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~ Dedication ~
 
 
For all of the girls and boys who refused to carry the burden of other people’s expectations into adulthood. I salute your courage in embracing who you are and never letting anyone tell you who they thought you should be. Hopefully the rest of us will catch up someday.
 


Chapter One
 
 
Emory Banks could not come up with one good reason why Donovan MacIntyre would be pushing open the door of her shop. It had been a particularly nice day so far. The weather was clear, the sun was shining, it was Friday, and she was actually making good time on the flower arrangements she was putting together for a fast-approaching weekend wedding.
“Hello, Mr. MacIntyre,” Emory said with forced cheer, injecting a subtle bit of emphasis on the “mister.” She’d already been out with him—twice. She could say without a doubt that the two of them weren’t compatible. Unfortunately, he didn’t quite see it that way.
“It’s good to see you again, Emory.” Donovan’s mouth eased into a grin that showed far too many unnaturally white teeth. “Please call me Donovan. ‘Mr. MacIntyre’ is so impersonal, and the two of us are far beyond that.”
She reached over and selected a fragrant stargazer lily, carefully sliding it into the vase on the counter before her. “What brings you in on a Friday night? I have a few arrangements in the cooler that would be a perfect way to greet a date.” Emory owned Blooming Buds, a small floral shop located on a corner lot of the quaint, cobbled downtown area. If she was lucky, that was what had brought Donovan in to see her.
A muscle jumped in his jaw as if he were fighting back irritation. She suppressed a laugh, pasting an innocent smile on her face and opening her big brown eyes just a little wider for maximum effect. MacIntyre had continued to hit on her months after she’d told him they were better off as acquaintances. So far she’d been unable to get her point across without being rude. Being rude was definitely a last resort. The guy had too much pull in the downtown business arena.
“Actually, I’m here on business.”
The smile faded from her face. This could actually be worse than his hitting on her. “Is that right?”
“You know I was elected to the board of aldermen six months ago.”
Of course she knew. That appointment inexplicably coincided with his decision to smother her with cheap pickup lines and empty compliments. “I think I’d heard that somewhere.”
He leaned against the counter, his expensive cologne overpowering the pleasant scent of the flowers in the vase and turning her stomach. Why men thought they needed to drown their polo shirts and designer khakis in cologne was beyond her. The sight of his gelled dark brown hair, perfectly trimmed beard, and leering expression was bad enough. Adding the unattractive physique and stench of cologne made her want to run the other way.
“As a member of our local chamber of commerce, I was hoping you’d do me a favor.”
If this was a new pickup line, she was going to drop the civilized facade and deck him.
“I’d like your signature on a petition.”
“A petition?”
“A few of the downtown business owners are trying to get enough signatures to shut down the Phoenix Rising.”
She racked her brain, trying to remember if she even knew where or what the Phoenix
Rising was. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t place it.
“It’s a bar,” he supplied.
“Oh! My brother Chris has mentioned that place. I knew the name sounded familiar.” MacIntyre had succeeded in piquing her curiosity. “Why do you want to shut it down?”
“There are a lot of rumors about that place that don’t do the downtown area any favors.”
“Like what?”
He shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t look as though he’d expected her to ask for any information. He’d just wanted a signature. “For one thing, the owner is an ex-con.”
She carefully considered her response, reaching for some greenery. “If he’s done his time, I don’t see how that’s an issue.”
“There are other rumors.”
Why was he hedging? Emory had been merely curious before, but his evasive behavior was intriguing. There was obviously more to the story than he was telling her. A bar was a bar, right?
“Some of my other contacts have heard that there’s a lot of lewd conduct that goes on in there. From what we understand, it’s basically an anything-goes atmosphere.”
She was tired of the verbal fencing. “Are you talking about swinging?”
“More than that. I mean public displays of sex.”
Heat curled in her belly. She swallowed a lump in her throat and tried to control her heartbeat. Her breath was quickly becoming ragged with the effort of maintaining her calm mask. The rumors that had MacIntyre up in arms had the opposite effect on Emory. She was fascinated.
“So this is a couples’ bar?”
“Not from what I understand.”
Her fingers latched onto the edge of the countertop, the wood biting deeply into her palm. Warmth began creeping over her, culminating at a point between her legs. Awareness zipped up her spine, and she was glad her loose outer shirt hid the hardening of her nipples.
