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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Wearing her favorite worn t-shirt and gym shorts, Reina Hessman shuffled out of her room. Fiery red toes peeking at her as she crossed the cool tile towards the kitchen. Her long, dark brown hair a mess of wild curls. Destination: coffee. As she rounded the hallway corner, she saw her roommate Amy Harris sitting at the breakfast bar. Amy’s golden brown hair straightened, make-up on, obviously ready for the day. “I thought you were off today, why are you up and ready so early?” Reina asked as she grabbed a scrunchie off the table and tied her hair into a messy bun.  “And, why is there no coffee?!”

      “It’s 10:30, not 5 a.m. Anyway, I thought we’d go to The Coffee Spot this morning”

      “You know I can’t even contemplate the outside world without caffeine.”

      “Oh, but you can use words like contemplate.” Amy gave her a sideways look, and a smirk, just waiting for the sarcastic banter to begin.

      Reina and Amy met as college roommates. Even with their vastly different personalities, or perhaps because of it, they became instant friends. Amy was outspoken and always up for an adventure. She was petite, flirtatious, carefree and spontaneous, but also fiercely loyal. Reina, 5’7” and a touch clumsy, had always been more reserved, pensive, and a touch sarcastic. No one would ever mistake her for a “people” person.  She could occasionally let loose, and be a little wild, but generally with a close group of friends and always with a little cajoling. Somehow the two had formed a bond that had carried them across 15 years, family deaths, and Reina’s divorce.

      “Look, you’re not allowed to give me crap, unless you supply coffee. Those are the rules.”  Reina half-heartedly snipped.

      “Like I waste time following rules,” Amy laughed, smiling that she had gotten a rise out of her.  “OK.  I’ll make a cup to go, you get ready.”

      “If by ‘get ready’ you mean put on a bra, and brush my teeth, I’m in.  Reluctantly I might add, very reluctantly.”

      As Reina headed back to her room, Amy called out to her snickering, “Better put on some pants too.”

      “Smartass!” Reina yelled back, smiling.

      Less than 20 minutes later Reina was ready to go, or as ready as she was going to get.  Hair in a neater messy bun, curls still trying to escape. Wearing her most comfy jeans, her appropriate, “I haven’t had enough coffee. Please stop talking” tee, and tattoo artist sneakers. One last look at her make-up free face, brown eyes staring back at her she thought, Look out world, here I come.

      “Took you long enough,” Amy goaded.

      “You’re in full sass mode this morning,” Reina replied giving her a hard look, while sticking out her tongue.

      “You know you love me,” Amy replied, holding out coffee to go, as a peace offering. “I’m driving!”

      Narrowing her eyes Reina quipped, “Oh, now I get it. You plan to rope me into running errands with you all day.  Sneaky brat.”

      “Come on Reina. I know you finished your design project last night! Come hang out with me today,” Amy said, with a pretty pout.

      “I still have to email the finished product.”

      “Yeah, but that takes like 10 minutes. They’re not expecting it until tomorrow anyway.”

      “What, no date tonight,” Reina joked, with a wink.

      “Nope. I have a long weekend, and saved all my time for you.”

      “Oh come on then,” Reina said with a melodramatic flare. “You really are a brat though.”

      Within minutes they were pulling up to The Coffee Spot. At three blocks away, they walked there most of the time. With tree covered sidewalks, and quaint old houses, it was the perfect way to start the day or unwind. It was owned by Amy’s mother Carol, and one of Reina’s favorite places. It was also one of the reasons Reina and Amy had again become roommates. Amy’s parents had always dreamed of owning a coffee shop, but when her father’s health began to falter, it was put on hold. He’d passed away five years ago. Carol had spent the insurance money and their savings to make their dream a reality.  She couldn’t bear to live in the bigger house by herself, so she built a small house beside the coffee shop. Amy took over the house she’d grown up in, and when Reina was looking for a new place, Amy had convinced her to move in. Being devastated by her husband’s passing, Carol poured her heart into the cafe. It quickly became a local favorite, but always seemed comfortable.

      The outside was mix between a house and an old-fashioned cafe. Complete with an Austrian inspired sign, a small bench, and a lamppost. Like the name, it was attractive but unassuming. The surprise was on the inside. It was mostly brick walls, with a few small wooden tables.  On either side were wooden shelves, with various coffee items and unique old fashioned candies. The counters were also wooden, with pastry filled deli style display cases. Fresh bagels, muffins and croissants were elegantly displayed on decorative cake stands. Beautifully handwritten chalkboard signs were strategically placed. Behind the counter were shelves of chalkboard canisters filled with sugar, cinnamon, cocoa and such. It was cozy, and friendly, and a touch old fashioned. It felt perfect to Reina.

      As they walked towards the entrance, Reina noticed the wild daisies along the well-kept sidewalk. As they neared the door, she stopped mid-step. Amy was opening the door before she noticed Reina just standing there, staring down the street.

      “Ummmm... Hello. Are ya coming? What are you looking at anyway,” she asked.

      Reina looked back, obviously distracted. “Do you see those two men walking away?  One of those guys looked just like James Beaston. Crazy!”

      “Why do I know that name?”

      “He’s the actor of that show Wolf’s Bane.”

      “You mean the show you’re constantly binge watching? Well, what are you waiting for, go introduce yourself.”

      “Oh yeah. I’m going to walk up to a stranger, and make myself look crazy. That would be a definite No. I’m sure it’s not him anyway. What would he be doing in random town in Tennessee?”

      Before she knew it was coming, Amy yelled out, “Hey handsome, I think I know you!”

      Reina grabbed the door and literally started pushing her inside, completely embarrassed. “Seriously! What are you, like twelve?” Then she laughed, “I should have known better. You’re lucky I like you.”

      “Like me? More like, can’t live without me”

      “Sad, but true.” She smiled. They were both laughing as they approached the counter.

      “Morning mom,” Amy called out, as she rounded the counter, giving her mom a small hug.

      Carol returned her hug, with a small cheek kiss, and then looked at Reina.  “Good to see you Reina. Haven’t seen you in at least a week.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. I’ve been working on a business project. Logo, website, pamphlets. The works. Amy has been sneaking me coffee and blueberry muffin rations though.”

      Carol laughed, “What are you girls having this morning?”

      “Don’t worry mom, I’ll make it,” Amy smiled

      Carol smiled in return then went back to straightening up and checking supplies.

      Amy looked at Reina inquisitively. “Let’s see. Large cappuccino, 3 shots and a touch of chocolate?”

      “Iced please, it’s going to get hot today. Also, better make it 4 shots if you want me to run errands with you.”

      “Coming right up! Don’t try to get out of it either, I’m holding you hostage,” She joked

      Amy handed Reina her drink and made one for herself.  She put a couple of muffins and croissants in a bag and they headed out. Amy gave her mom another hug, “Love you mom.”

      Reina gave her a quick hug as well. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “You girls try to stay out of trouble,” she winked

      “You know how Amy can be.  I’ll do my best.”

      This had been a running joke between them. Carol had become like a second mom to Reina, so she always teased about the wild one and the quiet one. Reina talked to her own mom often, but it was nice to have the comfort of a second family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Almost five hours, and what seemed like one hundred stops later, Amy finally had mercy on her. Amy could go all day, flirting with everyone along the way. Reina, on the other hand, had reached her people limit. Now she could have a little time to breath, and just enjoy her own space. Reina had always been big on personal space. Maybe it was being an only child. Maybe she was emotionally broken. She didn’t feel broken, but letting people in was definitely not her strong suit. When she did find someone she felt that connection with, she tended to nurture those relationships and keep them...as few as they may be.

      She had to admit to herself, the day wasn’t a total bust.  She did find two perfect new shirts, both t-shirts of course. One red fitted but comfortable, scoop neck that said, “The key to my heart is coffee.” in a fancy script font.  The other was an earth toned, distressed, V-neck with the phrase, “You had me at coffee,” on it. It was as if they’d been made with her in mind. It made the day out totally worth it. She wouldn't say it though, or Amy would probably never let her live it down. She threw the bag on the bed, took off her bra, switched back to her pj shorts, and settled on the couch with the remote and a leftover croissant.

      Amy stopped in front of her, hands on hips. “What are you doing?”

      “Ummm...being comfortable? I’m sure you’ve heard of the concept.”

      “Oh no. Not tonight. We’re going out.”

      “We already went out,” Reina huffed

      “That doesn’t even count. We’re going out to find some fun tonight.”

      “I am having fun. So, good luck with that.”

      “Reina, I am not going to let you sit in this house another night. I’ve decreed we are going out, and you are going to have fun.”

      “Amy, we ran around all day. I’ve reached my ‘outside, with people’ quota. I don’t want to.”

      Amy sat next to her on the couch. “Look Reina, I’m worried about you. I know your business is doing well, and you seem content, but you really need to put yourself back out there. You’ve been divorced for three years, and haven’t even tried dating yet.”

      Reina just looked at her silently for a few moments. She wanted to be angry. The indignation was bubbling under the surface, but underneath it she knew Amy meant well. If almost anyone else had said it, they would quickly learn not to overstep. She had the uncanny knack of letting someone have it without even breaking etiquette. Her instinct was to lash out, but she was smart enough to hold back. She didn't want to say something she’d regret. Although she may never admit it, deep down she knew Amy was right. She did sometimes feel that something was missing. As if there were a small hole in her heart, and she couldn't find the key for it. That didn’t make it sting less. It most certainly didn’t make it any easier to hear or act on. Putting herself out there was completely out of her comfort zone.

      She glanced away. “You’re right, I am content. I’m not looking for a man.”

      “I’m sorry. I'm not saying you need to run out and find mister right, or even be with someone. I just...I’d like to see you happy, not just content. You're such a beautiful person, and I love you. Please come out with me. We’ll go someplace low key, like the Crow's Nest. It’s Thursday, so it won’t be busy. We’ll have a couple of beers and play pool. Please? Do you know how hard it is to play pool by yourself?”

      Reina smiled in spite of herself. She wasn't a pushover. If she put her foot down, and said no, Amy would let it go. It had been a nice day, getting out of the house, and spending time with her friend. Even though they were roommates, they both had their own schedules and things to do. Feeling less than confident she gave a melodramatic, “OK, if I have to. But, you owe me. Big time! Really though Amy, I’m not promising that we’ll stay out and party all night.”

      “We’ll have some drinks, listen to the jukebox, and just hang out. Promise. I’m really not trying to make you miserable.”

      “I know,” she murmured.

      “So, what do you think? We’ll head out in a couple of hours?”

      “All right. Shower it is. The only hope of taming these curls is when it’s wet.  It’ll take that long for it to air dry.”

      As they both stood up, Amy reached out. “Alright, hug me so I know you’re not mad.”

      “I’m not mad,” she answered. Amy might seem carefree, but if you knew her well enough, you’d see she wore her heart on her sleeve. “Now go get ready, you take forever,” she joked.

      “It’s not my fault you’re so low maintenance,” she laughed, back to her lighthearted self.

      Reina showered, put on some music, brushed her hair and scrunched some mousse into it. She spritzed on her favorite perfume, both fruity and spicy, it made her feel a bit sexy. She slid on a pair of mid-rise, hip hugging jeans that flared a bit at the bottom. They always looked great with her wedged sandals, which she loved. The sandals had small rhinestone skulls that made her heart smile. She opted for her silky push-up bra. Her breasts were an average “C” cup, but at her age a little lift never hurt. She finished it off with her new red tee. She gave her hair a couple of shakes, and another round of scrunching. She’d always wished for straight hair that she could simply run her fingers through. She rarely straightened it. With the humidity, it never stayed anyway. It didn’t seem worth the time or damage. So, she’d learned to own her curls, or most of the time, just wear it up. Although, falling just past her bra strap, wearing it up too much occasionally gave her tension headaches. Sometimes she just had to let it be. She had gotten lucky in the eyelash department. She felt her brown eyes were a bit plain, but they were framed with thick, dark, naturally long lashes. It was easy to make them seem dramatic, with just a few touches of mascara. Since she was making the effort to go out, she added a hint of blush, and a red lip stain. She liked the lip stains because she could add a touch of lipgloss or even chapstick, and not give it a second thought. Amy was right about one thing for sure, she was low maintenance.

      As she walked through the dining room, towards the kitchen, she yelled down the hall. “Hurry up Amy!” It would take several tries, and who knew how long, to actually get her out the door. She made herself a sandwich, and waited at the breakfast bar. If she sat on the couch, she might change her mind and settle in with her celebrity crush instead. “You better come on, before I change my mind!”

      Amy appeared at the end of the hallway, half ready. “You try to change your mind, and I’ll hide the coffee!” She smiled mischievously. “I’m almost ready. Ten more minutes.”

      “Yeah, right,” Reina mumbled under her breath. “I’m calling a cab now, so you better move your ass!” Although the bar was technically within walking distance, they’d decided to take the lazy route. “I’ll tell them 15 minutes.” When she called, she told them 30.

      As the cab pulled up, Amy finally came out, dressed in fashionably ripped jeans, a lacy Bohemian style top, and heeled suede sandals. The outfit was perfectly understated.

      “Took you forever, as usual,” Reina jokingly grumbled.

      “Come on then, let’s get the hell out of here,” She giggled.

      On the short car ride over, they casually bantered about random life moments.
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      The Crow’s Nest was a mellow, local hang-out. Mostly quiet through the week, and busier on the weekends, but always with a laid-back vibe. The outside was an unobtrusive brick building, with parking in the front and around the side. A decorative sloped awning, with the name across the front, covered a large, darkly tinted window. The inside was relaxed and welcoming. On the left were a few pool tables, with high top tables along the wall beside them. In the far left corner was a small area where local bands would periodically perform. The L-shaped bar was on the right, restrooms nestled in the back right corner. On the rear wall was a jukebox, and a couple of dart boards, round wooden tables were scattered throughout. The lighting was low and atmospheric, with brighter beer themed lights over the pool tables. The walls were decorated with liquor memorabilia and antique style road signs.

      When Reina and Amy entered, there was handful of people having muted conversations and soft laughter. They sat at the bar and started a conversation with the owner/bartender Joe Davis. Joe was only a couple of years older than them. He and Amy had briefly attended high school together, Joe was a senior when Amy was a freshman. So, they had casually known each other for years.

      “Amy, Reina...good to see you ladies! Out looking for trouble?”

      “You know I'm always looking for trouble,” Amy teased.

      Joe smiled and chuckled. “What are you girls starting off with tonight?”

      “Just a couple of beers please. Thanks Joe,” Amy replied with a flirty smile.

      They chatted, and sipped, enjoying each other’s company. “Do you have any new projects planned,” Amy inquired.

      “I’ve put in a proposal for a local band album cover. We’ve emailed back and forth a couple of times and it looks very promising. I’m feeling pretty excited about it. It probably won’t be ready to start for another few weeks though.”

      “Very cool! You’ll totally get it, and be awesome.” Amy beamed. “What are you gonna do with yourself, in the meantime?”

      Reina laughed, “Oh, you know...sleep late, drink coffee, take a nap…”

      “We should do something else fun this weekend. Let’s go to Rock City tomorrow!”

      “That actually does sound like fun. We haven’t been there in forever. It’s a maybe, and only if I don’t have to get up early!”

      “Deal! I’ll make sure the coffee is ready and buy breakfast. Maybe, if I’m sneaky, I can talk you into going to the last day of the River Music Festival on Sunday.” She had that mischievous look in her eye again.

      “You really are pushing it today, Amy. No, you know I love music, but it always gets crazy crowded.”

      “We’ll see,” she smirked. “Beer one finished. Let’s do a shot, put some music on, and play pool!”

      “I’ll do one shot.”

      “Hey Joe! Two lemon drops, and two more beers please,” Amy called to the end of the bar.

      “Sure thing, coming right up.” He handed them each a fresh bottle of beer, and poured their shots in front of them. “There you go ladies.”

      “Thank you Joe,” Reina smiled.

      Amy held up her glass, “To endless nights of steamy sex!”

      “Well, guess I have to drink to that.” she laughed, blushing slightly, and down it went.

      They picked music together, playfully teasing each other. The jukebox had a surprisingly good selection of music, everything from 70’s rock to current pop, and even some bluesy choices. Between the two of them, they had selected quite the eclectic playlist. They chose the pool table closest to the window and started setting up balls. Neither of them were very good, but they loved to play. The only rule they followed: Reina was always solids, Amy was always stripes. Beyond that, all tactics were fair play. Within an hour, they had finished their second beer, and a second shot. Reina hadn’t planned on drinking too much; she didn’t drink that often these days. Her tolerance was definitely not as strong as it used to be. She was feeling warm, fuzzy and happy. They were debating another beer, when the music stopped. They let out exaggerated moans and groans, arguing over who was going to pick the next round. Amy won, but as she turned towards the jukebox, they heard guitars in the corner. Someone was playing a cover of “Autumn Breeze” by Perfect Confusion.

      “I love this song,” Reina exclaimed excitedly. She started to walk towards the music then froze. “No way. Not possible, no freaking way.”

      “Oh my God, that’s Seth Evans, the lead singer for Decayed Illusions! Holy hotness!” She dramatically fanned herself.

      Amy was right, Seth was hot. He was the perfect combination of a sea god and a rock star. His sun kissed blonde hair fell in beachy waves, to the tops of his shoulders. Ocean blue eyes smoldering with playfulness and sin. None of that mattered to Reina; all she could see was her celebrity crush, James Beaston, sitting next to him. Somehow, he was in her bar, playing a guitar, and singing a song she loved. Her world tilted, as though she’d somehow stepped into some alternate universe.

      James was Reina’s epitome of sexy fantasy come to life. He was the kind of handsome that stopped you in your tracks. He was 6’2” with broad shoulders. His charcoal hued tee fit snug against his muscled, athletic chest and biceps; His distressed black, relaxed fit jeans, hung over black nubuck boots. He had dark hair, in a classic clipper cut, and a neatly trimmed goatee, with a hint of stubble accentuating his squared jaw line. His strong cheekbones were highlighted by his straight edged nose and sensually penetrating, deep set eyes.

      “Oh, I am definitely saying ‘Hello’ to him tonight,” Amy sighed, with a determined look in her eye.

      “Amy, No! Seriously, no and no.”

      “There is no way in hell I am passing up on this chance.” Amy walked towards them and sat at the nearest table. Leaving Reina alone, whispering “No.” Seth actually looked up and smiled at Amy. This cannot be happening, Reina mused. She couldn’t bring herself to follow Amy, so back to the bar she went.

      Joe was getting drinks for a couple at the end of the bar. While she waited, she sat on a bar stool and tried to make her fuzzy brain cooperate. She wasn’t messy drunk, but she was a little over the tipsy line. As Joe walked to her she said, “I think I’m going to need another beer.”

      Over her right shoulder a husky voice, with a faint Australian accent spoke. “Make that two.”

      Reina knew that voice. She slowly turned to find James standing next to her. As she looked up, he unconsciously wet his lips, drawing her attention to his mouth; his full, perfectly kissable lips. Her heart sped up, while her brain seemed to go blank. She couldn’t look away. He gave her a small smile, and the spell was partially broken. Had he spoken? Oh God, had he asked her something, while she was staring at his lips?

      Blushing, Reina looked up. “I’m sorry, I, ummm...I...your nearness seems to be affecting my brain function.” Holy crap, she had actually just said that, out loud. “Or maybe it was that last shot,” she mumbled. “I normally don’t drink that much, and my friend totally took advantage of me. Well, not, she didn’t....”

      He smiled bigger, showing dimples, making him even sexier. He held out his hand, “James,” He said.

      She shook his hand. It was large, and lightly calloused, making hers feel small and feminine. “Reina,” She smiled. “Reina Hessman.”

      “Mind if I sit here?”

      Her brain seemed to auto replay his words. He was asking if he could sit next to her? “Uh, sure,” she replied hesitantly. “I swear I’m not always an idiot.” She joked.

      He chuckled at her. “So, are you from here, or just visiting?”

      He was making small talk with her? She knew she was blushing, and couldn’t make it stop. “Well, I’m originally from Indiana, but I’ve lived here for a long time now, long enough to call it home. What brings you here, if you don’t mind me asking?” She’d actually made a complete sentence. At least her brain wasn’t entirely failing her.

      “My friend Seth actually. He’s originally from Signal Mountain, and I had some time before I go back to work, so we’re just passing through, so to speak.”

      “Ah. You guys play great together. I love that song. Have you been playing a long time?”

      “A little here and there. When you hang around Seth long enough, you just sort of pick it up. The man always has a guitar with him. What other kinds of music do you like?”

      “I don’t know, I mean, that’s a loaded question,” She laughed at herself. “There are so many eras and genres, so much great music. There’s different music for every range of emotion, so I really couldn’t pin it down like that.”

      He tilted his head at her, as if he was weighing her answer. With a devilish twinkle in his eye he asked, “What music fits your emotions now?”

      She could feel her face heating up. She was about to start stammering all over herself again, but Amy showed up to save her. Almost.

      “Hey, we’re all gonna share a cab back to our place.”

      “What? No.” She shook her head, almost panicked. “No.”

      “Yep! Seth and I are going to hang out, so we’ll all play cards...or something,” Amy replied, with glee, as she looped her arm through Reina’s and led her out the door. Reina glanced back, both men followed, chatting and joking. She knew she had to be drunk. Her life had somehow taken a new turn into crazyland.

      Amy, Reina, and Seth squeezed in the back; James sat in the front. In a blur of talking and laughter, they were home, and stumbling through the door. Amy jovially gave them a little tour, and then scavenged the kitchen for drinks and snacks. Reina grabbed water and some ibuprofen. As exciting as it was to meet a celebrity, or two, she knew she’d drank enough to be done. She looked up, on her way out. “It was awesome to meet you guys. I mean, incredibly awesome, but, um, yeah. I’m going to lie down now,” Amy started to try to dissuade her, but she waved and kept right on going. “Goodnight.” What she didn’t notice, was James watching her, intrigued.

