world once and for all.
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        Nathan

      

      

      

      It’s been three months since my father was arrested on murder for hire charges.

      He’s set to be in prison for nearly twenty years, due to other evidence that was found in his house. Apparently, a lot of his affairs took place with minors and a number of them stepped forward. It’s still an ongoing case that will likely end up with him dying in prison.

      Not that I’m complaining, because not only do I not have to deal with the monster anymore, but I get to live each day with my dream come true, my fiancé, Alyssa Adams.

      I took her on the vacation I promised her and wanted to wait until we got to Barbados to propose, but the ring felt so heavy in my pocket that I ended up proposing at the airport. Which I guess was a great choice, because it got my girl so excited that we decided to join the mile high club minutes after our flight took off.

      Now, I get to wake up to her every day. Her laughter fills my hallways, her scent lingering on my sheets as I lay in bed after she leaves for work. Mya decided to make her the assistant of her studio and the lead choreographer on the dance team, so she’s constantly busy, but she enjoys it and I love seeing her happy.

      I also love seeing her in charge, much more than I like being in charge myself since the board elected me as the new coach of the Panthers due to my father’s absence.

      I could almost say that everything is perfect, except for this morning. Lissie has been sick for the past two days and I begged her to stay home from work so we could go to the doctor, but the woman is stubborn and left before I even got up.

      I’m rushing to the stadium now, ready to scold her and pick her up and throw her over my shoulders, drive her to the doctor my damn self. When I get there, she’s standing in front of the team, watching them carefully until she spots me and rolls her eyes.

      “You’re off today. What did I do now?” she sasses me, my fierce little lion.

      “We’re going to the doctor, Alyssa. I’m worried about you and you’re paler than normal. Sarah can handle today, get in the car,” I order and she sighs, smirking at me before she dismisses the team for a break.

      “You couldn’t have waited till I got off work, could you?” she says, confusing me as she grabs her bag and thrusts a stick in my hands.

      Not just any stick, but a pregnancy test. A very positive pregnancy test at that.

      I look up, my eyes wide as a smile spreads across my lips.

      “Are you serious?” I ask, grabbing her and pulling her into my arms.

      “Remember that night I got too drunk and threw up the entire next day? I guess my pill came up with it,” she says, smiling widely as I kiss every inch of her perfect face.

      “Are you happy?” she laughs and I pick her up and spin her around on the field like I did just months ago.

      “Baby, I’m thrilled,” I say, pressing my nose to hers as we breathe each other in, soaking in this beautiful moment.

      “Just you and me,” I say, kissing the smile on her lips as I bring a hand to rest on her belly.

      “Not for long,” she says before I claim her mouth, thanking God or whoever for finally bringing this light into my dark world.
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        Perfect.

        Privileged.

        And poisonous . . .

      

        

      
        You know them. The Instagram-influencing, pampered, never-had-a-problem-money couldn’t-fix, heirs of our nation’s elite.

      

        

      
        Most people never get any closer to these ‘American royals’ than their social media streams, but not me. No, I spend my days up close and personal with the famously infamous.

      

        

      
        Picking up trash and cleaning their toilets is the opposite of glamorous, but it’s afforded me a few perks—like a scholarship to the exclusive Bryers University.

      

        

      
        Thank god the Carlisle heirs, brooding sexy Jude and colder-than-ice Lila, haven’t caught on to the fact that their housekeeper—is also their classmate. I’m already an outsider in enemy territory, and if the rest of the school finds out, a huge target will be placed on my back.

      

        

      
        I’ve been careful and kept my head down. But I screwed up.

      

        

      
        Because now, I’ve found myself on Jude’s radar.

      

        

      
        Suddenly, our paths are constantly crashing into each other and I can’t escape him or his dark, pensive stare and wicked smile. Deliciously hateful sparks fly with each meeting, and it should push me away, but all it does is draw me in.

      

        

      
        But I have to be careful.