She grasped for a tone that would convey polite curiosity without revealing the depth of her interest. “People hook up and have sex right there in the bar?”
MacIntyre’s ice-blue gaze narrowed. Emory cleared her throat, aware that her voice had taken on a breathless quality that could be interpreted a multitude of ways. Not that he could guess how big of a fascination public sex was for Emory Banks. She had her own reasons for desiring a trip to a place like Phoenix Rising, things in her past that she had no wish to share with Donovan MacIntyre.
“Those are rumors.”
“So it’s probably an outrageous lie anyway.” She turned away on the pretext of choosing a beautiful white magnolia blossom for the arrangement on the counter. “How silly.”
“Regardless of whether or not a disgusting rumor is true or false, that’s not the sort of image our downtown needs, or the type of clientele we want to encourage. It starts with this, and the next thing you know we have blacks, Asians, and homos moving in.”
“Hence the petition?” The asshole had pretty well covered his discrimination bases. Didn’t he know her brother was gay?
He put a yellow envelope on the counter and pulled out a thick sheaf of papers. She could see a smattering of signatures on the page, but not nearly enough to close down a business. An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. This wasn’t right.
“I just need you to sign here at the bottom.” He searched his pockets for a pen.
“Don’t bother.” Emory swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “I’m not going to sign something without checking the facts first.”
“Emory?”
“I’m sorry, Mr. MacIntyre…”
“Call me Donovan, Em—”
She held up her hand to stop him from repeating his entreaty. “I know how tough it is to operate a business down here. I’m not going to pass judgment on Phoenix
Rising without better reasons than some unsubstantiated rumor.”
He stiffened, shoving the petition back into its envelope with unnecessary force. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll be back later. I’m sure with some time to think it over you’ll change your mind.”
She watched him leave, but her mind was already far away. He had thought her to be a done deal, no more than a formality. And it would’ve been so easy to sign on the line, to keep her head down like a good little business owner and make Captain Downtown happy.
Donovan MacIntyre was a prick of the first degree. He owned a chain of sports bars scattered across three counties. His bars had a list of prerequisites for waitresses that read like a want ad for Playboy models. Servers wore damp white T-shirts with neon-colored bras and jean shorts cut off at an angle so their ass cheeks hung out. The predominantly male clientele made crass comments about female anatomy and consumed gallons of beer and pounds of hot wings while watching hours upon hours of sporting events. The worst part was that every one of those beer-guzzling men would profess to be an upstanding citizen that toed the line of righteousness. And they’d even believe it.
Thanks to the popularity of his bars, MacIntyre had the cash flow that usually got him what he wanted. His downtown location was the flagship of his entire operation. Going against him in this petition was the quickest way to make trouble for Blooming Buds. But something inside her balked at the idea of following the crowd on this issue.
“Something got your knickers in a twist, little sister?”
Emory made a face at her barely older brother as he entered the shop via her storage area. Chris always parked in the lot out back. If asked, he’d say it was to save the limited street parking for customers, but that wasn’t really why.
“Hiding from the wife?” she taunted.
Chris had clear blue eyes; straight, short, reddish-blond hair; and a fair complexion. Emory’s olive-toned skin, brown eyes, and curly black hair didn’t even look like they’d come from the same gene pool. It was hard enough for people to believe they were brother and sister. Trying to convince someone that they were fraternal twins was next to impossible.
Chris rolled his eyes and stabbed restless fingers through his hair. “Don’t you start, Emmy, he’s been on me all week about flying to Iowa to get married. I’m going to kill him if he doesn’t shut up.”
She shrugged. “You know how I feel about it.”
“Yes, your views on same-sex marriage are so encouraging.”
“I just think you guys have every right to be as miserable as traditional couples. That’s all I’m saying.”
“I already am miserable.” His cell phone began squealing like a pack of piglets in his pocket.
“Speak of the devil,” Emory muttered darkly.
It wasn’t that she didn’t like her brother’s longtime boyfriend. In fact, she’d affectionately dubbed the duo “The Chrises” not long after they’d moved in together, since the two men shared the same first name. The name, however, was where any similarity ended.