      Amy followed her to her bedroom door. “Reina, what are you doing? Your fantasy boyfriend is in our house, and you’re going to bed? What the hell?”

      “Amy, we ran around all day, and I drank more than I planned to. I’m not going to be some drunk, middle aged fangirl making a fool of herself.”

      “You are not middle aged,” She replied, crossly.

      “I’m also not sober enough to make good decisions. I’m just...I’m not that girl. I’ll see you in the morning.” She closed the door, drank most of her water, and passed out.
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      Reina woke with dragon breath and a slight headache. Whatever time it was, it seemed too damn early. She glanced at the clock, and realized it was 10:17 a.m. Ok, not that early. She deliberated going back to sleep, but heard faint sounds coming from the kitchen. Memories of the night before surfaced slowly, or what seemed like memories, too unreal to be true. The best thing to do was find Amy, and get the scoop. She brushed her teeth, and slipped on her short robe. The general rule was that guys didn’t stay over, but just in case. She stumbled out of her room, fiddling with her robe tie. As she looked up, she started, “Ok, Amy, tell me what the hell…” Except it wasn’t Amy in her kitchen, it was James. “You’re not Amy,” She muttered.

      “Nope,” He smiled.

      She tilted her head, trying to process. “You’re in my house.”

      “Yeah, sorry. It got late, so I crashed on the couch.”

      “You slept on my couch?” He chuckled at her. This was all vaguely familiar. Why couldn’t she stop repeating everything? As if it simply being morning wasn’t bad enough. She glanced down, and quietly laughed at herself. She took a couple more steps then stopped again. “You made coffee?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been up for a bit. I also remembered your shirt.”

      She looked at him, eyebrows drawn together. “My shirt?”

      “The key to your heart is coffee,” He smiled.

      She gave him a mock scowl. “Cute.” She replied, sarcastically. He gave her a huge smile, clearly amused. As she neared the coffee pot, she expected him to step away. He didn’t. He stood next to her, lazily leaning his hip against the counter. She tried to concentrate, but he was incredibly distracting. Pour sugar, check. Pour coffee, check. As she reached for her favorite caramel creamer, she gave him a sidelong glance. He was casually watching her, so she gave him the “what do you think you’re doing” look. She looked away, gave a small huffing sigh, grabbed her laptop, and sat on the opposite side of the breakfast bar. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be rude, but I have to send a few business emails this morning.”

      “Do you mind me asking what you do?”

      “I have my own graphic design business. Just me, no employees or anything. Mostly book covers, logos, website design, blog design, and a smattering of other things.”

      “Good on ya.  Did you go to school for it?”

      She gave a soft snicker, and continued typing. “No. My major was Anthropology, but over time I realized it wouldn’t ever pay for itself. I had these grand ideas of discovering ancient mysterious, but the reality is grants are hard to come by, and I didn’t want to be a professor. Don’t get me wrong, I highly respect teachers, it just wasn’t for me. I couldn’t come up with anything else I wanted to pay to do forever, so I ended up not finishing. Designing was more of a hobby, but it somehow blossomed, and here I am.”

      “Impressive. Would you show me?”

      “You want to see my designs? Uh, yeah, sure. Let me finish up and I’ll open my portfolio.”

      He rounded the breakfast bar and pulled up the stool next to her. Instantly, all of her senses intensified. She could feel his body heat. Her heart skipped a few beats and her cheeks flushed. Her feminine instinct wanted to lean into his heat, her brain gave off warning bells to run. Breathe normally. Keep it together. She thought to herself. She clicked open her portfolio album.

      “Here, you can skip through, and have a look.” He reached for the mouse as she pulled back. His hand brushed her arm, sending shock waves straight down her spine. She all but jumped out of her seat. “I’m going to refill my coffee.” His eyes followed her, as she retreated. She took her time getting coffee, trying to regain her bearing. Hoping her face wasn’t flaming, she turned around, mug in hand. Instead of sitting back down, she leaned against the counter. Her eyes were drawn to him as he scanned the screen.

      He glanced up at her. “You have real talent. I’m not a professional, but you have some amazing designs.”

      His compliment pleased her, more than it probably should. “Thank you,” She replied shyly.

      Before she could embarrass herself, Amy made an appearance. She came shuffling down the hallway with bedhead and raccoon eyes. Interesting. Not far behind was Seth; the “just rolled out of bed” look suited him. As they came in for coffee, Reina scooted down a bit, but waited to see where everyone settled. She wasn’t in a hurry to sit back down next to James. Seth sat on James’ far side; Amy sat at their small dining room table, behind the breakfast bar. Reina sat across from Amy, with her back to James.

      Seth spoke up, “What do you ladies have planned today?”

      Amy looked at Reina, and winked. “Actually, we’re spending the day at Rock City. You boys wanna tag along?”

      Seth motioned to James. They were obviously having a silent conversation. “Rock City sounds like a good time to me.”

      James studied Reina over his shoulder. “What do you think Reina; do you want to go to Rock City?”

      Reina gave Amy the evil eye then peered at James. The man was obviously trying to make her uncomfortable. “Well, I’m already going.”

      He quirked his eyebrow at her. Accepting the challenge, he asked, “Can I come to Rock City with you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, slightly. “Sure, I guess.”

      “Yes?”

      She hesitated, why was he being so obstinate? His gaze was both amused and commanding. Time seemed to both stop and stretch between them. “Yes,” she finally replied. She felt as though her answer meant something more elusive, just beyond her grasp. As he continued to watch her, he smiled. Her heart did a triple beat, and she looked away, flustered.

      “Great,” Seth piped up. “If you want, I can drive. We'll go shower and stuff, come back by and pick you up. Let’s say in maybe an hour and a half or so?”

      “Sound good to me,” Amy replied.

      Great! Reina thought. Now there was no escape, unless she chickened out completely and stayed home, which Amy would never let her get away with.

      Seth stood up, “Well, let's do it then.” He looked at Amy suggestively, and she giggled.

      As they neared the door James called back, “See you soon.”

      “It would seem so,” Reina replied sarcastically. He chuckled at her, clearly unperturbed.  As soon as the door closed, she rounded on Amy. “What the hell are you up to,” she demanded.

      Amy gave her the owl eyed ‘what could you possibly mean’ look. “I'm just thinking about having a fun day. Don't have much time, better get ready.” She sauntered away, humming to herself.

      Reina bristled. Obviously there was a cosmic conspiracy at work here. She huffed her way to her room, and jumped in the shower. If that's how Amy wanted to play it, she’d just use all the hot water. She didn't put any extra effort into getting ready. She put on comfy jeans, a t-shirt, sneakers, and no make-up. She put a scrunchie on her wrist, for later, and she was ready to go.

      She sat at the table, picking at a muffin, expecting to be waiting a while. Surprisingly, Amy was out within ten minutes wearing basic shorts, a t-shirt, basic make-up and hair in a ponytail. Reina gave her a disbelieving look. “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

      “I decided to be comfortable.”

      “Are you sick?”

      “Nope, just feeling content today.”

      “What the hell did Seth do to you?”

      Amy's eyes twinkled. “I'll never tell,” she laughed.

      Reina was debating whether she had fallen down the rabbit hole, or somehow stepped into the twilight zone, when there was a knock at the door. Amy answered, with a little dance in her step. “Our ride is here,” she called out in a sing song way. Twilight zone. Definitely the twilight zone. She put her license, debit card, chapstick, and a little cash in her pockets. As they neared the car, she forced a reluctant Amy into the back seat with her. She could feel James’ eyes on her, and she studiously avoided looking at him.

      Although Rock City was less than 30 minutes away, the ride was calming and beautiful. They wound their way up the mountain, surrounded by rock formations, lush trees, and wildflowers in full bloom. As they got out of the car, she noticed James look at her shirt and grin. She looked down, and realized she’d worn her other new coffee shirt, “You had me at coffee.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head. His behavior was unnerving. She was extremely attracted to him, but she was also no fool. The man was a celebrity. He had thousands of fangirls; she was just a fan, in a sea of fans.

      Rock City was an amazing place to spend the day. It could get crowded, but was worth it. Full of natural wonders, waterfalls, flowers, wildlife, places to squeeze through and go inside, a 180-ft long swinging bridge, Lover’s Leap (where you could see 7 states), cafes with good food, and places for children as well. As the day went on, Reina became more relaxed. They stayed in their little group, and took their time, telling stories and talking about life. Luckily Amy had a knack for keeping the conversations light and breezy. They took pictures and laughed together, like old friends. Reina would occasionally look up to see James watching her, but she’d just smile and look away. Too bad it seemed her eyes had a mind of their own, they were drawn to him, like magnets.

      On the ride home, they were chatting about what to do with the rest of the night. “We could order pizza, start the fire pit and have a couple of beers,” Amy offered. Reina scowled at her, but the day had been fun, so she wasn’t completely opposed.

      “I’m game,” Seth replied.

      “Sounds good to me,” James agreed.

      “If I have to,” Reina said, jokingly. James turned around in his seat, to look at her. She shrugged her shoulders. “What?” He chuckled softly, and turned away.

      Amy ordered pizza and grabbed drinks, while Reina got a fire going. Seth brought in a couple of guitars from the trunk. They sat around the fire, as the stars began to come out. A cool breeze rustled the trees and cooled the skin. Reina had one beer then switched to water. A hint of a buzz was fine, but no going over the limit tonight. The guys played guitar, and they all sang along lightheartedly. Amy and Seth wandered inside, mentioning something about more drinks. Probably making out in the kitchen, Reina mused. Once again, Reina became acutely aware of James. He scooted his chair a little closer to hers and her senses fired to red alert. She had become more comfortable with him, as long as he wasn’t too close. Proximity seemed to make her brain short out, as her hormones flared to life.

      “So, is there a jealous boyfriend I should be worried about,” He asked her.

      “No,” She hesitated. “No boyfriend. Divorced, but single.”

      “Recently divorced?”

      She gave a mirthless laugh. “No, it’s been a few years.”

      He studied her intently. “He must be a fool.”

      Her heart skipped a beat, as she fiddled with her fingers, uncertain. “Not really. I mean...we dated in college. After a few years, it was like, I don’t know, we were kind of expected to get married. So, we did. It just took us a while to figure out that we were always better friends than lovers.” She answered quietly. His hand grazed her face, as he reached over to tuck a wild curl behind her ear. Feeling vulnerable, she bit her lip, as her eyes met his. At that moment, Amy and Seth came back out, teasing each other. Reina looked down, the spell broken.

      Seth spoke up, “Hey man, we should head out soon. I still have a few things to get ready for tomorrow.”

      Reina stood up, grabbed her bottle and a pizza box. “Yeah, I’m pretty tired.” She mumbled on the way in. Amy said something about walking Seth to the car, while Reina busied herself cleaning up. James stopped at the entrance to the kitchen, as she was throwing a few things away.

      “Are you going to the musical festival?”

      “Amy’s going, I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Great! I’ll pick you up around 5:00pm.”

      “Hey! No. I didn’t say I was going,” She replied, indignantly.

      He stepped in close to her, close enough that she had to look up at him. Her heart beat quickened as she became aware of how good he smelled. A spicy mixture of bergamot, sandalwood and amber. She unwittingly closed her eyes for a moment, breathing him in. Alluring. Delicious. She had a fleeting fantasy of rubbing against him, cat like. She opened her eyes, cheeks heating up. He wet his lips. “I really enjoyed today. Will you go to the music festival with me?”

      Reina was trying to recall why this was a bad idea, but she heard herself whisper, “OK.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      He paused, eyes heavy lidded, then took a step back. “I’ll see you tomorrow at 5 then,” She nodded.

      He seemed to deliberate briefly then walked towards the door. At the entry he looked back. “Goodnight, Reina.”

      “Goodnight,” She replied, breathlessly.

      As he closed the door behind him, she stood there, trying to remember how to breathe. Her heart was beating out of her chest. What the hell had just happened? What had she gotten herself into? Had she actually just made a date with James Beaston? Was she crazy? She must have lost her mind. She hurried to her room before Amy came back to ask a million questions that she couldn’t answer. She laid on her bed, replaying the day, trying to rationalize, but coming up blank.
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      After lying awake for hours, Reina had fallen into a fitful sleep. Her mind had been relentless, replaying moments and digging up every insecurity. She woke up a few times during the morning, looked at the clock, and rolled back over. Finally, after noon, she decided if she was ever getting out of bed, she’d better do it. She tried not to think too hard. Coffee first, thoughts later. As she ambled towards the kitchen, she was relieved she didn’t see Amy. She knew she’d have to face her, but definitely wanted to get the caffeine flowing first. While she was making coffee, she noticed a Rock City coffee mug tucked beside it. How had she not noticed this last night? It had a small tag that read: Memories are better with coffee. OK, clever and cute. He was making her heart beat faster, without even being there. It made her smile and feel a touch giddy, but then she stopped herself. She was trying not to want him and he was being difficult about it. She poured coffee into her favorite mug and left that damn Rock City cup sitting on the counter. She was in the process of glaring at it when Amy came through the front door.

      “I come bearing gifts!” Amy laid out goodies from The Coffee Spot. “Fresh chocolate & caramel coffee, croissants, blueberry muffins, banana muffins and cinnamon muffins.”

      “You’re obviously trying to butter me up this morning.”

      “Of course not,” She grinned. “But, while we’re on the subject.”

      “We’re not on a subject.”

      “We could be. So, what’s up with…”

      Reina interrupted her, “You and Seth? What is up with you and Seth?”

      “There’s nothing much to tell. He’s a sex god, and I’m merely basking in the glow. Back to the topic at hand.”

      “There is no topic.”

      “Well, a little birdy told me you have a date. I’d say that is most certainly something I want to hear about it.”

      “It’s not a date. It’s...I don’t know what it is. It’s a momentary lapse of reason, brought on by temporary insanity.”

      “Now I know you’re full of it. You only break out the logic speak when you’re debating, or trying to gloss over something. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but he’s obviously into you. His eyes followed you all day yesterday.”

      “That’s just it Amy, it’s not logical. I can’t wrap my head around it. Look at me; I’m a regular hot mess. I’m over 30 and pushing curvy. I’m an average girl, from average nowhere. His world is filled with beautiful perfect women, what the hell does he want with me.”

      Amy sat down beside her. “Reina, anyone that knows you can see there is nothing average about you. Stop overthinking everything, and let yourself savor the moment. Throw your hands in the air, let go, and simply enjoy the ride. You deserve it.”

      “I deserve a swift kick in the ass for saying yes.”

      Amy stood up and walked into the kitchen. “You’re being a pain in the ass, that’s for sure.” She stopped, picking up the Rock City mug. “Hmmm...a love note. A love note about coffee, no less. Maybe he is a man after your heart.”

      “Ha, ha, ha. You’re both trying to be cute now.”

      “Well, good luck, because he has my approval,” Amy winked.

      “Traitor,” She joked. “I’m getting in the shower, before you try to auction me off or something.”

      “Only if I get a great price, and they’re willing to share,” Amy called after her.

      “Only if we split the profits,” She yelled back.

      Reina took her time getting ready. She tended to wear jeans most of the time, but they’d be spending the day in the sun, so she shaved and chose a pair of well worn, frayed boyfriend shorts. She applied a scented lotion that complimented her favorite perfume. After debating with herself on shirt choices, she decided to go with a v-neck, distressed tan t-shirt. It read “Espresso Yourself” in coffee colored script. Might as well stick to the theme, she thought. She kept herself busy, trying not to let her mind go into analyze mode. She put a touch of sunscreen on her face before throwing it into a drawstring backpack, with a large beach towel. She scrunched and fluffed her hair, while it air dried, putting a scrunchie on her wrist for later. There was no way she’d make it all night without one. She took a few minutes to check through and reply to emails. When she was running out of things to do, she decided to listen to The Cure, which always helped her mellow. She sat at the dining room table, sipping coffee and nibbling a muffin. Amy was riding with Seth, so she’d left a little early. Seth was the last band playing, but was meeting up with his band for last minute checks. They’d already agreed on a parking spot, far enough away to miss most of the crowd, and a meet up place. At 4:45 there was a knock at the door. For a second, she considered not answering it, like that would work. As she opened the door, she unconsciously bit the inside of her lip. He smiled at her, and she felt herself smiling back.

      “Are you ready?”

      She grabbed her bag. “As ready as I’m going to be.”

      As she shut the door, he reached up, touching one of her curls, smoothing it around his finger. “You look beautiful,” He murmured.

      She wanted to shrug it off, give a sarcastic remark, but his eyes seemed so sincere. “Thank you,” She whispered, not quite meeting his eyes. “You make me nervous,” She blurted out, silently cursing herself.

      He released her hair, hand skimming her arm on the way down. He wrapped his finger around her pinky. “Well, let’s fix that then.” He replied, gently tugging her towards the car.

      It wasn’t a very long drive. On the way, James let her flip through his playlist and listen to whatever she wanted. She enjoyed seeing what he liked, and tastes they had in common. She really loved coming across songs she hadn’t heard before. Music was always a soothing topic for her. It was an easy way to find common ground, and discover new things. As they parked, and walked towards the festival, they made neutral conversation.

      “It’s really pretty here, this time of year,” James observed.

      “It is, green and flowers everywhere. Soon the heat will be sweltering though. I miss autumn, my favorite time of year, by far. I love it.”

      “Tell me, what do you love about it?”

      She gave him a sidelong glance. He seemed truly interested, focused on her, so she tried to explain. “I love the colors, the rainbow of earth tones. It’s like watching a final performance, knowing it will be followed by silence. I love the way it smells, some days damp and earthy, other days you can smell the crispness in the air. You can smell people lighting their fireplaces, and campfires. I love how autumn sounds, the crows talking, small animals scurrying for food, the crunch of leaves under your feet, and the rustling of the wind through the trees, like whispering secrets.”

      “Whispering secrets, I like that.” His eyes had become warm and sultry.

      She nervously laughed it off. “It probably helps that dead leaves are coffee colored.”

      The music festival was vibrant and bustling with life. Spread out over ¾ of a mile it had three main stages, with five smaller stages scattered throughout, offering a wide range of music. Jazz, blues, classic rock, hard rock, Americana, even folk and classical, were all available. It was filled with food, arts, crafts, various performers, contest kiosks, and plenty of people, all with a gorgeous view of the river. People were filing in the multiple entrances throughout, some even arriving by boat. As if sensing her trepidation, James stepped in, and stayed close to her, shielding her from the crowd as much as possible. Although she was tingling with awareness, she was grateful for the gesture. He cleared space for her, soothing her anxiety. Becoming a seductively dangerous safe haven. Seth and Amy met them near the main stage. They spent time meeting and mingling with musicians and getting a peek behind the scenes. After listening to a couple of sets, they decided to go off on their own, with plans on where to meet later.

      James and Reina headed to the outer edges of the festival, where music could still be heard, but with smaller crowds. While leisurely exploring the variety of vendors, they tried the Greek gyros, bbq, roasted corn, twirly cheesy fries, funnel cake and cotton candy. They stopped to listen to wind chimes, admire delicately blown glass, smell soaps and oils, and feel softly woven blankets. There were stalls with wood carvings, handmade jewelry, and numerous handcrafted knick knacks. James bought her a scrabble tile necklace with a hand drawn steamy coffee mug on it. She held up her hair as he helped her fasten it. The chain slid across her collarbone, as his fingers brushed the nape of her neck. She looked at him, over her shoulder, the brief contact sending heat straight through her. As she turned, his fingers grazed her shoulder, and trailed down her arm. She reached up to touch the necklace tile, smiling. “Thank you.” She murmured, eyes sparkling. Unable to maintain eye contact, she tugged his arm. “Come on.” She said playfully.

      When they heard Seth’s band start playing, Reina and James walked towards the water. Soon would be the firework finale, and they wanted a good spot. They were able to get near the river’s edge, but it was also close to the main stage, and people were crowding in. James stayed slightly behind Reina’s right shoulder, bodies touching as people tried to get closer. She could sense when his gaze shifted down to her, an electric current humming between them. Where his body met hers, lust burned her, dancing down her spine, making her nipples ache. She had the irresistible urge to reach her hand out, let him be her anchor. A ridiculous thought, considering he was the storm. As the last song ended, lights began to fill the sky. The vibrations could be felt through the ground as they whizzed up, swirling and expanding, before cascading into brilliant blazing colors. The tempo increased, exploding across the sky, giving fiery shimmery reflections over the water. “So beautiful,” Reina absentmindedly remarked.

      “Yes,” James replied, near her ear, sending sparks along her skin. As the fireworks neared their end, she turned towards him. He reached across her, grabbing her left hand. “Hold onto me,” he instructed then tucked her behind him and started moving through the crowd. She reached out her other hand, wrapped her fingers around his muscled bicep, and tried not to press her body into his.

      When they reached the car, Amy and Seth had somehow beaten them there.  James spoke up, as he ushered Reina into the front seat. “It’ll be faster if we take one car. We’ll have someone come pick up the rental tomorrow.”

      “Sounds like a fine plan,” Seth replied, as he and Amy got in the back.

      Reina watched James as he drove. When they hit heavier traffic his arm muscles tensed as he gripped the steering wheel. He occasionally clenched his jaw, which was incredibly sexy. When he caught her watching him, she’d blush and turn away, only to watch him out of the corner of her eye. He’d smile, knowingly. He was irresistible, like catnip.

      When they reached the house everyone came in, grabbing beer and water, talking about the day and what they were going to do next.

      “You guys figure it out,” Reina said. “I’m going to jump in the shower and cool off.” She left her hair up, so she didn’t have to deal with it being wet, and let the water warm up just a bit. As she got in, and started rinsing off, Amy knocked at the door.