      

        

      
        Because letting him in, comes at a high price.

      

        

      
        And the odds favor one outcome.

      

        

      
        This is a dark bully romance intended for readers 18+. This book contains dark themes, including abuse, violence and sexual relationships that some readers might be uncomfortable with.

      

      

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

        

      
        BROOKLYN

      

      

      

      Damn, damn, damn.

      I ran down the stairs, yanking on my coat as I went. I was late again, and the Carlisle Manor was not a forgiving household when it came to tardiness. When I got to my car, I prayed a thousand times it would start on the first try—at least just this once. Shoving the key into the ignition, I held my breath, smiling in relief as my beat-up little Civic roared to life right away. I quickly peeled out of the driveway, knowing that if I could hit every light just right, I had a slim chance of being on time—maybe.

      The looming clouds overhead boasted of a storm approaching. A dark storm, swallowing up everything in its path. It reminded me of the Carlisle Family and their fortunes and fames. It reminded me of the rich elite I tailored myself to for my job just to put myself through school. It reminded me of the wasteful byproducts of their parties I swept up after, and the women they trolloped through the house at all hours just to simply shove the scantily-clad women out the door before someone caught them. Not that they’d get into any real trouble. Oh, no. Their money saved them from things like that.

      But apparently, the gods were in a forgiving mood, because I sailed through town effortlessly. Which meant less forethought was given to the work I was about to do just to earn myself a bit of cash. I knew the world wouldn’t stay kind to me, though. And when I hit the front entrance of the sprawling estate, the ‘luck’ I was all too familiar with in my life reared its head again.

      Blocking the gate was a sideways-parked Ferrari, white smoke choking out of the back exhaust. A group of people, too well-dressed to even consider walking the five-hundred feet of concrete to the front door, milled aimlessly around the gate. I pulled up behind the overpriced piece of metal and leaned out the window. The only thing I cared about was trying to gauge if I could slip my car between its bumper and the iron bars. The thick smoke made it hard to see clearly, but I had a feeling I could do it.

      It would definitely be close, though.

      “Ew, Jude. Who’s driving up in a Honda?” A snotty voice that I knew all too well groaned from just beyond my window. Her golden blonde head peered through my windshield, trying to figure out who could possibly be behind the wheel of this car and headed into that house.

      Not like I needed the reminder.

      The vast dissimilarity between my life and theirs was wider than the distance between here and Mars. My only consolation was that I could take refuge in knowing I was not infinitely alone in my situation. Most of the world were mere paupers compared to the upper echelon of the wealthy elite. And when I say ‘wealthy elite,’ I’m not talking about pro football player money or entertainment money. I’m not talking about ten-million dollar contracts a year and owning a first vacation home down in Florida. I’m not even talking about famous actors and actresses that can afford to preach about climate change before dipping in and out of press conferences in their private, gas-guzzling jets!

      No, I’m talking about them.

      The ‘one-percenters’ whose family wealth started in the early days of America’s creation. The people whose net worth isn’t only derived from the land they own and the money they have in the bank, but how much of the world they possess at their fingertips. I’m talking about the top of the one percent. The people who threw their money around in politics to keep their position in life. The people who can’t flood the stock market with their money all at once for fear of crashing the rest of us into oblivion. I’m talking about the kind of wealth that makes The Queen of England look like a woman that might reside in a two bedroom, one bathroom apartment. That’s the kind of wealth I’m talking about. And it was gathered right outside this stupid gate.

      Which brings me to the ‘king of heirs’ standing before me—Jude Carlisle.

      Jude was… hard to explain. The man himself was a conundrum of frustratingly sexy with a huge dose of entitled jerk. Unfortunately, he was also the most attractive guy I had ever seen. Tall, ripped, with black curling hair that fell across his forehead and over his ears, he had the tan of someone who never sat inside for very long. He had no idea who I was, but I had worked for his family for a long time, and anytime he was near enough, it was his dark eyes that caught me. His brooding look and laid-back persona told the world he didn't give a fuck, but those eyes said something different. To me, it seemed like he was always watching… and always ready.