Her elder brother by two minutes and forty-five seconds, Chris was as mellow as the day was long. It was a personality trait he’d acquired at great cost thanks to their conservative upbringing. Almost nothing got a rise out of him. This trait had often contributed to past acquaintances thinking he was sort of slow on the uptake. What people often didn’t realize was that Chris used the waiting game to manipulate people into doing what he wanted. This was one of the things that made him a stellar divorce attorney. And Emory was utterly convinced it was the only reason her twin could stay in a relationship with her unofficial brother-in-law, Chris Fox.
The other Chris was just as flamboyant as her brother was sedate. A romance novelist with nearly forty titles on his resume and several successful best sellers, Chris Fox was the most high-maintenance individual on the planet. He whined almost constantly about anything not to his liking and shopped like a fiend. Emory would have never warmed up to him if it weren’t for his staunch, unwavering love and loyalty to her brother. Mess with his man, and Foxy grew claws and a set of brass balls.
“I am not answering that,” Chris muttered. “I refuse to listen to him go off on another rant about me not loving him enough to make him an honest man.”
She couldn’t help it—a laugh burst forth and continued until tears stung her eyes. Moments later her twin joined in, his chuckles underscoring her loud guffaws. That was pretty much the way it was with them. When one cried, so did the other. They’d done their fair share of sticking up for each other too. All the way through her brother’s decision to come out of the closet his senior year in high school and the disastrous family reaction that had left them on their own not long afterward.
She finally sighed and slumped onto a stool behind the counter to finish up the last of the wedding arrangements. “Thanks, big brother, I needed that.”
He opened the ancient fridge and pulled out a bottle of imported beer. “Bad day?”
“Not until just before you arrived on the scene.”
He lounged back against the opposite counter. “What happened?”
“Donovan MacIntyre put in an appearance.”
“What did he want?”
She paused in her work, remembering the multiple layers she’d sensed behind the petition. What had MacIntyre really wanted? He wanted her signature, obviously. And he probably wanted to get between her legs. But there were ulterior motives behind his drive to shut down Phoenix Rising.
“What did he want Emmy Lou?”
She shot her brother a dirty look. She hated that moniker with a passion, as he well knew. It was the one part of her backwoods upbringing that she’d not managed to leave behind. Emory Louise Banks, dubbed Emmy Lou as a toddler and reminded of it only occasionally, when her brother wanted to piss her off on purpose.
“Do you know anything about the Phoenix Rising?” she asked abruptly.
He set the beer on the countertop and crossed his arms, settling into one of his thinking expressions. She began to get the idea that he knew a lot more about Phoenix Rising than she’d originally thought.
“Christopher Jeremiah Banks, what have you been hiding from me?”
The ghost of a grin played at the corners of his mouth. “Tit for tat, Emmy Lou.”
“Screw that, I’ll call Foxy and tell him where you are right now if you don’t tell me what you know.”
“That’s playing dirty.” He frowned. “I’m getting to it.”
She sighed, drumming her fingers impatiently on the countertop, the arrangement on the counter before her forgotten. If he was taking this long to tell her what he knew, it put some credence to the rumors MacIntyre had heard. It would be just like Chris to keep something this interesting a secret.
“Can I ask what MacIntyre and the Phoenix could possibly have in common?”
“He wants to shut it down.”
“Does he now?”
She could see the lawyer wheels turning in his head and wondered why. “What’s the big deal? MacIntyre was going on about some unproven rumors that customers at the Phoenix can get a side of down-and-dirty sex on the floor with their draft beer.”
“That’s not exactly how it works, but he’s got the gist of it.”
Her mouth dropped wide open. “There’s a bar like that right around the corner and you didn’t tell me?”
“It’s not your kind of scene.”
Sometimes his big-brother instincts made him almost insufferable. “So do you think it should be shut down?”
“Of course not. Connor is strict as hell about who gets into the bar. Whatever goes on inside is consensual, and I believe everyone has a right to make their own choices.”
“Except me, is that it?”
“A place like that isn’t going to fix things for you, Em.”
Inhaling deeply, she counted to ten and then exhaled, trying to remember that Chris was her twin and therefore entitled to more than a little brotherly concern. Sometimes though, she wondered if he was convinced she’d be better off in a padded room somewhere. Emory placed the final touches on the arrangement and tied a pink bow around the neck of the vase. It was ready to be put in the cooler with the rest of the flowers for the weekend wedding.