      “Hey Reina, we’re gonna go back to the hotel. I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Ummm. OK,” Reina called back, feeling a pang of disappointment. She hadn’t had any great expectations, and really, she should have known. He was leaving tomorrow anyway. She’d had a fun day, and now the day was over. It was time to get back to normal. She stepped out of the shower, threw on a random t-shirt, shorts, let her hair down, and rubbed some lotion on her legs. As she stepped out of her room to grab a water, James was coming out of the bathroom across the hall.

      Her heart started pounding. “You’re still here.”

      He took a few steps towards her, slowly. Like a hunter approaching a wild animal. “Did you think I would leave that way?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Why wouldn’t you?”

      He studied her for a moment, before reaching out to her, hand grazing her jaw. He lifted her face then slowly ran his thumb back and forth across her lips. Her breathing hitched as heat rushed through her. His amber eyes were smoldering, hungry. She was captured by them, a light coffee brown around the pupil, with stunning streaks of gold, fading to a mossy green. They were like coming home on an autumn day, after being lost.

      “I want you.” He murmured, voice husky.

      “This, isn’t...I don’t, I don’t do this,” She whispered

      “I know,” He replied, closing in.

      He leaned into her, maintaining eye contact, watching her. His thumb slid across her throat as his hand slid to the nape of her neck. He rubbed his lips across hers, not a kiss, but a tease. More, she wanted more. She tilted her face toward him. His hand tightened on her neck as his lips took hers. She let out a sigh, not realizing she’d been holding her breath. She reached her arm around his back, steadying herself, hand meeting hard muscle. He nipped her bottom lip, hand going into her hair, tongue slipping past her lips. Desire burned away every thought. He branded her mouth, owning it. His other hand slipped under her shirt, sliding over her ribs, and around her back. He pulled her against him, hand splayed across her skin, searing her. His kiss was like a drug, intoxicating. He tugged her hair, making her look at him. “Do you want this?”

      “Yes,” She breathed. She’d never wanted anything more in her life. His pupils dilated, as his lips crushed hers, controlling, taking. Whatever he was demanding, she wanted to give it. He eased his hand around, brushing his hand down the sides of her breasts. He gave endless teasing strokes, making her nipples ache. She tried to press into his hand, but he held her tight, continuing light caresses around each breast. As her body trembled, he pulled back and watched her slowly lifting her shirt over her head. He leisurely ran his thumbs across the tips of her nipples, causing her entire body to hum. She kept her eyes on his, as she reached for his shirt, wanting it off. He grabbed the hem, pulling it off in one smooth motion. Unable to stop herself, she ran her hands up his chest, around his shoulders, and back down to his stomach. Eyes blazing, he grabbed her wrists, pulling them behind her back, pushing their bodies together. She rubbed her aching nipples across his chest, as he rasped his stubble across her collarbone, leaving biting kisses up and down her neck. She could feel his length pulsing against her, and couldn’t get close enough. She tugged against his hold on her, her undulating her body against his. He gave her a soft moaning growl, and deep brutal kisses. Pulling back he locked eyes with her. Gradually releasing her wrists, hands coming to her waist, he crouched down, drawing her shorts down her legs. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him as he moved his hands back up her legs then rubbed his thumb across her throbbing wetness. Her breaths were coming in short pants. As he stood, he pressed against her and stuck his thumb in her mouth. She sucked it, eyes glued to his. His thumb trailed down her chin, and lingered on her throat. Eyes wildly dangerous he asked “Do you want more?”

      She bit her lip. “Yes,” she panted, gingerly running her fingers along his stomach at the edge of his jeans. He unbuttoned, and pulled them off. Her cheeks heated, and she felt a flare of trepidation, as she noticed how large he was. He didn't give her time to panic, he kissed her, pushing her backwards until she bumped into the bed, then tumbled her down. He raised her arms above her head.

      “Hold on to the pillow,” He instructed, teasing her mouth with his lips.

      She nodded warily, as he nuzzled and nipped his way down her jaw and neck. He sat on his knees between her legs. Putting his hands on either side of her throat, he unhurriedly moved his hands down her body. He squeezed her hip bones then trailed down to brush his fingers across her sex. She watched him, body shuddering. He steadily rubbed his way back up, kneading her breasts, leaving her nipples begging for attention. He continued to sensuously massage her body, dipping a little further each time, but avoiding the spots she wanted touched the most. Body throbbing, she became lost in sensation, biting her lip, little mewling sounds escaping her. As she closed her eyes, trying to remember to hold on, he squeezed her breasts, then rolled and tugged her nipples. Her body arched, begging for more. He bent down and sucked each one into his mouth, as his thumb pressed and swirled her clit. Moaning she reached for him, so close to the edge. He kissed her brutally, as his fingers continued to torment her. He nibbled her neck, rolling her nipples again. “Please,” she whispered.

      He looked at her, eyes feverish. “Say it again.”

      “Please,” She murmured, eyes begging.

      He flicked her clit, as he eased into her slightly, only to withdraw. He teased her, entering a little further each time, until she was whimpering incoherently. Finally, he put a hand to the side of her neck, pinning her arm to her side, his other hand on her thigh, he surged with a deep long stroke. The friction was enough to send her right over the edge, holding onto him, crying out. When she would have sped up the movement he held her tight, giving slow deep thrusts, making the pleasure more intense. Too intense. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, as she mindlessly said his name. While she was still riding the wave of pleasure, he kissed her, raising her arms above her head, and holding them there. He began faster, harder thrusts. The position stretched their bodies, creating friction on her clit and nipples with every movement. He teased her lips, watching her. Her body bowed as the pleasure continued to build instead of wane. He started to lose control. His hand twined in her hair tugging, face buried in her neck. The rhythm became frantic. She began to come again; he was there with her, moaning as he left small bites along her shoulder.

      He soothingly brushed the side of her face, and down her shoulder. He eased to the side, one leg thrown over hers, giving gentling caresses across her ribs. She closed her eyes, trying to calm her breathing. As the pleasure cooled, her foggy brain started to come back online. Embarrassment and confusion were quick to follow. Her world had inexplicably shifted again, but this time she feared she would never be the same. She sat up. “I’m going to grab some water, do you want something.”

      Before she could stand up, he grabbed her wrist lightly. “Don’t run,” he sat up next to her, as she looked at him doe-eyed. He stroked her face, trying to calm her. As she started to relax, he ran his thumb over her lips. “I still have a couple of weeks before we start shooting again. I’ve rented a house in the Keys, and I’d like for you to come with me.

      She shook her head. “What? No.”

      “Why not? Had enough, now you’re done with me,” He teased.

      More like, afraid of becoming addicted. “Is there a woman shortage there or something? I’m sure you have a harem of girls following you around.”

      He eased in closer to her. “I like spending time with you.”

      “Why? There’s nothing special about me.”

      He cocked his head at her, fingers brushing wild curls behind her ear, then grazing down her neck. He leaned in, as if to kiss her. “I think you’re exquisite.” She would have objected, but then he did kiss her, skewing her senses. Before she knew it she was on her back, him whispering in her ear. “Say you’ll come with me.” By the end of the night, she was begging to come with him.
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      Reina woke slowly, stretching languidly, stopping mid-movement when her foot touched a hairy leg.  She peeked over her shoulder, memories flooding back. James is asleep in my bed. She was tempted to reach out and touch him, but heat flooded her cheeks as she remembered whispered promises. She’d said yes to two weeks alone with him. Her fear wanted her to worm her way out of it; her libido laughed at her. The only way to face this day was coffee. She eased out of bed, trying not to wake him. She slipped quietly into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and set out an extra toothbrush for him. Sneaking out of her own room, she practically ran to the coffee pot. She poured a cup, before realizing it was the Rock City mug. She grumbled to herself, as she took a few long gulps. She needed to man her defenses with as much caffeine as possible. She turned as she heard her bedroom door open, heart pounding. James stalked over to her with no hesitation and a devilish glint in his eyes. Not giving her time to overthink, he set her cup down, pressed her against the counter, and claimed her mouth. She unconsciously wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. When her brain was thoroughly muddled, he looked at her.

      “I have to stop by the hotel to pack, and make a few calls,” he put his finger under her chin, eyes searching. “I’ll be back for you in a couple of hours.”

      She nodded, “OK.”

      He looked at her for a few moments, as if he wanted something else, but he didn’t press it. Releasing her, he prowled around her house, gathering his things and putting on his shoes. She drank her coffee and watched his movements, completely enthralled. When he had his things he came back to her, hand going into her wild hair. He teased his lips across hers causing her to instinctively arch in for more. His hand tensed in her hair, as he lightly nipped her bottom lip. “You’ll be ready in a couple of hours?”

      “Yes.”

      Seeming pleased by her answer, he headed for the door. He looked over his shoulder on the way out, “See you soon.”

      As he closed the door she grabbed another cup of coffee, trying to remember how to breathe. Fuck. That man robbed her of all good sense. She was in way over her head. She couldn’t really back out, and wasn’t sure she wanted to. All she could do was put on her brave face, and get her ass in gear. She put her playlist on random, showered, shaved, and packed a duffle bag. She picked comfortable clothes, grabbed bathroom essentials and threw in her bathing suit. She was always self-conscious wearing her bathing suit, but she couldn’t very well go to the beach without it. She knew she should eat something, but her stomach was full of butterflies. She settled for a yogurt, and a little more coffee. The coffee wasn’t the best idea, but it brought her a measure of comfort. She was clicking through emails when Amy walked in laughing, followed by James.

      “What’s this,” she asked.

      “Oh, just your friendly local driving service. I was coming home, and James needed a ride. He said something about kidnapping my best friend,” Amy smiled mischievously.

      “I see. Now you’re both conspiring against me.”

      “I would never,” Amy replied, in mock outrage. “Just looking out for your best interests, of course.”

      “Oh yes, of course,” Reina sarcastically remarked. James reclined in the chair next to her, watching and chuckling at them. “Are you taking us to the airport as well?”

      James’ phone buzzed, “That’s our ride now.” Reina started to put her laptop in a bag, but James put his hand on her arm and leaned in to murmur, “Don’t bring it.” As she started to object, he sucked her earlobe between his teeth, sending shivers down her neck.

      “You’re not playing fair,” she whispered.

      He pulled back to look at her. “I’m not playing at all; I’m going after what I want.”

      “What is it that you want exactly?”

      “You...I want you,” his thumb came across her lips, driving her crazy. “Do I need to be more assertive?”

      Amy cleared her throat, “Hello. Remember me? Get out of here already.” James took her hand and grabbed her duffle bag. On their way out Amy waved, “See you when you get back. Don’t call. James, I’d take her phone if I were you.”

      “Ha ha, very funny. Traitor,” Reina replied.

      Amy winked. “Have a nice trip!”

      In her driveway was a gorgeous Mercedes, chauffeur waiting by an opened door. “Wow. Ummm, we could have taken a cab you know.”

      James smiled at her, “I know.” He handed the driver her bag, with a quiet thanks, and waited for her to get in.

      “Really, you don’t need to impress me. I’m low maintenance, it’s cool.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being comfortable.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. He’d used her line, what the hell could she say to that. During the 30 minute drive he swirled his thumb across her hand while she looked out the window. She was contemplative, and slightly apprehensive. She felt as though she were standing on the high dive, staring down at the sea. Maybe it was because they weren’t alone, or perhaps he sensed her strange mood, but he didn’t force conversation. He simply held her hand, and let her think. It was more likely that he was biding his time.

      At the airport they bypassed the main terminal, and drove around to a smaller landing strip. The car pulled up alongside a small jet. Reina’s heart started pitter pattering. She wasn’t the biggest fan of airplanes anyway, but this was sort of ridiculous. James tipped the driver, and stepped out, as she scooted out behind him. “Seriously,” she asked.

      “It’s private, less complicated, less people, more comfortable, not to mention a hell of a lot faster.”

      “Look, I don’t want you to think that I’m that girl. I don’t...I’m not, I agreed to come because I’ve liked spending time with you. I don’t expect anything else, I’m not asking for anything. I don’t need...”

      His hand skimmed her cheek. “Maybe that’s exactly why I want to give it to you. Honestly, this is the easiest way. Enjoy the ride. Stop worrying.”

      She gave him a sideways look, remembering a similar conversation with Amy. “That’s definitely not something I can guarantee. It’s in my nature, I thought you’d noticed,” she smiled. He smiled in return, mood lightened. He gestured her to go first.

      The inside of the jet was comfortably plush, decorated in neutral cream and tan. There were four large, soft leather seats facing each other, with two pull out tables between. Each table was covered in catered trays of meats, fruits and cheeses. There were also drink selections of water, champagne, juice and soda. As much as she felt overwhelmed by everything, she was also touched by his thoughtfulness. Regardless of his intentions or motivations, he’d obviously thought of her. Although, he could also have set everything up for any random girl. She refused to let herself follow that train of thought. She’d decided to take this romantic adventure, with the sexiest man she’d ever met therefore she was going to do her best to let it go, throw caution to the wind. For two weeks she would enjoy, and worry about the consequences later. Easier said than done, but once a decision was made, she had an iron will and amazing stubborn streak to see it through. She reached out and ran her fingers down James’ arm. As her hand grazed his, he turned it over and wrapped his fingers lightly around her wrist, pulling her in. Before he could stupefy her with kisses she turned her face, lips skimming his neck. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear. Her other hand came up caressing the back of his neck and down his chest. She stepped back, eyes dancing playfully; he let her go, eyes simmering with promise.

      The plane ride was only a couple of hours. They settled in, eating fruit and drinking champagne. If you’re going to be on a private jet, might as well have a little champagne, Reina mused. “If you don’t mind me asking, how long are you usually on location filming?”

      “It depends on the show or movie. This is our last season, and we’re only doing eight episodes. So, we’re figuring around three months or less.” He looked at her intently, “I’ve been doing the show so long I generally stay at my house there most of the time.”

      “I’d heard that in an interview, that you owned a house in Vancouver.” She hesitated, “I’m sorry. It must be strange for people to hear things about you, without actually knowing you.”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      She rolled her eyes, “Yeah right.”

      “You could tell me about yourself.”

      “Nothing to tell really, all boring and average.”

      He leaned towards her, putting his finger beneath her chin. “You keep trying to convince me you’re ‘average’ but I can see the secrets in your eyes.”

      “I don’t have any secrets,” she replied quietly, heart skipping a beat.

      His thumb grazed her jaw. “Perhaps you haven’t discovered them for yourself yet,” he answered cryptically, releasing her. “Do you have any siblings?” He returned to being casual, throwing off her equilibrium.

      “Nope, only child.”

      “When’s your birthday?”

      She made a face, sticking her tongue out. “I don’t have birthdays,” she joked. “Christmas. My birthday’s on Christmas.”

      “Well that explains everything,” he laughed, eyes playful. As the plane touched down he was mumbling something under his breath about presents falling in his lap.
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      Key West was a world of its own. Steeped in culture and history, vibrant with colorful island vibes and bursting with personality. The island was lush with tropical trees and fauna, with a quirky blend of tourism and quiet beach bungalows. The houses were an eclectic mix of wooden cottages and historic Victorian styles, painted in bright colors. In the air was the refreshing scent of salty ocean air, and good food. The busier streets were lined with eccentric venders and shops, an artistic flair entwined with everyday life. Nestled in were locals quietly relaxing and enjoying the slower pace of life. In this small paradise, being laid-back was more than a way of life, it was a complete state of mind. The overall effect was both relaxing, and breathtaking.

      As the car pulled up, Reina awed by the house James has rented. It was a large white Victorian style, with faded red shutters and a wraparound porch. Located on the edge of downtown, it was within walking distance of everything yet made private by white fencing and a multitude of coconut palms, banana trees, and orchids. “It’s gorgeous,” she remarked, with an easy smile on her face.

      “Go on,” he urged. “Go explore.”

      Feeling lighthearted and happy, she took a peek inside. The floors were dark brown marble tile, the walls light cream with rich local art. The open floor plan, and countless windows, made it feel both airy and welcoming. A living room nook opened into a small dining area, a vase of tropical flowers accented the round wooden table and wicker seated chairs. Beyond was the kitchen, complete with a teak finish breakfast bar and matching cabinets, the hidden cabinet style refrigerator already stocked. Bringing brilliant light into the kitchen were sliding glass doors, leading out to a private patio. It was decked with white wood flooring, decorated with umbrella covered lounge chairs and tables. In the middle was an inground pool with marble steps and crystal blue water.

      Going back inside, she climbed the teak railed, white staircase. On the second floor was a medium sized bedroom with a set of double beds and connecting bathroom, beside it was the master suite. The master bedroom was large and open with tan walls full of windows. The bed, dresser, armoire and desk were themed with the same rich teak finish. Small island pictures were grouped elegantly in various places and a door led to a small balcony overlooking the pool. The connected bathroom was luxurious. On the right was a wall length mirror framed by top lights and teak vanity with marble sinks. In the left corner was a jacuzzi tub, but the real beauty was the walk-in shower next to it. It was large enough to fit at least four people comfortably. The entry was a tall clear glass door, surrounded by matching glass. The inside had smooth travertine tiled flooring, and matching tan marble walls, with a small teakwood bench to one side.

      Reina moved from room to room in a state of giddiness, as if in a dream. James quietly followed behind her entranced by her unveiled happiness. As she ran her hand along the marble bathroom vanity, James closed the distance between them, pressing his body in behind her. Their eyes met in the mirror. “Do you like it,” he asked, lips close to her ear.

      “Yes,” she replied breathlessly. “It’s amazing.”

      Maintaining eye contact, his hand came around to rest at the base of her throat, as he rubbed his lips across the side of her neck. “Beautiful,” he murmured huskily. She turned towards him. He leaned into her, arms caging her, hands resting on the counter top. Her cheeks pinkened as desire raced through her, with fleeting thoughts of wrapping her legs around his waist. Instead she wrapped an arm around his waist, the other rubbing down the back of his neck. His eyes flicked down to her lips, as she unconsciously licked them. He brought his lips close to hers, as if to kiss her, but stopped before their lips touched. His eyes looked back up to hers. “Do you want me to kiss you,” he asked sensually.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He took his time, lips caressing hers slowly, thoroughly. His tongue making promises that her body was ready to accept. He nipped her bottom lip, and took a step back, eyes dancing. He entwined his fingers with hers, leading her back down stairs, while her eyes were glued to the sinewy muscles of his back beneath his taut shirt. He gave her a knowing look over his shoulder. “Let’s go check out the town, shall we,” he smiled.

      He held her hand as they walked, looking into quaint knick knack shops, touristy stores and places filled with surfing and diving equipment. The sidewalks were filled with a meandering mixture of tourists and locals. Pink taxis, tour trains and trolleys passed the leisurely bike riders. A multicultural variety of music floated in the air, creating a beautifully unique experience. They stopped for dinner, deciding on deliciously authentic Cuban food they had coconut shrimp with pineapple marmalade, fried plantains, papa rellena, flan and cafe’ con leche. On the way back Reina pulled James into a shop selling handmade soaps and lotions. Reina loved well scented items: candles, soaps, sprays, lotions you name it, especially with comforting food smells like maple and cinnamon. She bought a couple bars of amazing smelling soap, and matching lotion, in coconut almond and cherry almond. Relaxed, they strolled home to a brilliant orange sunset.

      As they entered the house, Reina felt a little nervousness return. The day had been romantic and fun, but now she was alone with him. There was no denying that she wanted him, but that was almost more of a reason to be afraid. He was quickly becoming addictive, dangerous to her heart.

      Taking stock of the kitchen, James turned with two wine glasses in hand. “Do you want some red wine?”

      “OK. Yes, a little please,” she looked at him from beneath her lashes, as he poured wine and handed it to her. “Thank you.” After taking a few sips, she blurted out, “I’m, ummm, going to unpack a little.” Giving a shy smile, she started up the stairs. She didn’t see his eyes turn predatory, watching her run away, again. She took her time pulling things out of her bag, drinking her wine, trying to make her brain shut up. She put her toiletries in the bathroom and her clothes in a couple of drawers. As she was trying to figure out her next move, James walked in smelling a bar of her soap.

      He looked her up and down on his way through. “You should shower with me,” he called over his shoulder. She stood there, looking at the closed bathroom door, debating what the hell she was going to do. She heard the shower come on and the rustling of his clothes hitting the floor. She waited, images of him naked coming unbidden into her mind. She currently had a sex god all to herself and he was showering mere feet away. Her curiosity, and perhaps the wine, got the best of her. She edged her way into the steamy bathroom and was instantly enthralled. He stood in the shower with his back to her, washing his hair. Her eyes were drawn to the rivulets of water and soap streaming down his muscled back, seeming to caress his ass on the way down. He didn’t turn as she entered, but stroked soap over his body seemingly unaware of her. She watched his movements, memories of his hands on her body flooding her. Before she realized it she had crossed the room, fingers pressed against the glass. She licked her lips, imagining them pressed against his body.

      He didn’t turn, but continued to rub his body unhurriedly. Desire making her braver, she undressed and stepped in, hot water splashing her swollen nipples. His body tensed as she tentatively reached out, fingers grazing his shoulder. His breathing deepened as she touched him, both hands slowly following the flow of water down his back. He clenched his jaw but kept his body still as she explored him. She caressed his shoulders, wrapped her fingers around his biceps, and then felt her way up and down his back. Heady with arousal she pressed her body into him, rubbing her nipples across his back. She bit him lightly in the shoulder blade, as her hands reached around to his chest and slid down his stomach. When her hands reached his hip bones he grabbed her wrists turning toward her. His eyes burned with sensual wickedness, causing her heart to pound. One arm came around her waist, as the other hand came up to the back of her neck. He pulled their bodies together, claiming her mouth. His hunger unleashed, he ravaged her. His tongue filling and retreating, making her crave more. His breathing erratic, he wrapped her wet hair around his hand and pulled, looking into her eyes. He sucked her bottom lip then nipped her neck releasing her hair. “Turn around and put your hands on the wall,” he whispered in her ear. Body shivering she hesitated, eyes on his, then slowly turned and placed her hands on the wall.