      Ready for what? I didn't know.

      This time though, he didn’t even look at me; instead, he flicked a dismissive glance at my car before turning back to the gate. “Just the help,” he said. “Yo, Manuel, you getting this figured out or what?”

      This was directed to the poor security guard, who stood sweating outside the entry house, probably trying to both get the car towed and organize a ride for the group up to the house. I looked at the clock. Crap. My shift started two minutes ago. I sighed and leaned forward.

      Nothing to it but to do it.

      I eased my car slowly past the poor, wounded Ferrari, watching out for the feet of the people loitering at the gate. At one point, I sucked in my breath, absolutely positive I was going to scrape the side of the car that cost more than any home I had ever lived in. But thankfully, I squeezed by. I did it. I got past the loitering million-dollar madness without so much as a hiccup. Now, all I had to do was throttle it up the hill, park my car in the shadows, and throw myself through the front door with as much fervor as they used kicking women out. Easy enough, right? Wrong. Because just as I hit the gas to cruise up to the employee lot, a loud smack sounded, sending me almost completely out of my seat.

      I whipped around to see the smirking face of Jude.

      “Better leave more room next time, Dollface. Wouldn’t want to be responsible for ruining anyone’s car here, would you? Might not be the kind of problem you can get out of.”

      I turned quickly before he could see the murderous rage in my eyes and took off, waiting to press a hand to my chest until I was out of sight.

      What a prick.

      By the time I was parked in the employee lot and made it to the kitchen, I was a solid ten minutes late, and my boss was waiting by the door. I avoided her eyes as I pulled on my apron and stuffed my hair into my Carlisle-approved cap.

      “I know I’m late, ma’am, but Jude’s car was blocking the gate and—”

      “I don’t particularly care to hear your excuses.”

      Mrs. Janey Carlisle never budged an inch. She had more iron than calcium in her bones, and at five-eleven, she cut an impressive figure—her steel gray hair knotted tightly at the nape of her neck. Her long legs boasting of the years she spent in servitude to someone else. Her eyes, piercing and unforgiving.

      Her penchant for perfectly-creased pantsuits only added to the overall effect

      She sighed. “I’m going to have to dock your pay.”

      “But the gate—”

      She leveled me with a look. “When will you learn that the only reason you’re tardy is due to your own poor planning? You have no one to blame but yourself for being late. Now, go. You’ve missed enough of your shift already.” With that, she turned sharply on one heel and left the kitchen.

      I suppressed a grumble as I opened the dishwasher and began to put away the clean dishes. The Carlisle Manor had dozens of low-level employees like me, a number of higher-level employees, such as assistants, chefs, and personal trainers. Plus, there were always guests milling around, enjoying the estate or gawking at the artwork on the walls. You could never be sure you wouldn’t be overheard, and Mrs. Carlisle did not stand for gossipy or whiny employees.

      My job at the manor was pretty straightforward. I was part housekeeper and maid, responsible for any little tasks that came up throughout the day. In a home with this many bedrooms and bathrooms, the upkeep was an enormous task. The job didn’t pay all that well, and of course, there were no benefits, but it paid the rent, and even better, there was one advantage that made all the bullshit worth it.

      And I kept a picturesque reminder of it taped on my bathroom mirror for me to see every morning.

      I always saved the best part of my job for last. After making the beds up for guests arriving today, scrubbing toilets, sweeping, and dusting, I was ready. I pushed open the back door and was hit by the sweetest scent of jasmine, honeysuckle, and freshly cut grass. I took a deep breath and wondered if I would ever get sick of this feeling. Walking out to the shed to grab my tools, I decided I probably wouldn’t.

      Here I come, you beautiful garden.