Chris snagged her shoulder when she started to stand. “I’m not saying you can’t make your own decisions.”
“But you think I’m defenseless and easy to take advantage of, is that it?”
“You went through so much when we were kids. I just don’t want to see you hurt.”
“I can’t be a victim forever, Chris. At some point I’ve got to get over it and move on. I need to move on. I’ve tried and tried, and I keep failing. A place like that might offer me some different options.”
Chris took a breath to answer back, but Emory ignored him. She flung open the cooler door. A cold wave of floral fragrance hit her in the face and raised goose bumps on her arms. She carefully placed the newest arrangement on the shelf with the others waiting for the upcoming nuptials.
It was ironic really. She spent most of her time on elaborate wedding arrangements. Emory specialized in bouquets to complement blushing brides, neutralize horrific bridesmaid dresses, and accessorize a church or reception hall. On the other end of the spectrum, her twin negotiated their divorces. Factor in her parents’ lopsided marriage and an abusive, holy-rolling father, and it was no wonder Emory Banks was confused about the nature of love, sex, and relationships. 
 


Chapter Two
 
 
Emory had to take a step back and double-check the dim red sign illuminating the main entrance of the crumbling two-story brick structure. It was no wonder she’d walked past the place half a dozen times without ever noticing that it was a bar. It looked like a derelict building.
A few cracks of light seeped around the edges of the dark blinds on the second story. The first-floor windows were all painted black. The massive front doors were a double helping of ancient wood that looked as if they had survived flood, fire, and an invading army in their time. Taking a deep breath, Emory put her shoulder into a door and pushed her way inside.
She found herself in what amounted to an empty box. The soles of her chunky combat boots squeaked on the scuffed tile floor. Less than a dozen paces away the empty box gave way to what appeared to be a large, dimly lit room. A chain-link barrier stretched floor to ceiling between the box and the bar, blocking access. Standing between Emory and the barrier was a man playing the part of a troll guarding the bridge.
Emory supposed that most women would find him attractive, if they were drawn to the muscular type. The guy had a classic bouncer build: over six foot tall, somewhere under three hundred pounds of solid muscle mass, tousled short black hair, and blue eyes. He was good-looking enough, just not Emory’s type.
“You got ID?” His voice held the hint of an accent, but she couldn’t place it in three murmured words.
Emory slid the narrow wallet that held her ID and her cash for the evening from the hip pocket of her baggy black cargos. The waistband sat several inches below her navel, and the effect of her hand shoved into her pocket sent the pants skidding an inch or so lower. She flashed her driver’s license and tried not to look as young and inexperienced as she felt.
“Enjoy.”
The bridge troll swung open a door, and Emory stepped down into Phoenix Rising for the first time.
Her first impression was that of a real bar. This was not some upscale martini bar or one of MacIntyre’s generic sports bars. This was a place people came to drink, socialize, and get away from the everyday grind.
It was still early for a Friday evening, but the main room was well over half full. Men and women lounged at tables and chairs scattered haphazardly throughout the room. An old-fashioned, mahogany bar dominated the center of the back wall. Its mirrored back reflected shelves holding hundreds of bottles of liquor of every variety imaginable. The area between Emory and the bar was open. Fans twirled in lazy circles, stirring the smoky air hovering near the ceiling. On either side of the main room, the wings sat like the sides of an H. Intimately arranged tables occupied by bar patrons were wreathed in shadow. Emory strained her eyes to try and see what hid beyond the light, to see if what she’d heard was true.
So intent on finding out if Donovan MacIntyre had been telling the truth about Phoenix Rising, Emory paid not one whit of attention to where she was going. Seconds later she collided with someone.
The impact knocked both off their feet. Emory landed square on her backside, her arms catching against a couple of nearby chairs and keeping her from smacking her head against the stone floor. In fact, she thought she’d gotten off pretty good until two overturned pints drenched her midsection in pale ale.
She gasped, the ice-cold beer on her front making her nipples bead into hard points and raising goose bumps on her skin. Of all the rotten luck, she’d knocked over a waitress.
“I’m sorry!”