      He put her hair over the front of her shoulder and kissed the base of her neck. He stroked a soapy hand down her back, around her hipbone, caressed her ass, and then ran his hand back up her spine. He squeezed the back of her neck then repeated the motion back down her spine. His hands came around the front of her body, as his body came up against hers. He kneaded her breasts, pinching her nipples then leaving light caresses across the tips. Her head fell back onto his shoulder as her body arched into him. One hand continued massaging her breasts, the other sliding down to cup her wet sex. Small panting moans escaped her as he pinched her nether lips. Her body trembled, legs feeling weak, as he teased her clit.

      “James,” she cried out. He stopped, one arm going around her ribs. He placed his other hand on the wall next to hers and tried to steady his breathing. He turned her in his arms, supporting her as he backed them up to the bench. He sat down keeping a hand out to support her. He then took her hands and placed them on his shoulders. “Come here,” he demanded. She was more than willing to comply. His arms embraced her as she placed her knees to either side of him, hand coming to her neck as she boldly wrapped her hand around his cock and eased it into her swollen wetness. One hand braced her while the other rubbed her clit, her nipples brushing his chest with each movement. The pace started out slowly, but she quickly lost control, wildly spiraling toward orgasm. His arm tightened around her, hand coming to her hair making her look at him as pleasure consumed her. He pushed up to meet her with deep, fast, hard thrusts. He buried his face in her neck, softly growling her name. She rested her face on his shoulder, body trembling as he soothed his fingers across her skin, brushing sweet kisses across her shoulder. Even while the world came back into focus, she felt adrift, unease winding through her. Her heart yearned to let James be her anchor, her mind urging her to push him away.
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      Reina stirred faintly as the hint of sunrise began to stream through the windows. As she shifted she became aware of James’ body pressed into her back, arm thrown over her. She considered moving away, but as she began to inch forward his arm tightened around her ribs until she stilled. She lay there groggily until, lulled by the feel of his steady breathing and warm body, she fell back to sleep. She awoke some time later to full sun, an empty bed, quiet reggae music and the smell of bacon. Intrigued she pulled on a t-shirt, brushed her teeth, put her hair up and walked downstairs. James was shirtless at the stove, a fresh pot of coffee on the counter near him. Beside the coffee pot was a large white mug with “I heart coffee” written on it, and a small bowl of caramel creamer, making her smile. She watched him as she fixed a cup.

      “You cook,” she remarked.

      “Yep. My mom loves to cook, so I picked up a few things. You?”

      “Not really. I mean, my mom worked a lot. I have a few recipes up my sleeve, but mostly no...I don’t really cook.”

      “There’s always takeout,” he winked at her. She couldn't help but grin at him. She took a few sips of her coffee then topped it off before heading back around the breakfast bar. Might as well be comfortable while I check out the view, she thought. On her way by she ran her hand across his back. His muscles tensed, hand tightening on the spatula. Just as she was almost clear, his other hand reached out a lightly grasped her wrist.

      “I like it when you touch me,” he said, eyes serious. She bit her lip, heart instantly racing. There was no question about how her body responded to his touch. His thumb brushed across her pulse for a moment then he released her.

      “Now stop it before I burn the eggs,” he joked. Such a perfectly normal, yet completely surreal thing for him to say. She chuckled at him as she scurried around the counter. He set out a couple of plates, “What would you like? Toast, eggs, bacon, more coffee?”

      “A little of each, with an extra side of bacon please,” she replied. “You don’t have to do this you know. I mean, thank you, but really.”

      “I was hungry,” he shrugged, popping bacon into his mouth.

      “Well, a man has to eat.”

      “Yes,” he said, looking at her lips then back to her eyes.

      She rolled her eyes. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “I have plenty of ideas,” he murmured suggestively.

      She shook her head chuckling. “Stop it. I’m trying to eat.” She put a fork full of eggs in her mouth.

      “What would you like to do today,” he asked.

      “Honestly? Be lazy. Let’s have a lazy day.”

      “So, you’re saying you want to lie around with me all day?”

      “Maybe I do,” she replied playfully, blushing. “The last few days have been such a whirlwind. I just, I need some downtime.”

      “Ok.”

      “Yes,” she questioningly teased. She almost regretted it when she saw his eyes heat in response.

      “Yes,” he replied, with unveiled promise.

      After breakfast Reina insisted on cleaning up. James sat watching her, asking random questions.

      “What would your dream job be?”

      “I don’t know. I like designing. It’s rewarding, it’s fun, and I get to be creative. I didn’t realize I was creative until I started designing. I don’t really sing, not well anyway. I can’t draw. I’ve written poetry, but wouldn’t say I’m a writer. So, it feels pretty awesome to find that expressive outlet.”

      “If you could have any superpower, what would it be?”

      She raised her eyebrows at him, “Ummm, invisibility I guess.”

      “Have you traveled much?”

      “I’ve mostly only traveled between here and Indiana.”

      “If you could travel any place, where would you go?”

      She thought about it a minute. “I’d go to Rome, London, Tibet. There’s so much great architecture. Mind you, I don’t technically know anything about architecture but I like to admire it.”

      He cocked his head at her, studying her. With everything in the dishwasher, she sat down next to him. “Wait, what would your superpower be,” she asked.

      “Telepathy,” he smiled. She rolled her eyes at him, and he continued. “Do you like pets?”

      “Sure, I love them. Dogs, cats, hedgehogs…”

      “Hedgehogs?”

      “They’re crazy cute! I don’t know about owning one, but they’re adorable. I like cats best. I like dogs too, but cats are low-maintenance.”

      He shook his head at her. “How do you feel about children,” he asked.

      She hesitated, “How do I feel about them, or do I want to have them?”

      “Both.”

      She took her time, thinking about how to answer. He’d lead her from easy to complicated. “I like kids. I like being around them, I don’t mind babysitting them. I never really wanted to have them though. I think part of me is just afraid of screwing up someone else’s life,” she gave a mirthless laugh. “Now, I’m pretty settled, it’s not really in my plans.”

      “Would you ever move to a new city, or different country?” His demeanor was laid back, his eyes took on an intense shimmer.

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “It’s not something that’s come up; I haven’t thought about it. I feel like I have a home though. I’m not sure what I would do without Amy,” she joked.

      He reached out and touched her face unexpectedly, then leaned over and kissed her softly, sweetly. “Do you like sushi?”

      “I love sushi,” she smiled. “Shrimp tempura and Philadelphia rolls are my favorite.”

      “What kind of movies do you like?”

      “Probably action or paranormal movies, but they must have at least a decent story line. I don’t mind romance or drama, but usually not my first choice.”

      “A girl after my heart.”

      “Ha Ha,” she stuck her tongue out at him.

      They checked out the game shelf in the living room, deciding on Jenga and checkers. They sat on the patio, shaded by umbrellas, enjoying the ocean breeze and easy conversation. When it got hot, they’d cool off in the pool splashing each other and sharing playful kisses. They played gin rummy and sipped mimosas. As the sun began to set, they sat on the front porch enjoying the colorful sky and watching the night come to life. They had sushi delivered for dinner and rented a movie. Reina lay on the couch with her legs draped over James’ lap. She found herself watching him, wondering what he was thinking, as his fingers absentmindedly rubbed her legs. The day had left her relaxed. She actually felt relaxed with him, as long as she didn’t think too hard. Watching him like this made her worry though; her comfort made her worry. She wanted him. Her heart was starting to think it was safe, that she could keep him, but that just wasn’t reality. She wanted to take advantage of their limited time together, but they were definitely on borrowed time. She couldn’t let herself get hurt by thinking differently. He caught her looking and held her gaze, making her want to forget, to lose herself. Her heart was obviously a fool ruled by desire. The man was sinful; she’d never been tempted this way before. She’d always been able to rein it in, keep herself in check. He made her want to lose control. He looked as if he was about to wreak havoc on her senses, when his phone rang. He got up to check it.

      “It’s the studio; hopefully it’ll just be a minute.” She turned down the television as he paced around the kitchen talking business. She watched him walk back and forth; occasionally he’d pause to lean on the counter. He moved like a jungle cat, magnificent.

      She wasn’t sure how long she slept, but she must have dozed. She opened her eyes to James smoothing her hair and stroking her face. She looked at him dreamily, only half awake. Without thinking, her hand touched the side of his neck. His eyes closed briefly, muscle working his jaw. “Maybe I will keep you,” she whispered.

      His eyes burned. “I’m definitely keeping you,” he replied, thumb skimming her lips. The touch sent fire down her spine, jolting her completely awake.

      She sat up quickly, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you.” She decided to pretend she hadn’t said something stupid, which included ignoring his reply. She couldn’t figure out his end game, but she was only playing so far. His hand came to the back of her neck; he looked at her as if he was making a decision. Whatever his internal struggle, he released her and stood up, holding out his hands to her. She took them, and he tugged her up, pulling her into his body. For a moment he once again looked undecided, and then he gently rubbed his lips along hers. “Go ahead to bed, it’s cool. I’ll be heading that way soon.” He stepped away from her smiling.

      “Goodnight,” she mumbled, on her way up the stairs.

      James watched her, wanting to follow. He rubbed his hand through his hair and over his neck, memories of her whimpers echoing in his head. Even he wasn’t completely sure how this would play out. One thing he was sure of, his instincts screamed mine when he was anywhere near her. He was constantly on edge trying to get beyond her formidable defenses, without spooking her. He didn’t want only her body’s responses, he wanted everything.
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      In some moments, time seemed to stand still between them; endless stretches of fun and pleasure. Other moments seemed to bring a sense of urgency, of time passing way too quickly. Reina was having one of those moments. She leaned against the frame of a living room window, watching the afternoon shift to evening and feeling the press of time. The clock was winding down, time was running out. In six days Reina would go home, while James would be flying over 2500 miles away. They’d be on opposite sides of the country, back to their normal lives. Her warning bells were on high alert today. Her life had flipped upside down and she wasn’t sure what it would look like when she turned it back over.

      They’d enjoyed almost everything the island had to offer. They’d walked on white beaches collecting shells and admiring crystal blue waters. They’d explored on jet skis, taken a tour in a glass bottom boat, gone dolphin watching, and meandered through the historically cultural galleries. They’d searched the eccentric shops for keepsakes, visited the Hemingway House, and had even walked through the fantastic Key West Cemetery. Each day had been filled with both comfortable companionship and endless sexual tension. The truth was she couldn’t get enough of him. It didn’t matter what they were doing, or where they were. She tried to keep a level head, to keep her heart to herself, but she was slowly drawn in. An irresistible pull, like gravity. It was getting harder to talk herself down. Some internal part of her had grown wings and was beating against its cage. It was both exhilarating and terrifying. The back of her mind kept wondering what the withdrawal price would be.

      She cocked her head as she heard him come down the stairs, but she didn’t turn. She shivered as he swept her hair to the side and rubbed his lips across her neck. She closed her eyes, letting the desire tingle down her spine and temporarily sweep away the world. She turned into him, rubbed her hand up his chest and grazed her lips across his. She danced away as his arms came around her, laughing mischievously over her shoulder. She was feeling slightly reckless today, must be something in the air. He watched her, predatory. He always seemed to be reading her, gauging her responses, like he knew something about her that she didn’t.

      She opened the front door. “Are you coming,” she asked. He stood there for a moment, just looking at her with an unreadable look. She ducked her head, smiled, and then coyly looked up at him. “Guess I’ll go without you,” she goaded him, looking him up and down.

      “Come here first.”

      “Nope,” she shook her head, smiling. She started backing out the door. He followed her out, shut the door, and then grabbed her wrist pulling her back. She met his gaze, eyes devilish. “You don’t want to go out with me?” She turned her wrist and he released her, twining his fingers with hers instead.

      “I think you’re looking for trouble today.”

      “Maybe I am,” she replied boldly. The muscle ticked in his jaw as they started walking towards Mallory Square. After seeing them out and about for the past week, various shop owners waved in greeting as they walked by. Mallory Square was the home of the island’s daily sunset festival, a carnival of sorts, with performers and locals selling various crafts. James and Reina soaked it all in, the music, the people, and the setting sun. There was an amazing array of performers: high wire jugglers, knife throwing, fire jugglers, sword swallowers, acrobatics and even an escape artist. The entire scene was overflowing with a sense of daring and a celebration of life. The sunset was fiery like only an island sunset can be.  The bright yellow sun sinking below the horizon, as the sky seemed to burn with orange and red. To Reina, it seemed almost a reflection of her current state. Her inner turmoil was reaching some breaking point, burning to be free.

      They walked to Margaritaville for dinner, choosing a seat at the bar. Reina decided on french fries, with a tropical cocktail for dessert. Feeling feisty she began teasing James mercilessly. It started with small touches, randomly running her hand down his arm, rubbing her leg against his. Noticing his subtle responses, she became more brazen. As she went to the restroom she ran her hand across his back. When she returned the bartender was setting down another set of drinks. She leaned into James and whispered “I want you,” in his ear.

      She knew it was perilous, like baiting a tiger, but the sense of danger was arousing, almost intoxicating. The heat in his eyes was as potent as any drug. He’d been steadily pushing her boundaries; tonight she was testing his. She made it halfway through her second drink before he reached his limit. He stood behind her and put his hands on the bar to either side of her, caging her.

      “Are you ready,” he asked, close to her ear.

      She turned on her barstool and hooked her finger in his pants pocket. “Whenever you are,” she smiled, biting her lip. He practically growled as she stood up, bodies touching. She grazed her thumb across his bottom lip.

      “Reina,” he murmured in a warning tone.

      She fluttered her eyelashes at him, “Yes?”

      Grinding his teeth he reached for her hand and led her out of the bar. As they walked the few blocks back to the house, she continued to play with him. She let go of his hand and walked ahead of him, giving sly looks over her shoulder. His eyes tracked her movements, a hunter stalking his prey. As soon as she was inside, he had her turned around and backed her against the door. His hand came to her hair, tilting her head back.

      “Say it again,” he demanded.

      “Say what,” she asked innocently. She pushed her body into his, sliding her hands inside the back of his shirt and digging her fingers into his shoulder blades. His hand tightened in her hair.

      “Say it,” he whispered sternly.

      She tugged against his hold on her hair, straining her lips towards his. “I want you,” she whispered breathlessly.

      His lips crushed to hers, tongue seeking entry. His kiss was thoroughly punishing, but she met every stroke, demanding more. As he started to pull back she nipped his bottom lip, earning another tug on her hair. She met his smoldering gaze with a blazing look of her own. His hand released her hair, slid across her jaw and down the front of her neck. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, giving access like a petted cat. His hand swept across her collarbone and down her arm, pulling one of her hands out from under his shirt, fingers circling her wrist. She pulled the other hand out slowly, teasing every bit of skin on the way down. He turned away still holding her wrist, paused a moment as if surveying the living room, then looked over his shoulder as he headed for the stairs. He led her to the end of the bed, and let her go. He grasped her chin, running his thumb down her lips.

      “Do you still want me?”

      She darted her tongue out, licking his thumb. “Yes,” she saucily replied.

      He took a few steps back, “Take off your clothes,” he challenged.

      Her cheeks pinkened, but she’d taken it too far to back out now. She pulled her shirt off then unclasped her bra. She held the front, letting the straps fall off her shoulders, before pulling it down her arms. She maintained eye contact defiantly, hand going to the button of her shorts. She unbuttoned and pushed them down slowly, letting them fall to the floor. Even as aroused as she was, she felt a touch of shyness as she waited. She didn’t wait long; he pulled his shirt off as he stepped back to her. His hand came to her nape lightly.

      Bringing his lips close to hers he whispered, “Very good.”

      He kissed her senseless while his free hand skimmed her body, making her crazy. Her hands came up to touch him, but he stopped her.

      “Turn around,” he said.

      For a moment she hesitated looking into his eyes, she was tempted to push it, to say no just for sport. Something in his look changed her mind, made her feel like he was testing her. She turned around and was rewarded with a caress down her spine.

      “Now, kneel in the middle of the bed,” he said by her ear, stubble grazing her neck. Her breathing hitched, as she hesitated again. She could feel him behind her, quiet, waiting, heat emanating from his skin.

      She crawled to the middle of the bed and settled on her knees. She felt vulnerable but also felt a heady sense of exhilaration. Her body felt tight, breasts heavy, nipples swollen, sex aching and wet. She heard him unbuttoning his pants, heard them slide and hit the floor then felt him move onto the bed. The listening, waiting, and the anticipation were deliciously tormenting. She shivered as his finger ran down her back.

      “Spread your knees,” he quietly commanded. She opened her knees further. He pressed his body into her, legs on either side of hers. She could feel his swollen length against her backside. He placed her hands on his thighs, angling her arms back. His hands came to her breasts, massaging and teasing until she was mindless, before squeezing and pinching her nipples. Her breathing had become erratic as his left hand came to her throat, his arm pressed against the front of her body, effectively holding her in place. His right hand slowly descended her thigh and grazed her outer lips. Small whimpers were beginning to escape her as his fingers slipped inside. His muscles tensed around her.

      “So wet,” he murmured in her ear. His hand tightened on her throat slightly. “Do you want me,” he asked.

      “Yes,” she practically panted.

      “Lay your chest on the bed.”

      She did as she was told, beyond rational thought. He moved his legs in between hers, and she rose to accommodate him. His hands rubbed down her sides and over her hips, she arched into his touch. He entered her slowly, only enough to drive her wild. She wanted more; she needed more. She started pushing against him, demanding more. His hand swiftly came down and smacked her on the ass. He withdrew completely. Leaning over her, his hand came to her hair.

      “Be still,” he whispered. Her body was shaking uncontrollably as he restarted his shallow thrusts. Without realizing it, she was repeatedly whispering please, like a prayer. He entered her completely, with a deep hard thrust. She was lost, suspended in sensation. She was whimpering and crying out as he lost control; thrusts hard, fast and deep. His arm came around her body, moans escaping him. His forehead came to rest on her back as he whispered her name. He gently eased to the side, pulling her with him. Her mind was silent, blissfully blank. As her breathing slowed, she felt peaceful. She wanted to stay, floating in the calm.

      James spoke to her quietly, “Reina, what do you want to happen next?”

      “What do you mean? Cuddling, sleeping, I’m good with that.”

      “When we leave here, I want to keep seeing you.”

      Just like that, the world came crashing back. “You do realize that I don’t actually have the power of invisibility.”

      “Reina, don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “You know exactly what. Don’t deflect.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she replied.

      “Say that you want to be with me.”

      She was quiet for a moment, as her heart fluttered. “You’re leaving.”

      “Only for a few months...”

      “We both know a lot can happen in a few months. Besides, you live there.”

      He propped up on his elbow. “Can you tell me you don’t want to be with me?”

      “James, I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to have this conversation.”

      His hand came to her face, urging her to look at him. He saw the fear reflected in her eyes, and didn’t push her. He lay back down and held her, biding his time.
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      Their last day together began with sleeping in. Even after Reina woke she laid still, enjoying his warmth and the feel of his breathing. Soon his breathing changed as he buried his face into her shoulder and tightened his arm around her. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. Inside she had already started pulling back, shutting down. She would numb it out and worry about it later or better yet not at all. She wiggled out of his hold, and started towards the bathroom.

      “I think I’ll shower,” she said over her shoulder.

      “I could join you,” he replied suggestively. She turned to look at him, and gave a small shake of her head. Looking down, she shut the bathroom door.

      As the shower came on James walked over to the closed door. He put his hand on it, resting his forehead against it. He was acutely aware of her withdrawal, but he let her have her space. He knew if he pushed too hard she’d run, but he also understood something that she didn’t, she was running from herself. If he was patient and persistent, she would come to him.  At least that’s what his logical side told him. His alpha side had decided that she was his, and he wasn’t letting her go. He threw on a shirt and shorts. He decided to go downstairs before his instincts got the better of him.

      Reina took as much time as she possibly could. The more space she kept between them the better. When she couldn’t stall any longer, she descended the stairs and walked toward the kitchen. James was standing at the stove; she couldn’t help but appreciate the view. Coffee was already brewed, so she sidestepped him and made a cup.

      “Do you want breakfast,” he asked her.

      “I’m not really hungry, maybe some bacon?” She smiled. Instead of sitting at the breakfast bar she took her coffee and leaned against the sliding glass doors. She watched the palm trees sway and listened to the sounds of James cooking. He set a plate of bacon on the counter, but she didn’t turn around. He crossed the room, closing the distance between them. He placed his fingers under her chin, raising her face.

      “Where are you,” he asked.

      She looked up at him, eyes distant. “I’m right here.”

      He rubbed his thumb over her lips, shaking his head at her. He grazed his lips lightly across hers. When he felt her shift towards him he deepened the kiss. He pulled back grumbling as his phone started buzzing.

      “You’re going to make me spill my coffee,” she joked.

      He nipped her bottom lip then turned away, answering his phone. She watched him prowl around while she snacked on bacon. When it seemed like he might be a while, she got comfy on the couch and flipped through movies. The day seemed to slip by with much of the same. She watched him pace while he talked on the phone, talking about schedules, flights, house arrangements and who knows what else. She tried not to be too nosey, but she wondered if this was what his normal life was like. In between calls he’d sit with her, rub her legs, and steal kisses. They ordered delivery for lunch and dinner. After his latest phone call, he stood at the table gripping the back of a chair, looking tense. Before the thought had occurred to her, she had crossed the room and wrapped her arms around him. When he turned towards her, his eyes were intense. Unconsciously wanting to ease him, she rubbed her hands over his neck. His arms came around her as she reached up and kissed him gently. She buried her face in his neck inhaling his scent, committing it to memory.