      At the shed, I clipped on my tool belt and checked the list left for me by the head groundskeeper. Pruning, weeding, and harvesting, the perfect way to end a day’s work. I was a journalist, and one day I’d graduate and leave this snobby little rich town behind to go work for one of the top newspapers in the country. But, I also loved to garden. I loved tilling the land with my hands and watching my creations grow. I loved planting and eagerly watching every morning as their greenery slowly poked up from the dirt. And one day, after I purchased a reliable mode of transportation and established myself enough to purchase my own place, I’d have my own garden. I’d live off my own land as much as possible. And I’d be rid of the Carlisle Family for good.

      Digging my hands into fresh-tilled soil, getting out in the sun after a long day of classes, and working for my incredibly spoiled classmates, there was no better medication.

      I had been a student at Bryers University for two years. Two full years of walking the ivy-shrouded campus on charming cobblestone paths, of award-winning professors, gourmet café meals… and of being surrounded by absolute idiots. My classmates were a spoiled group of narcissistic, entitled douchebags used to having everything they ever wanted, not only on a silver platter, but a silver platter being presented to them by a white-gloved butler.

      That’s not to say they were all bad. I had found one decent, reasonably human student on the campus that was often used to film blockbuster hits. My best friend, Tae Hawthorne, was--it had to be said--entitled, rich, and even spoiled. But she was also funny, supportive, and kind. Other than Tae, this was a school chock-full of people who made me feel like stabbing myself in the eye within ten minutes of being together.

      It probably doesn’t have to be said at this point that I didn’t quite fit in here. An outreach-student, I had been accepted into Bryers on a journalism scholarship. Between that and my need-based aid, I would be able to walk away debt-free from one of America’s most prestigious universities—home of alumni that went on to be NFL players, supreme court judges, and senators. Without my scholarships, no way would I have been able to go to any college, much less one of this stature. But I would be lying if I said that I never wondered if all the accompanying bullshit was really worth it.

      So, I worked harder than anyone around me. I had a 4.0 grade point average while maintaining a full-time job at the Carlisle Manor, where I got an up-close-and-personal look at the many privileges afforded to my classmates, although it may be an unfair example.

      After all, The Carlisle’s even made God Himself look lesser.

      They were one of the most affluent families on campus, as evidenced by Carlisle Hall, the Carlisle Library, and the Carlisle Rec Center. Congresswoman Carlisle was the star of our little affluent town of Hampshire, where I’d been born and raised. Steadfastly conservative and hailing from a long line of high-class elite, the Carlisle name held a huge amount of influence here. All I could do was ride their coattails on my meager salary and Carlisle scholarship—you see what I mean when I say this family runs this town?—and keep my head down until I graduated and sailed out of this town forever.
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      What kind of crazy bitch falls for her own predator? Apparently, I do…

      

      My sister runs the crew that hates me. And her #1 rule? Destroy Emma by any means necessary.

      Years ago, I escaped her world. 

      But for the next year, we’re forced back into each other’s lives.

      And that means he is back in my life.

      Dillon James.

      Ashleigh’s boyfriend and one of my biggest tormentors.

      Not only did he make my high school years a living hell, but he matched Ashleigh’s cruelty, prank for prank.

       He’s an arrogant, selfish prick who feeds off the pain he causes. 

      And I hate him.

      Truly, sincerely hate him. 

      But that hasn’t stopped me from forming a sick, twisted desire for him.

      Like I said, I must be a crazy bitch.

      Because who falls for their own predator?

      Apparently, I do…

      

      ***Pretty Little Prey is the first book in Emery Saint’s  debut series, Ruthless Rivals; a dark enemies to lovers college romance.***

      ***Note: This is the first book in a trilogy and may end in a slight cliffhanger. It also contains dark themes and adult situations. Be advised.***

      

      
        
        Prologue

      

      

      
        
        Ashleigh

      

      

      

      “That girl is arriving today,” my mother said, entering my room without knocking. She never bothered to ask if she was welcome anywhere, assuming that she always was. “Are you prepared?”