Dazed, Emory blinked a few times while taking a mental inventory of her body. When her brain was satisfied that all systems were present and functioning, her ears registered the husky feminine voice.
“Here, let me help you up.”
A slender hand reached out. Looking up, Emory gazed into the warm hazel eyes of a gorgeous woman in a red-and-black plaid miniskirt that barely reached the middle of her thighs. Her long legs were bare, and she wore combat boots not unlike Emory’s own. A tight black cotton top showcased a set of full, perfect breasts, and her long brown hair was pulled back into a haphazard knot.
“I am so sorry.” The woman apologized again. “I didn’t see you.”
The ruckus had brought another bouncer away from the wall. If the guy at the door had been intimidating, this one was about as approachable as a demon. He was taller, broader, and more heavily muscled, with a clean-shaven head and eyes so dark they looked black in the dim light.
“Are you all right, Jessa?” His voice was rough.
Jessa the waitress bobbed her head and offered the bouncer a smile. “I’m just fine, but I drenched this poor thing in beer.”
“I told you I’m going to have to fire you if you can’t keep your mind on your work.”
Emory sucked in a breath to protest, alarmed that the poor woman might actually lose her job over something as silly as spilled ale. But her words died a quiet death when Jessa’s mouth stretched into a knowing grin.
“Connor, Connor, Connor. How can I think about work when you’re standing half a dozen feet away looking like sex-waiting-to-happen?”
It was as if Emory was no longer standing there beside them, her front covered in pale ale. It didn’t take her long to understand what was going on. She’d known that feeling before, the invisible feeling that happened to a third wheel. It was common enough when hanging around the Chrises. In fact, it was the story of Emory’s life. When the world kept turning out perfect pairs, a forgotten and somewhat damaged single was bound to feel adrift.
 
 
 
Alex grabbed the terry cloth bar towel tucked into his apron and slung it over his shoulder. It was readily apparent that Connor and Jessa had completely forgotten about the poor soul standing in a puddle of beer only scant feet away from their happy love bubble.
It was starting to happen a lot lately. Not the beer puddle, but the love bubble. While Alex was ecstatic to see Connor’s rigid discipline come crashing down at Jessa’s whim, it was also annoying as hell.
Now there was a drenched pixie standing in the middle of the bar. If Alex hadn’t known Gabriel was checking IDs at the door, he’d have pegged her as a kid. A scant inch or two over five feet, her slight build was almost completely obscured by a pair of baggy black cargo pants. They were cut off below the knee, resting near the tops of her chunky combat boots. A dark blue hoodie made it impossible to tell whether or not she’d even managed to develop breasts yet.
The pixie gazed around, her eyes settling on the bar before she headed in his direction. Sighing, Alex wondered if he could somehow convince her to just go home. She didn’t look like the type of woman who belonged in a bar like Phoenix Rising.
“You look like you could use a towel, love.” Alex deftly deposited the one on his shoulder to the slick bar top before her.
“Thanks.” She picked up the towel and pressed it against her belly, soaking up the ale. “I’m not sure who blindsided who, but it’s obvious that the accident only made an impression on one of us.”
The pixie had a sharp sense of humor. Alex found himself intrigued against his better judgment. “Jessa can be a little preoccupied when it comes to Connor.”
“Obviously.”
Her dry tone indicated she’d spent more than her fair share of time with happy couples. Alex looked her over while the beer stains kept her distracted.
She was cute, though no one could ever call her beautiful. Her hair was long, black and curly. She’d made an attempt to corral the thick mass in a rubber band, a losing battle as most of it curled wildly over her narrow shoulders. Her face was as pixie-like as her slight body. Her cheeks were round, completely unlike the high cheekbones Alex usually favored in his women. She also had a healthy sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
Alex didn’t know how long he’d been staring, trying to decide what it was about her that intrigued him, when she looked up suddenly. “Do I have beer on my face or something?”
He was suddenly arrested by the power of her deep brown eyes. Forcing his brain to focus on something else, he shrugged and dropped his gaze back to the counter. “Not that I can see.”
“Thanks for the towel.”
He could feel her eyes on him. It was strangely unsettling. “Can I get you a drink?”
“A little something for my mouth this time?”
Alex couldn’t stop his gaze from locking with hers when he registered a hundred possible double entendres in her words. Her look was guileless, and Alex was reminded of his earlier misapprehensions about her age.