      James wanted to wrap himself around Reina and stay there. He reveled in the moments when she came to him; it brought on a heady mix of contentment and desire. Her touch was both fire and water, burning and soothing. She gave herself and asked for nothing. He wanted to return each touch with one of his own. He wanted to lose himself in her, but the responsibilities he’d been putting off had to be taken care of. Everyone wanted something from him. He had to meet people, meet schedules and be on cue. He liked his career, but friends were few and far between. Everyone had an agenda or an expectation, or both. Usually it just rankled him, but right now he was beyond frustrated. He’d thought he would be flying her back home, but he was told other plans had been made.

      “My flight will be a little later than yours tomorrow. It appears I’ll be stopping to pick up a few people on the way.”

      She pulled back, spell broken. She shrugged, “OK.”

      He skimmed his hand down her face, but she stepped out of his embrace.

      “I really should pack.” She didn’t look back as she walked up the stairs. Of course, he didn’t make it easy for her. Within moments he was leaning in the doorway, watching her put things in her bag.

      “Reina.”

      When she didn’t answer he crossed the room and put his hand on her arm.

      “Reina,” he said more sternly.

      “Why are you making this so hard,” she lashed out. “Why can’t you just let it go?”

      “You mean let you go.”

      She looked up at him. “Yes,” she replied.

      Obviously he’d reached a limit today. He stepped in closer, hand coming to her hair.

      “Then say it. Look into my eyes and tell me to let you go. Tell me you don’t want me.” God help him if she did say it, because he didn’t know if he could.

      She wanted to say it. He’d awakened something inside her, and she was angry about it. She was angry at him, angry at herself, and part of her wanted to fight. She wanted to find a way to break it, to make it easy. Bubbling beneath her anger was fear. She was afraid of how much she wanted him and what that meant for her. However, no matter how much she wanted to say it, she couldn’t make the words come out. He was looking at her so intently; she couldn’t look him in the eye and lie. He didn’t give her reprieve. There was a stillness to him, as he quietly waited for a response.

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “You can’t what,” he demanded.

      “I can’t say it.”

      In that moment her heart cracked a little bit. Her body trembled as the tension drained from his. He gathered her in his arms, soothing a hand down her hair and back. She let him soothe her, because inside she was having a mini panic attack. What the hell was she going to do now? He’d made her face herself and she was shaken. So, she took what was currently available to her. She wrapped her arms around him and sought comfort. She didn’t know how long they stayed that way, but eventually he took a step back.

      “Hold out your wrist.”

      She looked at him from under her lashes then put her wrist out palm up. He turned her arm over, pulled a bracelet out of his pocket, and fastened it around her wrist. It was a uniquely beautiful silver cuff bracelet. The clasp was an open heart key, long enough to cover her wrist width, with a hidden button to open it and small diamonds embedded around the bow and along the stem. Her immediate response was to reject it, but she couldn’t reject the sincere look in his eyes.

      “Thank you, it’s beautiful.”

      “Yes,” he replied, fingers skimming her neck.

      To him it was more than a gift; he was marking what was his. He was the key and her open heart belonged to him. She didn’t realize it, but as the days went by that bracelet would be a constant reminder of where she should be. Like a small handcuff, it would pull her back to him.

      He tugged her towards the bed. “Come lay with me.”

      She crawled up and lay down, letting him curl in behind her. He didn’t ask anything of her, just wrapped his body around hers and pressed his face into her shoulder. Sometime later she felt him leave the bed as she drifted to sleep. In the hours before dawn she stirred, as if in a dream, her body heavily aroused. As James softly caressed her skin she curved her body into his, asking for more. He loved her gently until she was falling back to sleep in a haze of pleasure.

      The next morning was slightly rushed. James made sure everything was finalized while Reina packed up the last of her things. On the way to the airport they stopped for cafe’ con leche and tostadas. There were a lot of things Reina would miss about Key West, the coffee definitely being one of them. Through the morning James seemed to keep continuous subtle contact, gentle brushes of his fingers across various parts of her body. When they reached the runway, he walked her to the jet. She was slightly intimidated about being on a private jet alone. She didn’t want to be around an airplane full of people, but being the sole passenger was kind of strange. He caressed her face, ran his thumb across her lips, and kissed her softly but thoroughly.

      “Call me when you get there.”

      She let out a small laugh, “I don’t have your number.”

      “I programmed it in your phone,” he smiled at her.

      She glanced through her contacts. “You even added a picture, nice touch.”

      “You’ll call me when you get there.”

      She stuck out her tongue. “Yes, yes. I’ll call,” she joked.

      She reached up and grazed her lips across his, hand stroking the side of his neck. Then she turned and got on the plane without looking back. She didn’t look out the windows until they were safely off the ground. She thought about calling Amy but she knew there would be a billion questions and not something she was ready to do over the phone. She nibbled on fruit and cheese, fiddled with her bracelet, and tried not to think too hard.
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      Reina had to admit, it actually felt good to be home. She dropped her bag inside the door and took a deep breath. She felt emotionally drained, so the comfort of home was a welcoming reprieve. After a few moments she realized she hadn’t checked her emails in two weeks. She was sure to have a lot to sort through. She had some time before Amy would be home so she grabbed her laptop and sat at the breakfast bar. As she started clicking through she remembered she had told James she would call. Instead, she sent a quick text telling him she was home. Within thirty seconds her phone was buzzing, “Animals” by Maroon 5 blaring out the speaker, and James’ picture on the screen. Although no one was there to see it, she blushed, heart beating faster. Not only had the man programmed his own ring tone, but of all things for him to choose.

      “Hello,” she answered.

      “You were supposed to call,” he replied in an authoritative tone.

      “I’m not always very good at doing what I’m told.”

      His voice turned seductive, “I guess you just need the right persuasion.”

      “I guess so. Too bad you’re not here,” she goaded him. She could hear him grinding his teeth.

      “I’m going to remember this conversation.”

      “Should I be taking notes,” she let out a small laugh.

      He laughed at her, “You’re asking for it.”

      “Maybe I am,” she teased.

      He sighed heavily, “Things are hectic here. We start filming tomorrow and the hours are long; the time difference doesn’t help. I’ll call when I can.”

      “You don’t need to make any promises. It’s cool.”

      “Reina, I will talk to you soon.”

      “OK. Take care of yourself. Bye.” She hung up before he could say anything else. Within seconds she received a text.

      James: This conversation is not over.

      Reina: If you say so.

      She should probably stop baiting him so much, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. Damn him though, now he was crowding her thoughts. She went back to skimming emails; replying to a few but deleting most of them. She did receive a confirmation of the album cover contract. Yes, she thought. That would keep her busy. She was excited because they had given her a pretty wide range of creative freedom for the project. She kept getting distracted by her bracelet; she wasn’t use to wearing jewelry. She could feel it circling her wrist and see it as she typed. Just as her mind started to envision hands circling her wrists Amy came through the door, rushing over to hug her.

      “It was starting to feel like he’d kidnapped you forever,” she joked. “You’re positively glowing.”

      “That tends to happen when you spend time in the sun. Who knew,” Reina replied sarcastically.

      “So spill it, every detail.”

      “Ummmm, that’s a pretty tall order,” Reina laughed. Amy sat down as Reina described the house, and the island. She told her about the food and all the places they’d visited, trying to be as detailed as possible.

      “And,” Amy prompted.

      “And what?”

      “Oh come on, you spent two weeks with that sexy man with nothing to tell about it?”

      Reina’s fingers played with her bottom lip while she thought about it, eyes growing distant. What could she say? Her soul had been set ablaze, her heart felt tied up, and she was a fool. While Reina was lost in heated memories, Amy noticed her bracelet.

      “Well, that’s quite the sparkly. Let me see.” Reina held out her wrist. “Wow Reina, this is definitely more than a consolation prize. I take it you’ll be seeing him again?”

      “Who knows,” Reina quipped.

      “Who knows? Didn’t you guys talk about it?”

      “He talked about it, I say whatever.”

      “I see,” Amy replied slowly. “So you want him.”

      Reina just looked at her friend’s eyes for a moment, then biting her lip and shifting her eyes she nodded.

      Amy’s eyes gleamed, “Oh I can’t wait to see how this plays out.”

      “Ok enough about me, what about you?”

      “Well I’m a Gemini; I like long walks on the beach…”

      “Very funny,” Reina interrupted. “What’s up with you and Seth?”

      “Seth? There is no Seth,” she laughed. “He’s doing whatever he does, and I’m doing what I do.”

      “Have you talked to him,” Reina asked.

      “Eh, I’ve talked to him a couple of times. It’s not a thing. Really.”

      Reina just looked at her. Being vague wasn’t generally Amy’s forte. If she wasn’t dishing details, something was up. She let it go; it would all come out eventually.

      Amy changed the subject, “So what are we gonna do for dinner?”

      “Do not even suggest going out, the answer is no. I’m not leaving the house for at least a week.”

      “Let’s order pizza and watch a movie.”

      “Deal! That sounds perfect,” Reina smiled.

      Amy ordered pizza while Reina unpacked, showered, and started a load of laundry. When the pizza arrived they settled on the couch and started a chick flick. Amy told random stories of what had happened while Reina was gone, mostly jokes about work. Reina went into more detail about things she’d done in Key West, like the sun setting festival and the great coffee. After the movie was over they switched to music and gossiped as only best friends can, simply enjoying each other’s company.

      Reina finished up her laundry, snuck a few bites of ice cream straight from the container, and headed to bed. Unbidden memories of the last night she was in her own bed flittered through her mind. Although she knew it was a bad idea, she let herself think about him. The past two weeks had been surreal, but the bracelet on her wrist and the pang in her heart were real enough.

      The first couple of days back flowed well enough. Reina immersed herself in her work. She slept in, drank a lot of coffee, and stayed up late trying to work herself into exhaustion. The nights were hardest. She used to be happy and comfortable having her bed to herself, now her thoughts drifted to caresses and warmth. She hadn’t talked to James in two days. He hadn't called or texted. She knew the phone worked both ways, but once again she didn't want to be that girl. She was just fine on her own; she was most certainly not clingy. That's what she told herself as she was longing to hear the sound of his voice and missing the heat in his eyes.
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      Wednesday morning started out slowly and didn’t really improve. It was closing in on noon and Reina was spacing out again. The coffee obviously wasn’t doing it today. There she was, cup in hand, staring out the window. Her project was moving along smoothly, so she wasn’t overly concerned about deadlines, but she couldn’t seem to concentrate. A knock on the door pulled her back to reality. She cracked the door, wondering why the hell they didn’t have a peephole.

      It was a delivery man, “I have a package for Reina Hessman.”

      Reina tilted her head at him, “Ummm, that would be me.”

      “Just sign here please,” he replied, holding out a clipboard and a pen.

      Reina signed for it, thoroughly intrigued. “Thank you,” she said absently as she carried the box inside. It was medium sized and slightly heavy, with no return address. Curious indeed, she thought to herself. She grabbed some scissors, opened it up, and chuckled. The box was filled with various packages of coffee beans from Key West and a small electric coffee grinder.

      It also included a note: The key to your heart, James

      She couldn’t help but smile as her heart flipped over. The man was good, she’d give him that. She picked up and smelled each bag as she seriously considered doing a little happy dance. Thank goodness Amy wasn’t here to see her being a giddy fool. She’d obviously have to thank him, so she decided to try out her new coffee grinder while she thought about it. This most certainly called for fresh coffee. She grabbed her phone and pulled up his number, but just stood there looking at it while the coffee brewed. Her other hand unconsciously played with the tile on her necklace. She poured a cup and decided to text him; he would be working right now anyway.

      The text was simple: I love the coffee.

      Determined not to watch the phone, she laid it on the counter and sat at the dining table. She hadn’t been getting any work completed in the first place, now her thoughts were completely adrift. Images of James cooking breakfast flashed through her mind, which lead to a myriad of thoughts involving the feel of his skin. She was so caught up in her musings that she jumped when her phone started buzzing with James’ ringtone. Holy hell, she not only should have changed that damn ring tone but she couldn’t believe he was calling.

      “Hello,” she answered hesitantly.

      “Hello Reina,” he answered smoothly, his voice tingling down her skin.

      “Don’t you have work to do or something?”

      “I feigned hunger so we’re taking a short break.”

      For some reason his reply caused her pulse to quicken. “Thank you for the coffee.

      “You like?”

      “Yes. I admit it, the coffee is awesome.”

      “Do I have you at coffee then?”

      “Ok, enough with the t-shirt references,” she replied sarcastically.

      “If you say so,” he laughed. “I’ll talk to you soon Reina.”

      “Ok,” she all but whispered.  Now that she was beyond distracted, she gave up on working for the moment. Needing some air, she topped off her coffee and sat on the back porch. He’d called her twice and sent coffee. She wasn’t going to read too much into it, but she wasn’t completely unaffected either.

      The next few days were much of the same. When her mind was free the creativity flowed, but it wasn’t long before she’d find her thoughts astray. She stayed up as late as possible, because her pillow seemed to put her brain into overdrive. By Saturday she was a force to be reckoned with, grumpy as hell and prone to grumbling. She sat at the breakfast bar muttering into her coffee. Amy made a sandwich, seemingly oblivious. Although, it was more likely she was simply avoiding Reina’s prickly attitude. Someone knocked at the door and Reina glared at it.

      “Expecting company,” Amy asked.

      “Oh yeah, I invited a whole slew of people over. We’re having a party and everything.”

      “Ha Ha,” Amy glared at her as she opened the door.

      It was another delivery man, “Package for Reina Hessman.” Reina headed toward the door, but Amy had her hands on the package before she could get there.

      “What do we have here,” Amy smiled.

      Reina practically snatched it out of her hands. As soon as she opened it, her hands stilled and her cheeks flamed.

      “Oh, it must be good,” Amy laughed, peeking over her shoulder.

      The box was filled with soaps, lotions and candles in the scent she and James had used in the shower. Included was a note: I miss your touch, James. Not only was her face flaming, but her body also heated in response. Damn that man, she cursed in her head.

      “I wanna read it,” Amy teased her.

      “Yeah, no.” Reina folded it into her hand before Amy could grab it.

      Amy picked up a lotion and smelled it, “This smells, amazing. Are you sharing?”

      “Ummm, not this time,” Reina replied distractedly.

      Amy tilted her head, “Interesting, very interesting.”

      Amy raised her eyebrows as, like clockwork, James’ ringtone buzzed her phone. “New ringtone?”

      “Don’t freaking ask,” Reina snipped.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Ok,” Amy replied giddily as she picked up the phone and answered. “Reina’s phone, hi James.” Amy paused, “No, sorry, she’s too busy blushing right now.” Another pause, “Yep, they smell fantastic.” Reina was giving her the death stare, but Amy just looked at her and smiled. “Yep, I’ll tell her. Ok, bye.”

      “Really,” Reina inquired sarcastically.

      “It would seem so,” Amy shrugged. “James said he’d speak to you soon.”

      “Uh huh, I’m sure he did.” Reina grumbled random curses under her breath.

      “Are you sure you don't want to share...your lotion,” Amy taunted her.

      “You’re not cute.”

      “I’m totally cute,” Amy laughed over her shoulder on the way out.

      “Cute my ass,” Reina muttered. She grabbed her keys and headed for the door. “Amy I’m going out,” she called down the hallway.

      Amy poked her head out of her bedroom. “You’re going out,” she asked disbelievingly.

      “Yes damn it! I’m going for a walk, and no you can’t come with!”

      Amy watched her leave. That girl is in trouble, she thought.

      Reina walked around her neighborhood trying to catch her breath and clear her head. Once again, she didn’t know what to think. She’d gone into this situation with no expectations and she was coming out the other side with unfulfilled desire. She didn’t care about the gifts, not exactly, but there was certainly thought and even intent behind them. That brought her to the true dilemma, the intent. What exactly was his intent? The options were currently limited. She certainly couldn’t continue this long term. Her thoughts kept skimming back to the note. I miss your touch. Understatement of the year. She obviously needed to call him, but that brought her to the problem of what the hell could she even say? Please stop making me lust crazed so that I can function like a normal person. She laughed at herself, like that would work. Either way, she needed to deal with this. He obviously wasn’t going to let her hide and realistically she didn’t want to, not anymore. She had no idea where that left her, other than yearning for something she couldn’t really have.

      She walked to The Coffee Spot and took a seat on the outside bench. Usually the location itself gave her a measure of comfort, but today it only brought memories. Her mind clouded with the memory of shopping with Amy and buying her coffee t-shirts, the memory of catching a glimpse of James walking down the street, memories of The Crow’s Nest. He seemed to be everywhere, crowding her senses. After realizing she was making limited progress she headed home.

      Reina hadn’t taken her phone, so Amy had left a note: Going out, don’t wait up. Reina was mildly curious where Amy had gone off to, but didn’t have enough brain power left to overthink it. She brewed a fresh pot of coffee. Armed with a fresh cup, she grabbed her phone, sat back at the table, and called James.

      “Hello Reina,” he answered voice husky.

      She closed her eyes, letting his voice wash over her. “Hey,” she quietly replied.

      “How are you?”

      “Ummm, Ok I guess.”

      One week and struggling.

      “How’s your project going?”

      “It’s going well I suppose; I’m close to being finished. I’d probably be finished already if I were sleeping.”

      There she was, mouth moving faster than her brain.

      “Would it make you feel better if I said I’m not sleeping well either.”

      “Yes, actually, yes it would.”

      “Reina,” he chuckled at her. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      She laughed quietly, “You’re making it impossible to think of anything else.”

      “Then we’re equally tormented.”

      “It would appear so.”

      “So what’s to be done about it,” he questioned.

      “I suppose there’s nothing to be done about it.”

      “I suppose,” he answered coyly.

      “Well, I guess I should try to get some work done now.”

      “I miss you Reina.”

      She hesitated before replying. “I miss you too,” she said quietly, hanging up before he could make her  crazier. She eventually did work on her project, but only after she’d sat at the table twisting her bracelet and wishing he was there.
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      Reina arched up as James’ hands skimmed the length of her body. His touch overloaded her senses; his scent enveloped her, caresses on her breasts, kisses stealing her breath, hands in her hair, teeth grazing her neck, and whispers in her ear. He was everywhere, yet she couldn’t seem to get enough. Her arms were wrapped around his body begging for more. Reina woke panting and aroused which was quickly tinged with a feeling of loss. Her dream had been so realistic; she wanted it back. Without thought she eased her hand into her panties, fingers slipping into her wetness, she brought herself to orgasm with James’ name on her lips. She turned to her side and squeezed her thighs together, as pleasure began to fade to sleepiness. She’d eased the tension, but was left with a hollow ache for more. She drifted back to sleep wishing for heat against her back.

      Reina felt a bit more rested, although memories seemed to be whispering to her today. It was Tuesday, which had to be at least marginally better than a Monday. She’d finally finished her current project and was sending off the finished product. She had a few other clients lined up already so she had more work to keep her busy. Everything was going smoothly just as it always had, except internally it wasn’t going smoothly at all. Inside she was a bubbling hot mess of yearning. She felt like an addict, and coffee wasn’t going to fix it. It was extremely frustrating. Not only was she craving something she couldn’t have, but a month ago she hadn’t even been aware that it was missing. Damn that man. She couldn’t have what she wanted so she silently cursed it instead.

      Of course this was the perfect time for a knock at the door. Reina sat there glaring at it for a minute, but the damned thing wasn’t going to answer itself. She huffed over to it. If it was the postman she was going to let him have it, just to make herself feel better. That was the plan anyway, but when she opened the door the delivery man was holding a huge bouquet of tropical flowers; she couldn’t very well yell at a man with flowers. She took the flowers from him with a thank you and set them on the table. He held out a small box to her and asked her to sign for it. She thanked him again; then with a grumble, opened the box. Inside was a coffee mug from Margaritaville and a note: Coffee & memories, James. She had no question as to which memories he was referring to, that night was clearly imprinted on her psyche. She was torn between liking the affection and the thought that he was trying to make her crazy. Well, obviously he was trying to make her crazy. She decided to text him and tell him just that.

      Reina: Thank you for the flowers, now stop making me crazy!

      James: Flowers make you crazy?

      Reina: Very funny. Your notes make me crazy.

      James: Everything about you makes me crazy.

      Reina: Not helpful.

      James: Helpful wasn’t what I was going for.

      Reina: What are you going for?

      James: You, of course.

      Reina: You’re incorrigible.

      James: I’m determined.

      Reina: Ugh. I have work to do.

      James: If you say so.

      Reina: Seriously...not funny.

      Their conversation hadn’t improved her mood any. If anything, she could imagine him laughing at her, dimples and all. The thought made her smile and grumble at the same time. What the hell am I going to do about that man? She spent the day trying to organize and concentrate. She contacted clients with ideas and deadlines. She drank coffee, soothed herself with ice cream, and lazed around daydreaming. She couldn’t even bring herself to watch television because what she would normally binge watch was James’ show. Damn it.

      The next couple of days were much of the same; her desire overriding her brain. By Friday, she sat with her coffee waiting for a knock at the door. If patterns repeated, she could expect some new torture being delivered. By late afternoon she’d determined nothing was coming; she wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved. Deciding to walk to The Coffee Spot she opened the door, only to be surprised by the postman.

      “Holy crap, you just scared the hell out of me,” she laughed at herself.

      “Sorry ma’am. I have a delivery for…”

      She interrupted him, “Yep, I’ll sign for it.”