      “Yes,” I said, looking around at my room. I’d be losing my sanctuary, sharing with the nobody. But I was ready.

      “You remember what’s at stake?” she asked, her voice sharp.

      I nodded.

      She sniffed. “She can lose the easy way or the hard way, but she will lose. Understand? No daughter of mine will lose a penny to some dirty little bastard.”

      I nodded once more. “I understand.”

      I watched my mother hold her nose in the air, the way she always did when she had set her mind to something. The wheels behind her eyes started turning as if formulating a plan to restore some legacy the family had. I didn’t get it, of course. I never understood her reasoning for most things. But, I understood my own.

      Which meant I had my own plan in mind.

      Without another word spoken, my mother turned on her heel and left, clicking as she walked down the hallway. I groaned as I lunged for my door and slammed it closed, listening as her footsteps paused just above the stairs. I felt her staring down my door, cursing it for being so daring as to have the last word in a world where she reigned supreme.

      Then, I backtracked to my bed and flopped onto my back.

      I expected my life to be turned upside down by the information filtering its way in my direction over the past few days, but I honestly wasn’t. Mom always told me about how Dad was a lying, cheating scumbag. The worst of the worst. The biggest mistake she’d ever made in her life. So, it didn’t shock me one bit that he’d gone out and gotten his dick wet with some floozy in a bar and ended up with an illegitimate child. When the man had been living with us, he had constantly reeked of weed and booze. He always had red eyes and couldn’t quite walk a straight line, unless of course, he knew he was about to head out with the guys. Then, he’d suddenly sober up long enough to fill his system with bullshit again.

      I really hated my father.

      Nonetheless, I was ready. I felt ready to tackle the latest issue my father’s escapades had caused us. Mom seemed to be holding it together enough to put on a brave face for the world, but I knew that within a few days, the entire city where we lived would be alive with whispers.

      I guess that’s what happens when you have an important mother.

      He’ll never see it coming.

      “And she won’t, either,” I murmured to myself.

      After listening to Mom finally make her way downstairs, I flipped the lock on my door. I stripped myself of my clothes, leaving a trail from the door to my bathroom before I flicked on the water. Steam filled my favorite room in the house, and I reached for a bundle of eucalyptus to hang just beneath the shower-head. I loved how the steam released the relaxing essence of the sprigs. I adored how it relaxed my body and helped to remind me that there were things in this world worth celebrating, even if my family had singlehandedly become the laughingstock of our entire hometown.

      But, as I stood there alone with my own thoughts, a grin crossed my face. Oh, I was ready. I had been born ready. I wouldn’t have been my mother’s daughter if I had been anything less than ready. I already had a plan in mind. I already knew how to get from point A to point B with the least amount of resistance and fighting because while my mother had always been a headliner while inconveniencing everyone around her, I had always been a line worker. I kept my head down; I kept finding ways to become more efficient in the tactics I used to reach my own goals. And as I washed my hair, drawing in the bold scent of eucalyptus through my nose, only one thought crossed my mind.

      I’m ready, but we’ll just have to see if she is.

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      
        
        Emma

      

      

      

      You wouldn’t think that pulling up to an idyllic country estate, down a road so charmingly lined with trees and clean white fencing, would drop a stone in my gut.

      The gray shingled colonial, though large, was not forbidding or imposing. It gave off a feel of subtle luxury, which somehow felt welcoming.

      If you didn’t have the memories that I had of it.

      Here we go again.

      I parked in the circular drive and put a trembling hand to my temple. Was I really considering this? Was I really going to do this to myself after all these years? I parked my car and leaned against my seat, allowing myself a few seconds to talk myself out of the insane idea that had brought me here in the first place. But, I knew the only way I’d end up getting out of the car was if I read that email again, just to remind myself of what had set me on this hellish journey in the first place.

      So, I looked at the email I still had pulled up on my phone.