“Anything you want,” Alex said smoothly, to cover up his momentary jolt. “The first one’s on the house, to apologize for the little mishap.”
“Well then.” She hopped up onto a barstool. Her body landed gracefully on a seat as she lifted her eyes to scan the shelves of liquor behind Alex. “What’s your favorite drink to make?”
Her tone had turned playful. Alex hadn’t particularly noticed her voice before, but it was both husky and feminine and very pleasant to the ear. “I guess that depends. Are you a traditional girl or an adventurous one?”
Even as the words came out of his mouth, Alex wanted to curse. Was he flirting with her? Not that Alex Dalesio flirting with a woman who sat at his bar was a particularly unusual occurrence, but this one seemed somehow different. She was either younger or more innocent, he couldn’t decide. She didn’t really belong in his bar, much less his bed.
A slow smile eased over her features and her eyes glinted chocolate brown in the dim overhead lights. “Tonight? Definitely adventurous.”
Something inside Alex responded to the gleam in her eye and the tone of her voice. Pleasurable awareness snaked down his spine, and his cock began to harden behind the strict confines of his jeans. He fiddled with the black carbide ring he wore on the middle finger of his right hand. There was a matching one on the left, each sporting a stylized Celtic design.
“So, what do you recommend?”
“Rum or vodka?”
She nibbled her lower lip, her teeth catching at the fullness and pulling it gently into her mouth. The sight mesmerized him despite his reservations about her innocence. “Let’s start with rum. It’s early, after all.”
Without even thinking, Alex reached for a clean shot glass. He flipped it over and poured equal amounts of Everclear, spiced rum, and apple schnapps. He was unusually aware of her brown eyes watching him as he worked. Seconds later he set the caramel-colored shooter before her and smiled.
She lifted an eyebrow. “What do you call it?”
“Baked apple.”
Her face broke into an impish grin, and Alex tamped down forcefully on the smile that threatened to break wide open across his face. What was it with her? She wasn’t his type, no matter how infectious her smiles and laughter might be.
She tossed back the shot in one gulp and flipped the glass over with nimble fingers before setting it on the bar. Her head tilted to one side as she savored the complex flavors. “That was good. What else you got?”
“Are you challenging me?”
“What if I am? Surely a big, bad bartender like you can come up with something that’ll really take me for a ride,” she teased.
Again with the double entendre, but her body language was playful and not suggestive. Alex gave up the battle and chuckled, his face easing into a wide smile. “Love, I’ll take you for a ride you’ll never forget.”
“Bring it on.”
Ingredients swirled in Alex’s head. Sticking with the rum theme, he layered spiced rum, Kahlua, and vanilla extract in a shooter and set it before her. “Captain Louie,” he said in response to her unasked question.
She laughed and tossed it back, her eyes closing in brief bliss. “Now that one’s a turn-on.”
He didn’t even wait, grabbing bottles without conscious thought. Spiced rum, Mountain Dew, and Southern Comfort for an exploding woody; spiced rum and cranberry juice for a cheerleader rum; spiced rum and sambuca for a Good and Plenty; then spiced rum and Buttershots for a greasy pirate all passed her full lips. Each drink was consumed with the same series of motions and ended with an upside-down shot glass on the bar. For a pixie, she had an unbelievable tolerance for liquor.
“Do you know how to make a dirty hairy snatch?” The cadence of her speech was just starting to shift. Considering her body weight, she should’ve been passed out on the floor.
He paused, looking up and catching her eyes. Mischief hid behind her chocolate gaze, and Alex began to get the distinct impression that she was toying with him in some fashion.
 
 
 
Emory watched him pour Mandarin vodka, Bailey’s, spiced rum, and Cuervo Gold into a shot glass. She reached for it as he set it down on the bar, and their fingers brushed lightly. She snatched her hand back, stunned by the brief jolt of electricity and heat.
Every nerve inside her body came alive. A tingle snaked along her spine, sending a thrill straight to her crotch. Emory squeezed her legs together against the sudden onslaught of arousal. She’d never experienced anything like it. Ever. She craved physical contact, but her emotional fragility made it almost impossible. Sucking in a deep breath, she waited for the familiar anxiety to overwhelm her senses. It had always come in the past; hit her like a freight train with a wave of nausea and terror she couldn’t master.