      She took the box inside and opened it. Her heartbeat became slightly erratic as she saw what was in it. A small box was nestled on top of four black satin scarves, no note. She wasn’t the most experienced person, but she could think of various uses for multiple scarves, none of them included leaving the house. She opened the small box, inside was another cuff style bracelet. This one had pave diamonds all the way around, with an open diamond circle in the middle. It looked to be a solid piece, but there were hidden hinges around the circle that opened so you could slip it on. Reina put the bracelet back in the box and took a step back. I think I need to sit down. She sat on the couch, phone in hand, trying to remember how to breathe. She decided to text before he called.

      Reina: Stop sending jewelry.

      James: I’m not always very good at doing what I’m told.

      Reina: Cute. Not certain I need so many scarves.

      James: Bring them with you.

      Reina: I’m not planning on going anywhere.

      The phone rang, making her jump. Fuck. “Hello?”

      “Hello Reina.”

      “Where is it you think I’m going?”

      “Come visit me.”

      “You want me to come to Canada? Yeah right,” she scoffed.

      “Why not?”

      “James, I have work to do.”

      “You can bring it with you.”

      “That’s an unfair tactic.”

      “It’s a realistic suggestion. Honestly, I have to leave early and work long days. You’ll have time.”

      “You want me to just come hang around your house while you work.”

      “I want to be in a hurry to get back.”

      “How long are we talking here?”

      “As long as you want to be here...”

      Her heart was beating in her throat. “James, how many women have come to stay with you?”

      “Reina, you’re the only woman I’ve ever invited.”

      “Why? Why me?”

      “Because your needs are the match to mine.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she practically whispered.

      “You know exactly what I mean.” When she didn’t respond he continued, “Reina, I need to see you.”

      There was a tension and longing in his voice that mirrored her own. It made her body hum like a tuning fork and pulled her like a magnet. “I’ll think about it,” she finally answered, hanging up before he could addle her further. Her world had tilted once again, and she was standing on a precipice. This was nothing like taking an island vacation in a rental house. He’d offered her what she wanted most, while asking her to walk willingly into the lion’s den.

      She tossed and turned all night. Finally, concluding that sleep wasn’t going to happen, she got up and made coffee. She was still sitting at the table when Amy rolled out around 9am.

      Amy looked at her sideways, “What are you doing up?”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “I don’t know, since maybe 6am.”

      “Are you sick,” she teased.

      “Yes.”

      Amy sat down across from her. “What’s going on,” she asked, obviously concerned.

      “James wants me to go to Canada.”

      Amy raised her eyebrows, “For how long.”

      Reina let out a small laugh, “I don’t know.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “There’s obviously a strong connection between the two of you.”

      “Yeah, but this seems like a big decision. I don’t know. I feel like if I go there I’m agreeing to give him my heart.”

      “Reina, it would seem as if he’s already there. I say you should go, see where it leads. You’ll never know if you don’t go; you’ll always wonder.”

      “That’s just it. Before him I didn’t know, now I can’t forget.”

      “You should follow your heart, Reina. You already know what you want, so stop trying to convince yourself otherwise. Besides, it’s about time you use that passport.”

      “We’re going to need more coffee,” Reina sighed.

      Because of the time difference she waited a few more hours to call. She knew a text wouldn’t do it, so she didn’t even try. He answered on the second ring.

      “Hello Reina,” he answered. There was a subtle tightness to his voice; he was worried about what she was going to say and the realization eased her.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes, I will visit.”

      He heaved a relieved sigh, “Do you have a passport?”

      “Yes. I’ve always kept it current in case Amy and I went on an adventure, ironic that this will be the first time I’ve used it.”

      “I’ll make arrangements for Monday, if that’s Ok for you.”

      “Yes, Monday is good. Still low maintenance, I pack light.”

      “Bring as much as you’d like.”

      “James, can I ask you a random question?”

      “Of course,” he answered.

      “What’s my ringtone?”

      He laughed, “It’s ‘Take Me to Church’ by Hozier”

      Although he couldn’t see it, she blushed. “I guess I’ll talk to you soon then.”

      “Even better, I will see you soon.”

      “Yes,” she replied, hanging up. Then she laid down for a nap, and slept better than she had in weeks.
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      Reina was finally nearing her destination. They’d taken off around 6pm her time. She’d been on the flight for nearly 7 hours, including a stop for gas, and she’d be arriving around 9pm. As if being on the jet alone weren’t strange enough, the time change was disconcerting. Luckily, she’d slept most of the day to compensate, but the flight had been a bit tedious. She’d spent time working on her newest design project, listened to music, played games on her phone and drank coffee.  Surprisingly, she wasn’t nervous, but that was most likely due to the feeling of being suspended in time. As they were almost to the airport she received a text from James.

      James: I’m sorry, I can’t make it to the airport. I’m closer to the house so I’ll meet you there.

      Reina: Ok, no worries.

      Ironic how his message was both a torment and a reprieve; she didn’t have to face him yet, but couldn’t wait to see him. A car was waiting for her at the airport and soon she was watching the city lights pass by. She decided to text Amy.

      Reina: Any last minute advice?

      Amy: Follow your heart. Don’t get in your own way.

      Reina: Hearts are unreliable.

      Amy: I’m giving you the stern face right now.

      Reina: Ha ha ha I’ll try.

      On the twenty minute drive Reina fiddled with her bracelets. When she'd made the decision to visit she’d put on the second one. She had gone from not wearing jewelry to bands of cool metal rubbing her skin. They continuously reminded her of James’ warm fingers around her wrists, which she was certain, had been his intent. Although it was a foreign sensation she admitted to herself that she liked it, reveled in it actually. His dominance brought her to a height of passion she hadn’t known existed, and the aftermath soothed her mind like nothing ever had. Considering that her mind was almost never quiet, the feeling was quite addictive. As they entered a long curved driveway she noticed a large Tudor style home surrounded by trees and shrubbery, but what drew her attention was James exiting his car and walking towards them. She opened the door and stepped out as he approached, heart beating out of her chest. She smiled at him then ducked her head and bit the inside of her lip before looking back into his eyes. He stepped in close to her, his hand coming to her face, and she was mesmerized.

      “It’s good to see you,” he said, voice sultry.

      “Yes,” she replied, brain refusing to function properly. It’s good to be seen, she thought. When she looked into his eyes it felt like he saw into her center. He saw all the shadows she hid from the world; he saw the desires she hid from herself. She reached her lips towards his. “Kiss me,” she whispered.

      He grazed his lips across hers teasingly, making her body tremble. He gave her small nipping kisses already making her think “more’. He looked in her eyes a moment then shook his head with a small laugh as she smiled at him. He took her hand and led her toward the house.

      “Come on. I’ll give you a tour before you start trouble.”

      “I do not start trouble.”

      “You are trouble.” He looked over his shoulder, shaking his head again.

      “Says the big bad wolf,” she replied playfully.

      He pulled her to the front of him and backed her to the doorframe. Her eyes danced with merriment as she licked her lips. His eyes then his thumb followed the movement. Her breathing became shallow when he leaned in as if to kiss her, but he stopped before he reached her lips.

      “Trouble,” he murmured, taking a step back before she could pull him in. He opened the door and gestured inside.

      “If you say so,” she giggled as she stepped in.

      Through the door was a small hallway, with a coat closet to the right. Beyond the hallway was a small vestibule with multiple exits. To the right was a doorway to another hallway, to the right of that was a small nook with a table and chair next to an ascending stairway. Directly ahead was a doorway, which he led her through first. The walls were creams, whites, and tans, all with a multitude of windows; the floors were a light oak with earth-toned carpets in various places. The first room was a living area with a fireplace, leather couch, and matching recliners. Beyond that was a large sunroom with floor to ceiling windows, a sliding glass door leading to the large in-ground pool, tables, and comfortable furnishings; to the left was a doorway to a formal style dining room. The dining area had a dark walnut table large enough to seat eight and a matching sideboard.

      “I don’t really use this room,” he laughed.

      They went back to the beginning and took the hallway that opened to a much more open area. There were sliding glass doors and windows looking out over a well-manicured backyard. To the left was a large entertainment room. The main wall held a huge flat screen T.V. surrounded by shelves of movies and books, two dark brown leather couches completed the room. Slightly to the right was a small dining table beneath a window and to the right of that was the kitchen, which was beautiful. The floor was dark swirled tile; the cabinets and island were a light oak gorgeously off-set with black marble counters, and stainless steel appliances.

      James watched her, gauging her reactions, but she was concentrating too hard on not hyperventilating to notice. Being surrounded by his masculine domain was both slightly overwhelming and oddly comforting, completely confusing her senses. As if feeling her trepidation he closed the distance between them and rubbed his thumb across her lips.

      “Do you like it,” he asked.

      She nodded. I like it when you touch me, she thought.

      He could see in her eyes when her mind had switched gears. “Are you ready to see the upstairs?”

      “Yes,” she responded, biting her lip. He chuckled at her and led her to the staircase.

      The quarter turn staircase was covered in plush cream carpet, had two small landings, and an oak banister. At the top of the stairs was the main bedroom suite, a bedroom made into an office on the right, and a hallway to the left. He guided her down the hallway first. There were two bedrooms made into guest rooms, one made into a home gym, and the last was empty. When they walked back to the master suite he gestured her forward, waiting in the doorway while she got her bearings. The suite was literally a few small rooms together. On the right side of the door was a fireplace, to the right of that the bathroom, followed by a small nook with a walnut desk and shelves built into the wall. The bathroom was all swirled cream marble with a walk-in shower to the right, an oak vanity with marble top and double gold sinks, a top lit mirror of the same length, and a jacuzzi tub at the end. On the left side of the suite was a walk-in closet, beside that another nook with a walnut table and plush chair. The middle of the room was open and airy, the walls were cream and the beige carpet was incredibly soft. Beyond the nooks on either side was almost a completely separate room. The king-size four poster bed was also walnut with intricately carved posts and balusters. Set against three large windows it was masculine, intimidating and made her heart beat way too fast. On each side of the windows was a door leading out to the balcony, which spanned almost an entire side of the house with a view of the river and far off mountains. Blushing she turned back towards James. He eyed her intently then crossed the room, took her hand, and led her towards the closet. Her bag was somehow already sitting just inside the closet door. On either side were sections with areas to hang clothes, each section with its own set of drawers beneath, and shoe racks along the back wall. Directly inside the door, on the right, was an empty section.

      “You can put your things here if you like,” James told her.

      She looked at him sideways, “Is this section always empty?”

      “No, I made space for you,” he chuckled.

      “You made space for me in your closet?”

      “Reina, this house isn’t exactly lacking in space. It’s only a closet.”

      “Uh huh,” she muttered.

      “Look, I’m going to take a quick shower while you breathe through your closet anxiety.”

      “Oh that’s funny,” she replied sarcastically. He was already walking away laughing under his breath. Ironically, she was slightly anxious about the cleared closet space. What the hell is wrong with me? It’s just a place to put clothes, she unconvincingly told herself. Part of her was panicked about being completely surrounded by him, the other side of her wanted to roll around on the bed inhaling his scent. Seriously, get ahold of yourself, she thought. She heard the shower running and decided she needed to put her clothes someplace, so in the closet they went.

      Reina was admiring the scroll work on the bedposts when James strolled out of the bathroom in a towel. She enjoyed the view of his back as he walked towards the closet.

      “Are you hungry,” he asked over his shoulder.

      The question was innocent enough, it just happened to go to the wrong receptors in her brain. When she didn’t respond he turned around. She unconsciously licked her lips, not completely processing that he was looking at her, until her eyes had traveled up his body, gaze meeting his. She bit the inside of her lip as his eyes instantly turned predatory. He prowled toward her, causing her heart to race in anticipation. He stopped before their bodies touched, but close enough that she had to look up at him.

      “Are you hungry Reina,” he asked, in a quietly commanding voice.

      Her gaze flicked to his lips, her body instinctively angling towards his, before meeting his eyes again. He watched her and waited, body tense.

      “Yes,” she replied boldly.

      He didn’t hurry. His thumb skimmed her jaw until his hand wrapped around the back of her neck, but he only teased her with his lips. Impatient, she wrapped an arm around his waist, the other around his shoulder, as she leaned into him. His hand slid into her hair tilting her head back, but he still didn’t kiss her. His stubble brushed against her as he gave little bites down her neck. He worked his way back up, lips skimming her jaw. He stopped with his lips hovering above hers. She pulled to get closer.

      “Please kiss me,” she whispered.

      He nipped then licked her bottom lip.  As her frustration grew, she pulled harder against his hold on her hair, but he simply tightened his hold. He brushed his lips across hers lightly.

      “Say that you’re mine,” he murmured.

      “James,” she pleaded.

      His lips claimed hers, searing her, branding her heart. She craved more, couldn’t get enough. She wanted to wrap her body around his and melt into him. In a haze her clothes were on the floor and she was tumbled onto the bed. Her hands were free to roam his body while his mouth was on her breasts, sucking, licking, and biting. Her body bowed when his thumb skimmed her clit, slipped into her wetness, and circled back around. She’d been on edge for weeks, she was more than ready. She wrapped her legs around him as he entered her, but he continued to set the pace. His hands slid up her arms, pinning her wrists above her head, pushing her bracelets towards her hands. He drugged her with kisses while bringing her close to the edge, then pulling back and slowing the pace. She struggled to get closer, to find release. She was panting, whimpering his name, when he finally had mercy on her. He released her wrists using one arm for support; the other hand grabbed her hip. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, body arching, as he brought her careening over the edge. The intense pleasure coursed through her, leaving waves of bliss in its wake.

      He rested his face in the crook of her neck while he held her shuddering body. His hold tightened as she quietly whispered in his ear, “I’m yours.”

      James woke to his phone alarm before dawn, quickly turning it off before it could wake Reina. He looked down at her sweeping wild curls away from her face. He wanted to stay against her warmth. She looked so vulnerable in her sleep, he wanted to wrap his body around her and protect her from the world. She seemed completely unaware of the powerful hold she had on him. She drew him like a beacon on an empty sea. Innocently her expressive eyes told him everything. Her every whimper and plea were like a siren's call; her every surrender was a balm to his soul. Her smile was like a light in the dark, leading him home.
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      Waking up in a strange house was disconcerting, adding a new time zone to the equation did not help. Reina woke up alone in a bed not her own, James’ cologne still lingering in the air. She stretched languidly, inhaling the masculine scent. She considered wallowing in bed all day, but it didn’t hold quite the same appeal without James in it. She pulled on a t-shirt and shorts. Coffee first then shower, she thought. The house was incredibly quiet as she descended the stairs. It felt peculiar to walk around James’ quiet house alone. She wasn’t the nosey type, but the kitchen seemed like a safe enough place to poke around. The coffee pot was easy to find, beside it were a variety of creamers and a note.

      A maid comes twice a week. Here are a couple of numbers if you need anything delivered and a driver if you’d like to go out. I’ll try to show you around town this weekend. I’ll see you soon. James

      It was a bit discomforting to be outside of her comfort zone, to realize she couldn’t simply take a stroll to her favorite places. She generally didn’t venture out too far anyway, so she’d shelve it for now and worry about it when she got stir crazy. She peeked around in the cabinets and refrigerator; it looked a lot like hers, fruit, sandwich stuff, and even ice cream. Score! She sat on the island stool and drank a couple cups of coffee before wandering back upstairs. She grabbed her bathroom stuff and tucked them in the shower. She didn’t know how she felt about seeing her things in his space. It was only a few items, but it was strange. When the water was steamy she stepped in; resting her hands on the wall she let the hot water run down her back. Memories of James telling her to put her hands on the wall flashed through her mind, she snatched her hands back and washed her hair.

      Since she would be hanging around the house, she put on a comfy shirt and shorts as usual. She mostly spent the day adapting to her surroundings. She loved the view from the balcony and the fresh breeze flowing from the water. Pulling out her laptop, she eventually settled into the sunroom. Each window had shades so she could adjust the amount of light throughout the day. She worked for a few hours then napped on the soft leather couch, still trying to adjust to the time and location change. When she woke up the sunlight was beginning to fade. She made fresh coffee and decided to try out the sound system in the living room. She plugged her mp3 player into it and put on one of her random playlists, easy enough. She pulled her laptop back out and finished up what she had been working on, the music helping her creativity flow.

      As the evening slowly faded to night she heard the front door and watched James come in. She waited, trying to read his body language. She didn’t want to crowd his space if he’d had a rough day, and she didn’t exactly have a blueprint for her current situation. He smiled at her, dimples and all; she couldn’t help but bite her lip and smile back. Without thinking about it, she crossed the room, caressed the side of his neck, and gently grazed her lips across his. She felt a beat of fear in her heart, as her brain seemed to think that he felt like home; obviously she had her wires crossed. Then he was kissing her, “Wicked Game” by Chris Isaak quietly playing in the background, and none of it mattered as the world faded away.

      Over time Reina acclimated to her surroundings her life returned to a semblance of normal. She slept late, drank coffee, contacted clients, answered emails and worked on various projects. Business was steady, so she had plenty to keep her busy. When she got stir crazy she’d go to the market, wander around local stores and stop in a quaint coffee shop she’d come across. She ordered take-out, and even cooked a few of the recipes she was good at. She texted Amy pictures of places she visited, or called and chatted poolside. Amy would joke about being jealous and tease Reina about what James must be doing to her.

      On some weekends she and James would do things in the city. They visited museums and parks, tried out different restaurants, and sometimes just drove around looking at the variety of architecture. Other times were spent hanging around the house doing their thing. In the evenings and on weekends James had lines to memorize, phone calls to make and other business related things to deal with. Reina entertained herself with all the regular things, work, reading, soaking in the tub, swimming, and watching T.V.  The nights were filled with passionate kisses, consuming desire, and warm embraces. Their schedules seemed to fit together seamlessly; their need for each other endless. For a while time seemed to both flow effortlessly and stand still for them.

      One lazy afternoon Reina felt restless while watching James over the edge of her book as he worked. She tried to be good, but feeling mischievous she decided to play. With a devilish glint in her eye, she sauntered into the kitchen and grabbed a cherry lollipop from her candy stash. James watched the sway of her hips as she walked out, but appeared to have not noticed when she returned. She settled back in her chair with her book, and began meticulously enjoying her treat. She put it in her mouth, swirled it around, and slowly slid it out. She spun it around on her tongue before slipping it back in her mouth. Lick, suck, swirl, and repeat. She could feel his eyes following her movements, completely relishing the tease, while maintaining the facade of being unaware.

      “Reina,” he called to her, voice strained.

      She tried for her most innocent expression. “What,” she asked, with a slight shrug of her shoulders. His eyes were smoldering, so she gave him a full demonstration of her candy sucking abilities. Lick, suck, swirl and repeat.

      “Reina, come here.”

      She smiled, bit her lip, gave a slight shake of her head, and kept right on licking all while maintaining eye contact.

      He leaned forward in his seat, “Reina, don’t make me come get you.”

      She laughed and stood up as if to go to him, but as he leaned farther towards her she took a step back.

      “Are you going to come and get me,” she laughed, and then she ran for the stairs. She made it to the second landing before he caught her and thoroughly rewarded her for bad behavior.
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      For some reason there was an edgy quality to the day. Reina couldn’t put her finger on it, but she couldn’t seem to shake the feeling. She went for a swim to try to dispel her nervous energy. Afterwards, she took a shower to wash out the chlorine. Still feeling uneasy she decided to call Amy.

      “Hey lady, how’s the home life,” Amy answered.

      “Ha, ha. Not funny.”

      “What’s happening on your end of the world?”

      “I don’t know. Nothing really,” Reina answered, “feeling a little homesick today maybe.”

      “Homesick? If I was worshipping a man like that, homesick is the last thing I’d be.”

      Reina laughed, “Ok, you have me there.”

      “So, what is the status with the two of you anyway?”

      “I don’t have an answer to that question. The status is...good.”

      “You guys haven’t talked about it?”

      “Not in any kind of official capacity,” Reina scoffed.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not a conversation I’m comfortable with starting, or having I guess.”

      “Has there been any love talk.”

      “No. That would be a definite no.”

      “Well, you seem happy; when we talk you sound happy. I say just be happy. Ride the happiness wave,” she giggled.

      “What would I do without you,” Reina asked.

      “You’d be completely lost of course,” Amy teased.

      Reina sat out on the balcony for a while looking out at the water letting the gentle breeze soothe her. Feeling a bit relieved she took a nap. When she woke up her sense of calm had returned; she wandered downstairs, put on some music, sat at the kitchen island, and pulled out her laptop. She was still there when she heard James come through the door; she turned on the stool and waited to see him appear in the hallway. As he noticed her and walked in her direction she sensed tension in his movements. She didn’t ask any questions, she stood up and embraced him, one hand soothing his neck while the other smoothed down the muscles of his back. He wrapped his arms around her, nuzzling his face into her neck inhaling her scent. As she felt him relax a bit he pulled back and grazed his thumb down her lips.

      “I missed you,” he said quietly.

      She touched his face as she looked up at him, trying to read him, wondering what had put him in this strange mood.

      Finally, he smiled at her, “Sit down, I have something for you.”

      She gave him a questioning look, but she sat back down on the stool.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, touching her face.

      She watched him go upstairs, and waited, wondering what he was up to. A few minutes later he was back with a small box, which he held it out to her.

      “James, you have to stop with the gifts.”

      “Do I,” he asked. “Are you rejecting it?”

      He was looking at her so intently, that her smart-ass comment died on her lips. She shook her head and held out her hand. As she opened it her heart began an irregular beat. Nestled inside was a delicate cable chain necklace ending in diamond loops on each side, held together by a heart-shaped diamond lined lock.

      She didn’t know what to say. “James…”

      “Do you like it?”

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      “May I,” he asked, gesturing towards her neck.

      She nodded, “Yes.”