      Miss Donahue,

      I have completed the necessary arrangements for your arrival on April 1st. Do be prompt. Remember, a stipulation of your father’s will is that you and your sister live together for one full year. That means 365 full days. He was quite clear on that count.

      I will be checking in on you and your sister periodically. As the executor, your father trusted me to ensure that everything proceeds smoothly, and I mean to take that seriously.

      I am attaching the further stipulations that must be followed in order to receive your inheritance. You have made it clear that you would prefer not to follow your father’s final wishes, but I am sure that he had your and your sister’s best interests at heart. I recommend you go in open-minded, and you will be pleasantly surprised. Remember, one of the stipulations is that you both make a “reasonable effort” in getting along. Any behavior otherwise is grounds to dissolve your inheritance.

      Do not hesitate to contact me with any questions you may have.

      Regards,

      Donald Cumberland

      Vanguard Investment Management Services

      I read it over and over with the voice in my head getting more British by the second. Mr. Cumberland was one of the most proper people I had ever spoken to in my entire life, and his phone call a few days ago that had resulted in this email had taken me by surprise. And while I had been quick to shrug off his musings in the beginning, the sheer amount of the inheritance with my name on it stopped me dead in my tracks.

      My entire life would be solved with the kind of money that was on the table.

      I mean, what was a girl to do, anyway? It wasn’t as if I had much help in this world. I had worked odd jobs ever since I had turned sixteen to try to help whoever agreed to keep a roof over my head at that point in my life and living paycheck to paycheck had become the gold standard that paced my life. I lived by the bi-monthly pay schedule of most workplaces. I timed my entire life around it: outings with friends, when I could pay bills during certain times of the month. Hell, I even had my grocery shopping days down on my schedule so I wouldn’t go out and buy things I didn’t need.

      And this inheritance could change all of that for me.

      Other stipulations. I need to find those.

      I scrolled quickly through the other stipulations, though I’d read them enough that they felt burned into my brain. Not only did I have to live with my evil bitch of a half-sister—who had convinced Mr. Cumberland that she was just the sweetest little thing since fairy princesses… yeah, right—for a year, but we were to share Jack and Jill bedroom suites, complete one bonding activity per week, and have a meal together five times a week.

      I was being controlled beyond the grave, as if I didn’t have enough daddy issues already.

      Maybe I should turn and drive away.

      No one would have blamed me if I had done such. At least, no one that I knew would have. I had been this man’s dirty little secret for all of my life, and his wife and daughter—who was conveniently my age because I guess good old Dad had been busy that year—certainly had never thanked me for it. I had spent my entire life simply referring to him as “my dad” rather than using his name because my mother had drilled into me the retribution his family could bring down upon me if they ever found out.

      Guess we can’t really hide that now.

      I love my mother, don’t get me wrong. But, I would have never allowed myself to go along with anything so trite and so irresponsible without getting something from it in the process. Then again, I guess this was why she had encouraged me so much to do this. Maybe she thought she could get her hands on some of my inheritance if I could simply stick this out for a little while.

      I wish someone took me into consideration for once.

      Still, as I sat there with my car heating up in the early spring sunshine, I felt my hands releasing my steering wheel. As much as I knew this would be torture, I had to try to stick this out. I had to try to do this, if for no other reason than for myself. My life wasn’t something to be proud of. Walking around, knowing that I’d never see my father during Career Day at school and never being able to attend Father-Daughter dances and playdates and never being able to go to him with boy troubles marked my childhood with depressing snippets I’d never forget. It left my mother with a hole in her heart the size of a twelve-pack that, during her younger days, she’d smash while crying at old rom-com reruns on television.

      The man had ruined our lives, as far as I was concerned.

      And for that, I’d take as much of his money as he had left for me.

      “Come on, you can do this,” I murmured to myself.

      As my car continued to sit beneath the hot, bubbling sun, I drew in a deep breath. If I was going to do this, I simply had to suck it up and deal with it. So, it was time to go inside and face the reality of my new life.

      Until I dug my phone out of my purse to call Mom instead.