She waited the span of two breaths, until the gorgeous man behind the bar tilted his head and slanted her a curious stare, but nothing happened. The slow burn of attraction grew, and Emory felt hope for the first time in forever. Basking in the unfamiliar sense of calm, she took a longer look at the bartender.
Somehow the word “sexy” just wasn’t enough to cover this particular male specimen. A shade over six feet, his lean, muscular body looked as though a master had sculpted every line. Tousled blond curls brushed his forehead, and his eyes were brilliant blue, but it was the smile that sent chills racing down her spine. Well, whenever he let it go full force, anyway. The rest of the time he seemed almost surly.
She picked up the shot and inhaled. Complex mixtures of citrus, spice, and the bitterness of tequila washed over her senses. Knocking it back, she let the taste wash over her tongue and down her throat before flipping the shot glass over and setting it with the others.
Her vision swam briefly, and the warm tingle sliding down her spine indicated a nice buzz. “I could probably pass out right now and sleep like a baby. Promise not to dump me outside on the street if I do?”
“Don’t worry, that isn’t my usual policy.” He lightly grabbed a highball glass in one strong hand, setting it before him without a word. The twin black rings on his middle fingers glinted in the overhead lights. She wondered what they meant, if they meant anything at all. Emory hadn’t been intrigued at all by either of the bouncers, but this bartender was another story. Not only was he hot, she could’ve listened all night long to the light British accent coating his words.
In her experience, bartenders were either surly or friendly natured. Most could at least pretend to be nice. They lived off tips, after all. But this guy was literally hot and cold in the same breath. It was almost as if he was beginning to like her against his better judgment or something. Of course, she shouldn’t have cared what he thought. She was there to find a random guy, someone a little less—everything. Hopefully she was buzzed enough for an experiment in casual sex.
“You know,” Emory began conversationally. “I don’t usually drink with men I don’t know.”
He filled the highball glass with ice, a smile tugging at a corner of his generous mouth. “Guess your mama raised you right.”
“If that were true I wouldn’t be in a bar drinking shots.” Why had he said that? She didn’t want to think about her mother. That made her think of her father. And that’s whom she was here to forget for good. Not even her buzz could sweeten those memories.
He filled the highball with water and topped it off with a slice of lemon.
She needed a way to get back the calm he’d given her just a moment ago. “So what’s your name?”
His blue gaze lifted, meeting hers with measured intensity. “Alex Dalesio.”
“I’m Emory. It’s nice to meet you, Alex.”
He set the water on the bar before her, his full lips thinning into a line. Awareness trickled down Emory’s spine, lifting the hairs on the back of her neck and bringing her body vividly awake for reasons she didn’t understand. Why was she so fascinated by him?
He turned away after getting the water, heading to the other end of the bar to help the customers who’d started pouring through the front door. It was as if he’d taken the sun with him.
Why was he playing at hot and cold? What purpose lay behind his actions, if there was one at all? Was he messing with her, teasing her? Or was it an unintentional response to the strange electricity flowing between the two of them? Regardless of the weird dynamic she seemed to have with Alex, Emory had to admit that it made her hopeful that she would have success with her little experiment. If she could tolerate an attraction to Alex, maybe finding some other stranger would help her finally put aside the baggage she’d been toting around since childhood.
She pressed her palms to her face. Her skin felt cool and clammy. It’d been years since she’d ingested this much liquor all at once. She would probably pay for it in the morning. She’d waitressed full time in a bar while Chris was in law school. It had been the perfect place to get rip-roaring drunk on her nights off. The odds of someone taking advantage of her in a gay bar were somewhere between slim and none. The regulars had thought of her as a sort of mascot, not a sex symbol.
Inhaling deeply, Emory took a slow sip of water. The cool liquid slid across her tongue, the lemon leaving a hint of sweet and sour. It wasn’t unlike the enigmatic Alex. Letting her gaze wander around the room, she realized some guy was watching her. Her heart rate picked up, and she squashed down any thoughts of the bartender with the gorgeous body and blue eyes. Was this where a stranger propositioned her for casual sex? What if the guy knew right away that she had little to no experience? Thank God she’d had a few drinks to loosen up.