      She watched him from beneath her lashes as he reached around to unclasp her tile necklace, the whisper of his fingers across her skin causing tiny bursts of awareness. He slid the new chain around the back of her neck. Fastening the lock in the front, it settled just below the hollow of her throat. He traced his thumb up the front of her throat and across her jaw before he kissed her possessively. He ran his hands down her arms and pulled her wrists behind her back, she arched into him instinctively. She shivered as he leaned in and gave her a small bite on the neck.

      “So responsive,” he whispered in her ear, causing her to shiver again.

      He started to kiss her again and she nipped his bottom lip with a defiant gleam in her eye, he squeezed her wrists and bit her lip in return.

      “Do you trust me,” he asked, making her heart race.

      Did she trust him? That was a dangerous question. Trust was a bottomless pit of layers and she didn’t give any of them away easily, but she had already been living in his lair so obviously she did have a measure of trust in him.

      “Yes,” she replied quietly.

      He studied her eyes for a moment as if deciding something. Then he released her and stepped back.

      He held out his hand to her, “Come with me.” She took his hand and followed him upstairs.

      He led her to the end of the bed. “Stay here,” he commanded.

      He walked to the closet and grabbed the black scarves out of a drawer; bringing them back he tossed them on the bed and took off his shirt. Reina watched the movement with her eyes then looked back up at him, challenge met. He put his hand in her hair, and kissed her senseless, tongue slipping past her lips with promises of ravishment. He released her hair as his hands glided up her body pulling off her shirt and tossing it to the floor, bra following. He slid her shorts down her legs telling her to step out of them when he reached the bottom.

      “Get on the bed,” he instructed.

      His tone altered her breathing, her thoughts continuously teetering on testing his resolve. Her body was already humming with anticipation, but the devilish side of her considered baiting the tiger just for sport. She sat on the bed and inched backward as he stalked in after her.

      “Hold out your wrists.”

      She complied, entranced by the sight of him tying the end of a scarf securely around the bracelet on each wrist. He backed off the bed and prowled around to sit behind her.

      “Lift your hair.”

      She lifted her hair with both hands and twisted it, the scarves tickling across her skin with the movement. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him fold a scarf over itself twice lengthwise.

      “Open your mouth,” he murmured near her ear. He put the scarf in her mouth, “bite.” She sank her teeth into the satin as he fed it through her upraised arms and tied it snugly.

      His hand briefly squeezed the back of her neck. “That’s good,” he breathed, clearly just as affected as she was.

      He bit her on the shoulder before standing up. “Lay down with your arms over your head.” She did, fanning her hair across the pillow. He tied the scarves on her wrists to the bed with enough leeway to bend her elbows comfortably and still allow access to her neck. Then he stood at the end of the bed looking down at her for a moment eyes fiery. He climbed on the bed and resting his weight on his arms hovered over her.

      “Don’t come until I tell you. Do you understand,” he demanded.

      Her breathing hitched, this didn’t seem like a game she could win. He stayed motionless, waiting for her response.

      “Yes,” he prompted.

      She nodded her head. His eyes took on a primal edge, causing her heart to beat in her throat. She had a feeling that this game had secret rules and she was about to learn them all.

      He rolled her nipples giving them a hard pinch before sucking each one into his mouth. He looked at her knowingly while she watched his mouth travel down her body followed by his hands, each touch rough and deliberate. He gripped her hip bones and rubbed his stubble across her lower stomach. She had trouble controlling her breathing simply by watching him, her sex wet and throbbing for contact. His eyes watched her as his thumb brushed the lightest touch across her wetness. Her eyes were locked to his; captured and hypnotized. He teased her swollen sex, the soft touches making her squirm for more contact. He held her hips tightly as he rubbed his face over her inner thighs. God help her, if she could she’d already be begging.

      A moan escaped her, body arching off the bed, as he sucked her clit into his hot mouth. He played her body like a symphony. Muffled whimpers and pleas escaping her, bowed body quaking. Her mind tried to hold it back while her body screamed for release, instinctively craving the carnal promise of pleasure. His eyes were feverish as he brought her to the edge only to stop with calming touches, hands gripping down her ribs, stubble against her thighs. Her entire world narrowed down to sensation, nothing existed but the desire to orgasm. Her hands gripped her restraints, her begging muted by satin, she was beyond control; she was his instrument to play.

      A warning tingled down her spine as he tormented her. She’d allowed herself to be lulled by his control, only this time he didn’t stop and it was too late. She couldn’t stop the intense waves washing over her. His mouth causing fire to rush through her veins, which completely consumed her. Even as the pleasure crested he didn’t stop and the intensity devoured her. Her head thrashed on the pillow as her body arched off the bed. He brought her right back to a devastating level of need. He nipped his way back up her body and she struggled to get closer as his mouth teased her neck. She was mindlessly desperate, squeezing his body with her knees, begging.

      “You didn’t follow the rules,” he whispered in her ear.

      Breathing erratic, she could only whimper in response. He skimmed his thumb across her cheek then trailed his hand down the front of her throat. He untied one of her wrists but held it in place for a moment.

      “Get on your knees,” he instructed, and waited until she nodded before he released her.

      She rolled her shaking body to her knees, chest pressed to the bed, body arched, vulnerable. She closed her eyes as his hand caressed down her spine. He knelt beside her, one hand on her lower back as the other smacked her ass with two loud cracks. His hand smoothed over the area, the sting and heat going straight to every pleasure receptor her body possessed. His fingers slipped between her legs with a teasing circling of her clit before he repeated the process. She was lost, her body was no longer her own. James’ hands had become her anchor in a sea of need.

      His hand traveled back up her spine. She breathed raggedly as he untied the satin around her mouth. His body came over hers, hand tangling in her hair tugging her head back, he whispered in her ear.

      “Do you want me Reina?”

      Body shaking, she begged, “Please James.”

      He claimed her with deep hard thrusts, her entire being owned by pleasure. He’d branded her soul; there was no going back.

      After he untied her other wrist he eased beside her, hands soothing her with gentle caresses. Her body pushed to the limit, she drifted, still anchored by his hands. Beyond rational thought, she surrendered her heart to his safety net.

      James lay awake long after Reina had fallen asleep. He was completely ensnared by her; his thoughts in turmoil about the future. She was here for now, but only under the guise of a temporary arrangement. Would she stay here with him if he asked? He knew Reina well enough to know that if he brought up something she didn’t want to talk about she would shut down. If he broached a subject she wasn’t ready for she’d run.
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      Sundays were bittersweet, and this one was almost over. They’d spent a lazy day lounging by the pool and hanging in front of the T.V. Now Reina sat on the bed waiting for James to get out of the shower. She could have joined him, but she had a devious plan to have her way with him. He’d never let her get away with it in the shower, so she sat in nothing but one of his shirts trying to be patient. She smiled when she heard the water shut off, he was almost in her hands. When he emerged she stood up and watched him with hungry eyes. When he looked her way she motioned to him, smiling devilishly.

      “I have something for you,” she teased.

      “Do you,” he replied suggestively.

      She nodded, biting her lip. He came towards her, captured.

      “Now be still,” she told him. He raised his eyebrows at her, but didn’t say anything. She braced a hand on his chest, the other reaching to the back of his neck, as she leaned up to whisper in his ear. “I’m going to enjoy you, and you’re going to let me.” She closed her eyes as his lips grazed her neck.

      “If you say so,” he whispered back.

      She rubbed her lips back and forth across the side of his neck. She stepped back and looked into his eyes as she slowly ran her hands down his back, pulling his towel off on the way down, grazing her hands around his backside. She loved how she could feel his muscles tighten beneath her touch. She pushed her body into his as she brought her hands back up, leaving light scratches across his shoulders. She reached up and kissed him, hand on the back his neck. When she sensed he was on the verge of taking over she bit his bottom lip and pulled back.

      “Will you sit on the bed for me please,” she asked, running her hands down his chest. He clenched his jaw, but didn’t say anything as he sat on the edge of the bed. She smiled as she smoothed her hand down his arms and moved his hands to the either side of his thighs.

      “Now you keep your hands here,” she instructed.

      He licked his lips, body taut; the intense look in his eyes making her giddy. She pulled off her shirt and stepped between his legs slowly, like approaching a caged animal. She braced her hands on his arms as she sank to her knees. Obviously liking her in that position, his eyes sparked and his breathing deepened. Wrapping her arms around him she brushed her lips across his neck and down his chest. She rubbed against him cat-like just as she’d wanted to before. She looked up at him as she skimmed her hand down his stomach, down over his thighs and back up. The feeling of his body reacting to her touch and the look in his eyes was extremely arousing.

      She maintained eye contact as she wrapped her hands around his cock. She wet her tongue and licked it from base to head, then rubbed her lips around the edge and across the top. She repeated the motion a few times, watching his jaw clench in response. It was a heady sensation, like petting a panther while realizing it might bite at any moment. She stroked her hand up as she sucked the head into her mouth. He pulsed in her hand, silk covered steel. She lowered her mouth slowly, an inch at a time and back up, working the moisture with her hand. She worked down as far as she could and back up, circling the head and repeating. When he closed his eyes, hands tightening in the blanket, she became lost in the rhythm. Giving him pleasure automatically made her body respond. Her nipples were tight, her sex wet and throbbing instinctually.

      His hand came to her hair pulling her back, his eyes wild. Before she could stop him, he was backing her onto the floor. He ran his thumb across her clit, her wetness pleasing him.

      “Touch yourself,” he commanded.

      Eyes on his, her fingers rubbed and circled her clit. The sight of his powerful body poised over her as he stroked himself was enough to bring her spiraling towards climax. As her body arched, head thrown back, he marked her body with his hot seed.

      After a second round in the shower, James asked something that Reina wasn’t expecting.

      “Do you want to come with me to the set tomorrow?”

      “You want me to get up before the sun,” she joked.

      “I want you to come with me.”

      His tone made her turn to look at him; the look in his eyes was sincere.

      “Ok, I’ll go.” He smiled at her, which made getting up early mostly worth it.

      It turned out that getting up early was worth it, at least at first. James had coffee ready, which made her heart smile. He spent time introducing her to cast members and the staff that was around and he gave her a tour of the set. She had a chance to watch the make-up artists in action, and watch a scene being filmed. It was exciting and something she never thought she’d be doing. James brought her to an area laid out with catered food.

      “I have to change and take care of a couple of things, I’ll be back momentarily.” His fingers rubbed her wrist as he spoke.

      “Ok. I see coffee, I’m all good,” she laughed.

      She grabbed a cup of coffee and had only been there for a few moments when she was approached by a female. Reina recognized her, Alexis Richards. She was not only a producer for the show, she was also well known in the modeling and fashion industry. She was beautiful, the Hollywood ideal, tall, blonde, blue eyed, fit figure, flawless make-up, and designer clothes. Memories flashed through Reina’s mind of pictures she’d seen in a gossip magazine, pictures of Alexis and James. She didn’t know if they had actually dated, but it had been implied for a while. She wasn’t completely put off, but it was certainly a poor time to remember.

      Alexis held out her hand, introducing herself, “Alexis Reynolds.”

      “Reina Hessman, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Reina...you’re James’ guest.”

      “Yes,” Reina replied.

      “So, what do you do?”

      “I’m in graphic design.”

      “Oh, what company do you work for,” Alexis asked.

      “I have my own small business.”

      “Ah,” Alexis replied, in a slightly demeaning tone. Reina might not have noticed if she weren’t so fluent in sarcasm.

      “Where did you and James meet?”

      “At a bar,” Reina smiled. This conversation is not going well, she thought.

      “Romantic.”

      Reina had just about reached her limit with the tone Alexis was giving her. “If you say so,” she replied.

      “Are you staying around here?”

      “I’m staying with James actually,” Reina smiled again, almost enjoying the narrowing of Alexis’ eyes.

      Alexis took a step closer to Reina, for a moment she thought Alexis might actually reach out and touch her. That would most certainly not end well.

      Alexis changed her tone, as if telling a secret. “I wouldn’t get too attached to him; relationships aren’t really what he’s known for.”

      That was it; that was Reina’s limit. She used the same tone back to Alexis. “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m only fucking him,” she said with a wink and a smile. Then she started walking away. “It was a pleasure to meet you,” she called over her shoulder.

      Her destination was irrelevant; she simply needed to get away. She slipped into a bathroom and waited a sufficient time to most likely be safe from another encounter. She headed back to the food area, but as she rounded the corner she saw Alexis talking to James. They worked together, so them having a conversation wasn’t an issue, but it was a conversation Reina had no interest in being a part of. She walked toward the exit, called the driver, and went back to the house.
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      James went searching for Reina and ended up having to deal with Alexis instead. Alexis’ father William was not only the executive producer, but he also had close ties to the network. Alexis started working on the show a couple of years ago and had been trying to attach herself to James ever since. James couldn’t be less interested. Everything about Alexis was contrived, there was an ulterior motive to everything she did and said. Her carefully crafted looks were a camouflage. She was arrogant, egotistical, and cruel. She would do anything and use anyone to keep herself front and center. As far as she was concerned people were puppets and the world was her stage. He generally tried to keep a distance, running into her was never on his list of things he wanted to do. Even worse, she was perfectly aware that James’ detested her, and tried to play games anyway.

      Alexis put a hand on his arm, “James, I missed you.”

      He shrugged her off, “You can’t miss what you’ve never had. I’m not interested in your bullshit today, Alexis.”

      “You know I’m still waiting for you.”

      “It’ll be a long wait in hell. Go play your little games with someone else.”

      “Too busy playing charity for the fan club?”

      “What did you say,” James asked in a dangerous tone.

      “I see you’ve stooped to dating random fangirls. Couldn’t find a better pet?”

      “Her name is Reina. You’re just pissed that she’ll always be in a class above you without trying.”

      James looked around, “Is that why she’s not here? What did you say to her?”

      “Awe, did I touch a nerve? You know it’ll never work. She doesn’t fit into our world, they never do.”

      “Nothing fits in the same room as your ego,” James sneered. He walked away angry. Now he’d be spending the day wondering what damage had been caused instead of spending time with Reina like he’d wanted.
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      Reina knew she shouldn’t let Alexis’ words get to her, she was obviously a nasty person, but she’d had all day alone with her thoughts. Everything she had conveniently avoided wouldn’t leave her alone. Six weeks, she’d been living with James for six weeks. Which was a problem because she didn’t live with James; she lived on the other side of the country. She’d let herself get comfortable; she’d let herself pretend that things were going to magically work out somehow. She’d let herself fall in love with him, and this wasn’t a fairytale. She’d never let herself get this close to someone, and now she was in too deep without even knowing where they really stood. She needed to go home and put some space between them so she could get some perspective. She needed Amy, she needed her house with her things, and she needed space.

      That was her mindset when James’ came home. She didn’t know how things would go, but this was all supposed to be just a visit anyway. If they were meant to work out, then it would happen. Although, she couldn’t see how it would work out considering their current residences, which brought her full circle. She was making herself crazy. She noticed a tension in James as he walked in, which made her want to comfort him. Trying to keep her courage she looked away, if she touched him it was over.

      “What happened to you today,” his question seemed casual, but there was an unusual tone to his voice.

      “Nothing,” she shrugged. “I figured you were busy, and I had a couple of things to work on.”

      “And nothing else happened?” This time his voice was sharper.

      She looked up at him and shook her head. He had a look in his eyes she hadn’t seen before that sent a shiver of apprehension through her.

      The look was anger. James knew that Reina tried to avoid what she didn’t want to talk about, but this time she’d looked right at him and lied. Meanwhile she had a look in her eyes that he recognized instantly. He tried to maintain his patience, but his heart was pounding a dangerous rhythm. She looked down, took a deep breath, and bit her lip. When she looked back up at him, he knew what was coming and it caused the blood to roar in his ears.

      “James, I think it’s time for me to go home.”

      “Why,” he asked quietly.

      His tone made Reina nervous. “It’s just time,” she replied.

      “And that’s it?”

      “James, I don’t...” Her heart was beating too fast, her breaths shallow.

      He interrupted her, “Now you’re going to run away.”

      “James I don’t live here. I have a home, I have family there. We never, I never…”

      Something inside him broke. She talked about going home, and all he could think was, I want to be her home. “So, you’ve had your fantasy with a celebrity and now you’re done?”

      His words stopped Reina in her tracks, and for a moment time stood still. Her emotions started rushing too fast, boiling past her ability to deal with them. She felt a numbness spreading through her, like liquid nitrogen, burning through her as it froze in her veins.

      “Right,” he continued angrily. “You’ve had your all-expense paid holiday and now you’re going back to your life.”

      The icy numbness burned right through her heart. She took a deep breath and let it all fade away. “Is that what you think,” she asked, toneless.

      “I don’t know what to think,” he yelled at her. “I can’t think when you’re this close to me.”

      She gave a mirthless laugh, “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m giving you some space.”

      “It would seem so,” he answered bitterly. He clenched his jaw, and stormed out of the house.

      Reina stood there listening to his car pull away, trying to breathe. She embraced her numbness and started moving. She went upstairs, putting things in her bag as she made phone calls. She called the airline, not being able to get a flight that night, she booked the first flight in the morning. She called and made a reservation at the hotel closest to the airport then she called a taxi. She finished packing her things, wrote a note, and took off her jewelry. She left the note and the jewelry on the bedroom table. The taxi was there by the time she got outside. As she drove away she wished she hadn’t left a note, but there was no going back. When she reached the hotel she gave specific instructions that no one know she was there, and asked for a wake-up call. After reaching her room she texted Amy that she was safe and would be home tomorrow. She turned off her phone, set the bedside alarm, and drank from the minibar until she passed out.
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      James drove recklessly, with no destination in mind, simply trying to outrun his tumultuous thoughts. There was a fire racing through his blood, and the sensation of barbed wire wrapping around his ribs. Since Reina had been so determined to leave him, he’d made it easy for her. She wanted to get away so damn bad, now she was free to go. It sounded good in theory, except he was anything but free of her. He pulled over, got out, slammed the car door, and paced rubbing his hands over the back of his neck. Fuck, he thought. The fire was consuming him, he was drowning in it. He’d believed the pretense of mutual completion, only to have her rip it away on a whim. He’d wanted to give her everything, and she’d rejected it.

      He rested his fisted hands on top of the car, the memory of her eyes running through his mind on repeat. Her eyes had flashed with pain, flared with wrath, and faded to empty. The pain he could try to soothe, the wrath he could weather. The glazed emptiness in her eyes was haunting him; he’d put that look in her eyes. He’d watched as she’d flipped the switch; the wall had come up faster than he could reconcile. The barbed wire cinched a little tighter. Every instinct screamed at him to fix it, to coax the life back into her eyes, to bring back the warmth in her voice. All the things he should have said were taunting him. Fuck. He needed her. He needed to put it all out there, and let the cards fall where they would, but he couldn’t leave it like this.

      As soon as he walked in the door he knew she was gone. He could feel the emptiness in the air like a weight on his chest. He walked the house anyway; maybe she’d only left to cool down. Even as he thought it he knew, she was not coming back. He reached the bedroom and stood in front of the empty space in the closet. The barbed wire cinched even tighter until his heart was bleeding. He stalked back through the room, feeling her imprint like a ghost. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her jewelry on the table, making his heart pound. As he closed in on it he saw her note: None of it mattered, I only needed you. The note crumbled in his fist as he struggled not to break something. A resolve started to settle over him. She was his, and he wasn’t letting her go, not like this.

      He tried to call her, but wasn’t surprised when she didn’t answer. He left a message, sent her a text, and started calling hotels. He called every hotel within a ten mile radius of the airport, but no one would verify that she was there. He knew she wouldn’t be able to get a flight that night, so he needed to find out flight information for the morning. Knowing the airport staff wouldn’t tell him what he wanted; he called a friend and coaxed the information out of him. Reina was booked on the first flight, now he just had to get to her.

      He couldn’t let it rest though; he had to know that she was safe. He did the only thing he could think of, texted Amy.

      James: Have you heard from Reina?

      Amy: What did you do?

      Not having the patience for it, he called her.

      “Yes,” Amy answered.

      “Have you talked to Reina?”

      “I heard you the first time. What the hell did you do?”

      “Amy, just tell me if you’ve heard from her,” he warned.

      “Look James, I like you. I like how Reina is with you. But, don’t be mistaken, we are not friends. If you want anything from me, you’ll tell me what the hell is going on, and even then I’m not making promises. I’m just as likely to hang up on you.

      “I said exactly what would cut the deepest. Is that what you wanted to hear? Now tell me if you’ve heard from her before I lose my fucking mind.”

      Amy was a little shocked by his honesty. “She texted saying she was safe and coming home.”

      “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. I probably wouldn’t tell you anyway, but I don’t know.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. Knowing Reina, it’s probably not going to help you,” and she hung up.

      With nothing to do but wait, he stalked around the house. She was everywhere, yet out of his grasp. Her creamers sitting on the counter, her candy stashed in the cabinet, the scent of her lingering. The image of her open eyes looking up at him, and that final look she’d given him, the barbed wire cutting into his lungs.

      He woke up to his phone alarm, disoriented and on the couch. He scrubbed his hand across his face and it all came crashing back, Reina was gone. Within minutes he was in the car racing toward the airport, but traffic was backed up. Fuck. A sinking feeling settled in the pit of his stomach. He should have come last night and stayed at the airport, he wasn’t going to make it. He left his car at the entrance nearest her terminal, but he was too late. He arrived just in time to watch her plane taxi down the runway. He struggled to contain the storm blowing through him. He’d hurt the woman he loved and now she was flying thousands of miles away. He was left feeling powerless, knowing she’d probably never give him another chance. The fire was licking at his heart as the barbed wire touched the edge of his soul.
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      Reina spent most of her twelve hour trip fighting a hangover and feeling like death. During her layover she’d had a couple of drinks to help ease it. By the time she got home she’d started to feel relatively human again. Not ready to face Amy yet she’d taken a taxi. Luckily Amy wasn’t home. She went to her room and sat on her bed with her bag by her feet. She started pulling out her clothes and throwing them in a haphazard pile in the corner, trying to keep from processing. As she was sorting through them, she pulled out one of James’ shirts that had somehow made it in there. Her body started trembling as the tidal wave started crashing over her. A chasm seemed to open in the middle of her chest, and she couldn’t breathe. She closed her eyes as memories she couldn’t stop assaulted her. Every touch, every moment, every look tormenting her as his words rang in her ears.