      She picked up without it ringing on my end. “Don’t tell me you’re sitting in front of the front door,” she said instead of a greeting.

      I rolled my eyes.

      But I should’ve known she’d somehow hear that, too. “Don’t go rolling your eyes, either, Emma Jane.”

      “Why am I doing this again, Mom?”

      I was ashamed to hear the smallness of my voice. I had spent the past two years far away from Connecticut, reinventing myself into a strong, confident woman instead of the bullied little girl of my past. And yet, after just five minutes here, I could feel myself shrinking.

      “You know why you’re doing this, sweetheart,” her voice softened. “You need the money for college. Imagine starting out fresh, no student loans, no debt. Your father can do that for you. It’s just a year. It will pass by in the blink of an eye.”

      I sighed, and she took that as a cut to press on. “Go on, sweetheart. Get settled and call me sometime tonight so I know you’re okay.” She paused. “And don’t let them push you. Remember, it’s your house now, too.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I reluctantly tucked away my phone. Grabbing my duffel, I slammed my car door and squared my shoulders as I faced the white, glass-paneled front door. The words my mother said rang in my ears. It was my house now, too. But all I could see was the house it could have been for me. This elegance, this luxury, with the Long Island Sound sparkling blue and inviting in the land behind it, and the sounds of horses moving in the stables nearby, could have been mine.

      Instead, this house represented everything my childhood wasn’t. Dad had insisted that he and I see each other and that I go to the same school his non-bastard daughter, Ashleigh, went to, but his wife had put her foot down about much else. She’d fought tooth and nail to keep the child support payments as low as possible, so while Mom and I scraped by on her paltry income as an artist, Ashleigh was living the high life out here.

      What if my father had married the right friend? What if this had been my life? I shook my head and tightened my grip on my bag. There was no use in “could have beens.” My life was a good one, aside from the hell that Ashleigh had put me through, which I was now about to face once more.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered aloud, and then I pushed open the front door.

      It had been a long time since I’d darkened this doorstep. The ceilings in the front entry rose staggeringly high, with a blue-stucco inlay at the very top. I shut the door quietly and began to wander through.

      The house was bright, white-washed with tasteful beige and sandalwood touches. Windows were everywhere, and through each one, you could see the water. Forgetting my anxiety, I walked through to the first window I saw, touching a finger to the glass at the view, when a soft sound startled me.

      I jerked around. I was in the dining room but had been so transfixed by the view that I hadn’t noticed someone sitting at the table. The soft sound came again, and I realized it was snoring. Directly behind me, at the head of the table, slumped with her chin against her chest, was Lucille Donohue. Her mass of golden hair curtained her face. On the table in front of her were a crystal decanter and crystal glass, both empty. I glanced at my watch—10:00 in the morning—and raised a brow.

      As silently as possible, I backed out of the room, holding my breath so I wouldn’t wake her. Every step I took felt like I was trespassing, and now that I was sneaking, it felt even worse. I had almost made it to the threshold when the back of my foot bumped something. I nearly leaped out of my skin, spinning around and coming face to face with my half-sister.

      She smirked at my reaction. “Oh look, the interloper is here,” she drawled, leaning against the doorframe. “I nearly called the police when I saw this trashy nobody sneaking around my house.” She flicked a cold eye up and down me.

      I hadn’t seen Ashleigh in two years. Two years without her snarky comments, hateful glares, or not-so-funny pranks. Even in her yoga clothes, she looked amazing. She came by it honestly—her mom somehow managed to look stunning, even slumped and snoring at the dining room table. Ashleigh had the same naturally golden head of hair, long and thick and silky, hair that people paid thousands to try to recreate at the hairdressers’ parlor. She and her mom also shared bright, blue-green eyes. Eyes that I had never particularly enjoyed, as they were ice cold whenever they were turned on me.

      I squared my shoulders, though every childhood instinct was screaming at me to run away. “Our house,” I said.