      Her anchor had been ripped away and she was drowning, the pain engulfed her like a black fog rolling straight through her soul. She put her hands over her face as keening sounds that she couldn’t control escaped her. She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t fucking breathe. What she needed most was James’ comfort, which was exactly what she had just lost forever. She had thought coming home was what she needed, instead she had left what mattered behind. Parts of her were missing and she’d never get them back. She lay down on the bed, curled in on herself, and sobbed until nothing was left but a shell.

      She woke up sometime the next afternoon to Amy knocking on the door. When she didn’t answer Amy opened it and looked in on her, but Reina didn’t respond.

      “Reina, I told James you were home.”

      She couldn’t breathe. “You spoke to him?”

      “No, but he texted so I answered and told him you were safe.”

      Reina laughed sullenly, “Safe isn’t what I would call it.”

      “Reina,” Amy replied, concerned.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Reina replied quietly, tone final.

      “I’m here when you need me.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      After Amy walked out, Reina let the tears fall. The only thing left of her was the pain radiating from the hole in her chest, consuming her.

      She didn’t leave her room for days. She nibbled a stash of crackers, refilled a water bottle, and slept. When she couldn’t sleep she stared at nothing while the memories came unbidden, and the tears fell unchecked. Eventually her head pounded from the lack of caffeine, and no amount of aspirin would get rid of it. She ventured out to get enough coffee to make it stop. When she reached the end of the hallway Amy was sitting at the breakfast bar, surrounded by flowers; there were bouquets of fall mums covering every surface. She couldn’t breathe.

      Seeing her response Amy came towards her, “I’m so sorry Reina. I didn’t know...I wasn’t sure…”

      Reina backed away with her hands up. “Get rid of them. Please. Please get rid of them.”

      “Do you want the note?”

      Reina shook her head, backing away. She closed her bedroom door and promptly swept the items on her dresser to the floor. She stood there clenching her fists for a moment before sinking to her knees. She knelt there, surrounded by broken things; none of them were half as broken as she was.

      Amy waited a couple more days before deciding that she had to get Reina up. She’d only seen Reina cry a handful of times in the entire time she’d know her, so she wasn’t sure what to do or how to help her. This was so outside of Reina’s character that she was legitimately worried. If she pushed, Reina would retreat more, if she didn’t do something she didn’t know how long this would continue.

      She opened the door to Reina’s room. Reina didn’t look up so she decided to try the stern approach. “Reina, you’re getting out of that bed today.” When Reina didn’t respond she continued, “Reina Hessman, get your ass out of that bed and shower!”

      Reina looked up, “Whiskey.”

      “What?”

      “I will get up if we have whiskey.”

      Amy tried not to smile. “I’ll get whiskey if you get in the damn shower.” Reina looked at her for a minute, then shuffled into the bathroom and turned on the water. Amy went out to get whiskey.

      Reina showered, made coffee, and added some whiskey to it. She and Amy were sitting at the dining room table when someone knocked on the door.

      Reina looked at Amy. “Are you expecting someone,” she asked.

      “No,” Amy replied, but she looked nervous.

      Reina opened the door, and it was the delivery man. Reina stared at him for a moment then held out her hand, “I’m not signing for it until I see who it’s from.” The delivery guy looked at her a little strange then let her see the address.

      “You know what,” she started angrily. “We’re not accepting packages from this sender. So take it with you, and don’t come back.” Then she slammed the door in his face.

      She poured more coffee, added more whiskey, and sat back at the table.

      “How many times has he been here,” she asked Amy.

      “Every day,” Amy replied. “But, I didn’t sign for anything.”

      That was the moment that Reina felt anger burning the pieces of her heart; she embraced it. She let the anger fill up all the emptiness, anything to replace the pain.
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      Reina finally worked up enough courage to turn on her phone. Her voicemail was full, texts overflowing. She sat there looking at it without listening to or reading anything. Coming to a decision, she deleted James’ contact info, backed up her other contacts, and changed her phone number. That done, she got a box and packed up anything and everything connected to James. She was still haunted by his presence, memories of him everywhere in her house, but all other trace of him was wiped out. When Reina wasn’t looking Amy grabbed the box and hid it in the back of a closet.

      Slowly her anger helped her come back from the dark, her new safety net. She still didn’t talk about it, morose silence seemed to be her new normal, but she started coming back to the land of the living. She sorted through mounds of emails, set up new project dates, and worked. She worked as long into the night as she could, and sometimes slept on the couch so she didn’t have to face the memories in her room. Some mornings she would wake up from dreams of him, heart pounding. Those mornings she added whiskey to her coffee and denied the tears.

      After a week she could tell herself that she was fine. The fire started to scar, leaving a new numbness behind. As long as she kept her mind busy, she was fine. Stumbling out of her room for a new round of work, she grabbed a cup of coffee and sat at the breakfast bar with her laptop. Noticing a large stack of mail, she decided to sort through it first. She couldn’t remember when she’d actually looked at the mail. Thank God for Amy, she thought. There was a lot of junk mail, random coupons, and bills she set aside. On the bottom of the pile were a couple of gossip magazines.

      Reina didn’t think much of it at first, until a headline caught her attention. “James Beaston dating mystery woman,” her body started to tremble, heartbeat in her throat. Her world came crashing back down as she looked inside, it was her. There were pictures of her and James from multiple locations, the music festival, Key West, Vancouver and even one from the day she’d visited the set. Some looked like cellphone pictures, others were obviously paparazzi shots. Had she been so wrapped up in him that she hadn’t noticed? Just like that the scars opened up to fresh wounds. Tears came to her eyes as she tried to breathe. The second magazine’s headline made panic flair in her chest. “James Beaston buys house on Signal Mountain.” Fuck. She couldn’t breathe. That couldn’t be true, magazines were wrong all the time. No, just no. She rubbed her hands over her face, trying to remember how to function.

      She threw the magazines across the room. Shaking, needing air, she grabbed her debit card, keys, and walked out the door. She took a brisk walk through the neighborhood to The Coffee Spot. After getting coffee and a croissant, she sat on the outside bench concentrating on breathing and blocking. When her heartbeat returned to normal she headed back. She took her time walking back, taking deep breaths and soaking in a little sun.

      By the time she returned she was feeling steadier, until she walked through the door. She made it just past the kitchen before her coffee cup hit the floor. She’d stepped right back into the twilight zone from hell. James was sitting at her dining room table talking to Amy. She couldn’t breathe. She gave Amy an accusing look before looking at James.

      “Why are you in my house,” Reina spit out accusingly.

      “Reina,” Amy started.

      “I’m sorry Reina, I needed to see you,” James interrupted.

      Tears started welling up in her eyes that she couldn’t control. James stood up, and Reina started backing away as he took a step forward.

      “I don’t want to see you,” she said, voice breaking. “Don’t come here,” she continued, clenching her teeth.

      “Reina, please...” James pleaded, but Reina grabbed her keys and was out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          (Chapter 22 scene - Amy & James)

        

      

    
    
      Amy walked out of her room as she heard Reina leave. She felt relieved that Reina was getting out of the house, until she saw the magazines on the floor. She picked them up and thumbed through them. Not good, she thought. She grabbed some coffee and waited for storm Reina to return. There was no telling what state she’d be in when she got back. Within ten minutes there was a knock on the door. Thank God Reina wasn’t here; if it was the delivery guy he’d probably get punched in the face. She opened the door, blood draining from her face, it was James. Oh shit!

      “She’s not here.”

      “I need to talk to her,” his eyes looked haunted.

      “Not here.”

      “I love her,” he replied, like a broken confession.

      “James, I can’t help you.”

      “Can I come in,” he asked.

      Amy took in his disheveled appearance and red-rimmed eyes; he was a carbon copy of Reina. “You have five minutes,” she said, opening the door wider.

      James stopped near the breakfast bar and closed his eyes, seeming to try to absorb the atmosphere. “How is she,” he asked quietly.

      “I wouldn’t know, she doesn’t talk to me,” Amy quipped.

      James stood there looking at her intently, as if expecting more.

      “It depends on the moment. On good days she works all night and sleeps on the couch, on bad days she puts whiskey in her coffee.”

      James hung his head and clenched his jaw.

      Amy looked at him and sighed, “You might as well sit, but seriously, she can’t find you here. She’s a bit, ummm...unpredictable these days.”

      He sat down obviously distracted, hands clenched on the table. “I need her, I need to fix this.”

      “Look, I really can’t help you. I don’t even know how to help her. She won’t talk to me about it, at all. I’ve never seen her like this. She’s, ummmm...she’s not Ok. I don’t suggest telling her that though; she’s likely to bring up the fires of hell, or maybe cry, who knows.”

      They both looked up as the door opened. Oh hell, Amy thought.

      “Why are you in my house,” Reina spit out accusingly.

      “Reina,” Amy started, this was not going to end well.

      “I’m sorry Reina, I needed to see you,” James interrupted, fire in his veins.

      Tears started welling up in her eyes, barbed wire around his heart. His instinct was to comfort her, protect her, and fix it.

      “I don’t want to see you,” she said, voice breaking. “Don’t come here,” she continued, clenching her teeth.

      “Reina, please,” James pleaded, barbed wire squeezing, fire in his soul. The emptiness in her eyes had been replaced by anger and pain. The pain cut straight through him, barbed wire around his lungs. Then she was gone, taking pieces of him with her. He clenched his hands unconsciously. Don’t break anything, he thought.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but you better go find her,” Amy muttered.

      James looked at her shocked.

      “She’s not thinking rationally,” Amy continued. “She’s out of her depth; she’s going to end up doing something reckless, and I can’t reach her. She’s going to be pissed though, make no mistake about that.”

      “Where would she go,” he asked. Amy made him a list and wished him luck; he was going to need it. All she could do was wait for Reina to return and deal with the repercussions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    
    
      Reina only drove a couple of blocks before stopping on a side street to pull herself together. Body shaking, she couldn’t see through her tears. Being angry with him long distance was one thing, being in the same room with him was something entirely different. Her brain had screamed danger, her heart had cried for completion. Her body knew exactly what was missing and had been willing to step right into it. He was here, in her house. She couldn’t breathe.

      When she had calmed her heart, slowed the tears, and curbed the pain to a dull roar she drove downtown. She walked along the Riverwalk hoping the water would help soothe her. She didn’t know what step to take next. James was in town and if he’d come to her house, she wasn’t going to be able to deflect forever. She was out of places to hide, no place left to run. She couldn’t escape James, couldn’t escape the pain, she couldn’t get away from any of it. Here she was, walking around crying for all the world to see. The only thing left to do today was drown it out, so she drove to The Crow’s Nest.

      Joe came over to her spot at the bar, “Hi Reina.”

      “Hey Joe.”

      He must have sensed her mood, because he didn’t try to make conversation. “What can I get for ya?”

      “Whiskey and coke please, and keep them coming.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her, but got what she’d asked for. She drank the first as quickly as possible, and started nursing a second. The bar started filling up, but she was too lost in her aching heart to notice. What the hell was she going to do? The fact she was still thinking about it made her finish her second drink and get another. She was halfway through her third when a guy sat next to her. She was about to bite his head off, but when she looked up she noticed everything he wasn’t. He wasn’t James; in fact, he couldn’t be more different than James. She felt an evil little spark in her chest. When he introduced himself, she decided to play along. Screw James!

      “I’m Mark.”

      Like it matters, she thought. “Reina.”

      “Mind if I sit here?”

      “Sure,” she replied.

      She let him make small talk, nodded at the appropriate moments, smiled occasionally, and kept drinking. Was she on her fourth or fifth? Did it matter? Feeling way too fuzzy around the edges, she heard “Wicked Game” come on the jukebox and decided she better go.

      “That’s my cue, time to go home.”

      “I could give you a ride,” Mark, or whatever his name was, replied.

      The evil spark flared to life with too much whiskey. “You know what...sure. Why the hell not,” she replied.

      It seemed like a fine idea until they reached the door and James was standing there. Fuck. The evil spark and the whiskey made her blood start rushing, heart pounding.

      She stopped in front of him. “Really,” she asked sarcastically. Totally absorbed she forgot Mark was standing behind her, until he reached out and put his hand on her arm.

      “Are we going,” he asked.

      She side-stepped the touch but James was already between them, eyes murderous, body taut with a menacing stillness.

      “I don’t know what you think this is, but you’re not walking out that door with her,” James said in a quietly dangerous tone.

      The guy must have sensed the imminent danger because he didn’t push it; he threw up his hands and walked away. Reina on the other hand was not impressed.

      She pushed him in the chest, “Seriously, why are you doing this to me? I was functioning just fine before I met you. Now, now I’m not functioning at all.” She gave him another small push “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      James was taking deep breaths, “I’m in love with you Reina.”

      She looked at him for a moment, then let out a small mirthless laugh. She looked down, ran her tongue against the inside of her molars, and then laughed again.

      “I can’t do this with you,” she said, looking back up at him.

      “Reina...” He reached out to her, but she stepped back with fear in her eyes.

      “Don’t touch me,” she breathed. “Do not touch me,” she repeated, walking towards the door.

      James followed her at a safe distance. He didn’t think she was even aware she had tears in her eyes.

      Reina knew she was too drunk to drive, so she started walking towards home. She cursed James under her breath as he drove behind her. She made it about two blocks before she had to stop and get sick in the bushes. James knelt beside her, but didn’t touch her.

      “Don’t you have someone else to torment,” she asked sarcastically.

      “Reina, let me drive you home, it’s not safe.”

      “You are the danger,” she scoffed.

      “I won’t say a word.”

      “Like your presence isn’t loud enough...”

      “Reina please let me drive you.”

      Reina was drunk and angry, but she wasn’t a fool. She probably couldn’t make it all the way home walking. She got up without saying anything and got in the car. She put on her seatbelt and folded herself into her door. As soon as they reached the house and the car was in park, she was out and slamming the door. She went inside slamming the front door, only to find Amy waiting up for her.

      She put her hands up, “Don’t speak.”

      She went in her room, visited the bathroom for another round of being sick, and passed out on her bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    
    
      Reina once again woke up feeling like death. She forced herself into the spinning shower, took some aspirin and fell back to sleep. It wasn’t until late afternoon that she stumbled out for coffee, only to find Amy at the dining table waiting. Amy waited quietly until Reina had coffee and sat.

      “Ok Reina, I’m going to talk and you’re going to listen.”

      Reina didn’t hear that tone of voice from Amy often, but she knew this was about to be unpleasant. Not being fully functional yet, she gave her a sarcastic hand gesture to continue.

      “Firstly, I don’t want to hear any bullshit from you about a guy coming between us, or whatever nonsense you might come up with. You are my family and I love you. You know damn well I would never do that, so don’t even try it. I know you didn’t expect him to be here, but I didn’t expect him to knock on the door, and I’m not you.”

      Reina just looked at her trying to concentrate over the pounding in her head.

      “Secondly, it’s time to cut the crap Reina. This destructive behavior has to stop. You’re hurt, I get it, but you’re hurting everyone around you. You’re hurting me, you’re hurting James, you’re hurting yourself...you’re hurting everyone that comes into contact with you. Get it together, do you hear me?”

      Reina nodded her head with a roll of her eyes. She really should have some crackers with this coffee.

      “Lastly, you need to deal with whatever is going on between you and James. He’s obviously in love with you, and you’re being an ass. I’m not telling you to get back together or whatever, but you need to have a conversation with him. Resolve it instead of running away and dragging it out.”

      Reina gave her the “whatever” death stare, wishing the room was steadier.  Stupid whiskey. Fuzzy memories of James at the bar were hovering on the edge of her throbbing brain, but then Amy was speaking again.

      “I’m not putting up with it anymore Reina.”

      “Ok, Amy.”

      “That’s it!? Ok, Amy?”

      “Be good, get my shit together. Got it.”

      “I hope you do hear me,” Amy replied huffily, leaving her sitting by herself.

      And this day officially sucks, Reina thought. She took more aspirin, choked down some crackers, and went back to her bed. She didn’t want to deal with this day anyway.

      She woke up the next morning with vague memories of Amy’s words ringing in her head. She grabbed coffee, sat at the breakfast bar, and tried to piece it all together. Amy was right about one thing, she did need to get it together. This wasn’t who she was. Time to start returning to logic, and stop letting her emotions rule her actions. James’ number was written across a tablet on the counter, and memories of the bar came back slowly. She rubbed her hands across her face remembering some random guy. Oh God. She’d never picked up a random guy in her life. She remembered James’ at the door, a confrontation. Warning bells started ringing in her head. James had said he loved her. Her hands came to the back of her hair, making a fist. She had not handled that well at all.

      She got more coffee and sat quietly, trying to sort through it all. She kept skipping back to their argument in Vancouver, what he’d said, the look in his eyes, and started to see them for what they were. He’d done exactly what she’d wanted to do; he tried to break it to make it easier. Maybe she was broken, breaking everything in her path. She was longing for him and couldn’t get past her own fear. Being afraid of having her heart broken had brought her to exactly where she didn’t want to be. Now that she was weathering the storm, she was still afraid. If they were together and didn’t work out, she’d be right back to this place. She definitely didn’t want to live through it twice. She did owe him an explanation, and an apology. That was going to require more coffee.

      She sat there for a couple of hours drinking coffee and trying to work up courage. Obviously this wasn’t going to get any easier. She tore off the number, took her phone and sat on her bed. Gotta do this, she thought. She dialed the number and put it to her ear, before she lost her nerve.

      “Hello Reina,” he answered.

      Hearing his voice always made her heart pound. “Hey,” she replied, then thinking about it she added, “how did you know it was me?”

      “Amy gave me your number,” he answered cautiously.

      “Oh. Yeah…” she hesitated. “I um, I called because, I...” she paused again, trying to breathe. “I wanted to say, I wanted to say I’m sorry.” Breathe. “I’m sorry if I keep hurting you,” she almost whispered.

      She really wasn’t sure what else she had intended to say, but he was quiet, and without thought her eyes were welling up, voice breaking, and everything she had been feeling came spilling out.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve never felt this way before. I can’t even imagine a future with you, I don’t know what that looks like,” she paused to breathe. “I’ve never given anyone the power to hurt me,” she said quietly. “I gave you my heart and now, now I’m so empty, and,” she paused. “I just can’t,” her voice broke.

      “Reina,” James said in a strained voice.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “Reina I need to see you.”

      She closed her eyes. Just breathe. “Ok.”

      “Meet me at The Crowe’s Nest in an hour.”

      “That didn’t work out so well last time.”

      “Meet me there.”

      “Ok.”

      “Yes,” he challenged.

      “Yes.”

      There were a handful of people playing pool when she arrived. She sat at the bar, ordered water, and tried to stay calm. She turned to the sound of guitar strings; James was sitting where she’d first seen him play. When their eyes met, he started singing “Lovesong” by The Cure. It was like the day they’d met, except this time there was no mistaking his intentions. She realized she’d already willingly surrendered, she’d been claimed and she didn’t want to run from it anymore.

      She stood up as he put the guitar down and came for her.

      He watched her eyes as he spoke, “I’m sorry I hurt you Reina. I don’t want to hurt you; I only want to be where you are.”

      His thumb caressed her face, wiping a tear from her cheek.

      “I’m so in love with you,” she replied softly.

      His hand came to the back of her neck, arm wrapping around her as she stepped into him.

      “Say it again,” he asked.

      “I’m in love with you.”

      “Tell me you’re mine,” he murmured against her ear.

      “I was always yours,” she answered.

      “I’m yours too Reina.”

      “I trust you,” she whispered.

      She knew she could hide her heart in his hands, and call it home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Reina knelt on the bed, hands tied, black scarf blindfolding her, and senses humming. She could hear James’ movements, the anticipation making her body tremble. She tried to keep her breathing steady and calm her beating heart as she waited.

      

      To be continued…
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        A tremendous Thank You to all of the musicians of the world!

        You inspire, motivate and console us.

        You touch our hearts and speak to our soul.

        Below is a playlist of songs I listened to while writing, listed alphabetically by song title.

        (All copyrights belong to their respective owners. No copyright infringement intended)

      

      

      
        	Animals - Maroon 5

        	Autumn Breeze - Perfect Confusion/Cage The Elephant

        	Close - Nick Jonas ft. Tove Lo

        	Closer - Nine Inch Nails

        	Dark Paradise - Lana Del Ray

        	Desire - Meg Myers (Hucci Remix)

        	Don’t Let Me Down - The Chainsmokers ft. Daya

        	Hands To Myself - Selena Gomez

        	Haunted - Beyonce’

        	Lovesong - The Cure (acoustic cover by Matt Commerce)

        	Margaritaville - Jimmy Buffet

        	Never Be Like You - Flume

        	One Bite - Todor Kobakov ft. Adaline

        	Pillowtalk - Zayne

        	Rolling In The Deep - Adele

        	Say Something - Great Big World ft. Christina Aguilera

        	Scars - Boy Epic

        	Take Me To Church - Hozier

        	Unsteady - X Ambassadors

        	Use Me Up - Wanderhouse

        	Vampire Sunrise - Boy Epic

        	Wicked Game - Chris Isaak
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        Thank you to all of the tagging community! You’ve helped me blend my love of designing, reading & writing into one beautiful world.
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