      “What was that?” She leaned in closer. “Has little Emmy got something she wants to say?”

      I cleared my throat, but my response came out in a stutter. “Our-our house,” I said, and her face lit up.

      “Y-y-yeah?” she mocked.

      My stutter, which had only ever come out around her and her friends, had long been one of her favorite habits to make fun of. In my high school yearbook, she’d somehow managed to convince the staff advisor that putting “Least Likely to Finish a Sentence” as my senior superlative had been an affectionate joke.

      Everyone had always believed Ashleigh. She had long ago mastered the innocent act, and nothing I said had ever made a difference. Not with our teachers, not with our coaches, not even with our dad.

      Still, I put on my best smile. “I just need you to show me where my room is.”

      Her smile widened. “Well, of course, you do,” she said. “It’s not like you’ve ever been in Daddy’s house before, right? What a shame. Daddy’s dirty little secret only gets to experience luxury now that he’s dead.”

      I flinched. Though my relationship with my father had never been perfect, the loss of him was still fresh and painful. No one had expected the heart attack to take him, and at only sixty-one. All those years of philandering, cigars, and rich eating had taken their toll.

      “Listen here, Emmy,” she dropped her voice to a hiss. “We may be stuck living this ridiculous fantasy of Dad’s, but don’t you think for one second that you’re entitled to any of this. You have always been trash, a nobody. You’ll walk away with a little bit of money, enough to have a nice little lower-middle-class life. Maybe you’ll make something of yourself in that world, who knows? But don’t start thinking you belong here. You don’t have the money or the breeding. You’re nothing. This is my house, my rightful inheritance, my life. You’ll do well to remember you’re just a poor guest.” With that, her smile clicked back on, bright and beautiful. “Now, let’s take you to your room.”

      My leaden feet carried me up the sweeping staircase. I knew there was no point in fighting back. Besides, she was right. I was just the poor relation. The bastard, conceived from a mistake. And fighting back against Ashleigh had never earned me anything but pain. She was a force to be reckoned with, and she never ever gave in.

      “Here you are,” she trilled, throwing open a door. She stepped back, allowing me to enter first. I glanced at her suspiciously, but the simple beauty of my new “home” distracted me.

      The room was so simply decorated it could almost be called bare. White walls, white bedding, and more pale furniture made the room feel open and airy. But the far wall held what intrigued me most. My own balcony overlooking the Sound, with huge glass doors and windows besides. The blue outside was a splash of bright color set against the bright cleanliness of the room. I was in love.

      “That’s our bathroom,” she pointed to a door on the inner wall, which I knew from Dad’s will was our Jack and Jill shared bathroom. The thought of sharing a bathroom with her for the next year almost killed my vibe, but I tamped it down, tossing my duffel onto the floor beside the bed.

      As I did, I noticed something… off. I sniffed. Had the room been closed up? Was it just musty? Then, stepping closer to the bed and sniffing again, I recoiled violently. “My God,” I said, plugging my nose. “What the hell is that smell?”

      “Oh good! You found your welcome gift!” She shrieked with laughter, falling into the doorframe.

      I ripped back that spotlessly clean, plush white coverlet to reveal mounds of horse manure, smeared and spread across the sheets beneath.

      I couldn’t help myself—I screamed.

      Behind me, Ashleigh was still laughing, tears streaming down her face. “Oh, I can’t wait to tell Dillon about this! All his shoveling was worth it!”

      I whipped around to face her. “Dillon? You’re still together?”

      She nodded, wiping tears from her eyes. “Of course we are.”

      My shoulders tightened. Oh, God. Dillon James.

      This had just gotten so, so much worse.

      Ashleigh came to my side and slung a tan, slender arm around my shoulders. “Oh, Emmy. This year might just end up being fun after all.” She squeezed me tightly to her side, and with a last laugh, left me alone in my fouled, shit-filled, stunningly beautiful bedroom while I wondered why the hell I had even agreed to this in the first place.
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