 


Chapter Three
 
 
“You’re new around here.”
Alex tried to ignore the introduction that almost always began Wade’s pickup speech. The words shouldn’t have bothered him. Wade had been coming to the bar for more than four years. Alex had heard Wade pick up more women than he could keep track of during that time. So why did this latest attempt cause Alex to grind his teeth in agitation and strain to hear Emory’s response?
“How do you know I’m new?” She spun lazily on her barstool, one combat-booted foot braced against the rail beneath the bar. “What if I’ve been coming here for years and you’ve just never paid attention to me?”
Wade’s eyes raked Emory from head to toe, lingering appreciatively on her narrow hips and the dark hair curling over her slender shoulders. “I’ve been around for several years myself, sweetheart. I think I would’ve noticed you by now.”
“What if I hit on you before and you turned me down?”
A long, slow smile spread across Wade’s friendly face. “I can’t imagine a world where I’d turn down anything you had to offer.”
Fury burned through Alex’s body. His hand shook on the bottle of Seagram’s he held, and he closed his eyes to gain some control. What was wrong with him? Wade had every right to hit on Emory. This was Phoenix Rising, for fuck’s sake. Not only did Wade have the right to hit on her, he could take her to a back table and screw her sideways if she was agreeable to the idea.
The thought left Alex breathless, a fine sheen of sweat popping out on his forehead. Running his free hand through his already messy hair, he tried to gain back his equilibrium and found it more difficult than he ever would’ve imagined it to be.
“So.” Emory paused and took a long drink from her glass. “What is it you hope I have to offer?”
Someone waved at him from down the way. “Hey, can I get a Bud draft over here?”
Alex wordlessly grabbed a frozen mug from the freezer and flipped it upright, pulling the tap and filling the cold glass with frothy beer. He paid the customer no mind, his attention riveted on the pixie verbally fencing with Wade.
Wade stood, moving behind Emory’s barstool. His big hands settled on her upper arms and she tilted her head to one side. Wade’s mouth lowered, whispering something in her ear before brushing his lips along the delicate line of her neck and placing a kiss at the base.
Alex was mesmerized, the sight like a fiery torment he could not look away from. Sexual heat scorched his body, his dick springing to rock-hard awareness even as his anger flared to life. The sight of Wade’s hands on Emory’s body and her welcoming smile was like a kick to his gut.
Wade spun her around to face him, pulling her hands up around his neck and stretching her lithe body full length against his. A slow burn began to eat at Alex when Emory welcomed Wade’s embrace. She seemed a little awkward at first as she enthusiastically melded her mouth to his.
The burly construction worker settled his muscled forearms beneath Emory’s ass and scooped her up off the barstool. He turned away from the bar and carried her toward the shadowy recesses of Phoenix Rising. Just before the shadows swallowed the pair of lovers, Emory darted one glance over Wade’s shoulder, her brown eyes meeting Alex’s for the span of two breaths.
“I need a break,” Alex grunted, turning abruptly away and escaping to the back room.
 
 
 
A strange sensation settled in Emory’s gut when Alex turned and disappeared from view. She felt suddenly off-kilter. She shouldn’t have given a damn about Alex or anyone else. She was kissing a total stranger in a semi-public place. This was better than she had ever expected. She was finally going to take her destiny into her own hands and move on, put her past behind her. It was a chance to see if she could let herself go where no one would judge her for it.
“So beautiful,” Wade murmured.
Emory sucked in a breath as his hand slid beneath the hem of her camisole and cupped her left breast. The pad of his thumb skated across her nipple, clever fingers twirling it into a tight peak. She wanted to enjoy the sensation, but her brain kept trying to intervene.
He settled her backside on a table near the wall. It was dim and almost private. Half a dozen yards away Emory could hear the pleasurable moans of another couple engaged in the ancient ritual of hot, sweaty sex. She wondered if Alex did that kind of thing after hours.
A flare of heat moistened her pussy, an ache beginning to throb in time with her elevated heart rate. She squirmed on the tabletop. This wasn’t the time to dwell on what Alex did or didn’t do. Wetness seeped from her pussy, coating the insides of her thighs in slick juice. She’d never been this turned on before in her life. Unfortunately it had nothing to do with her partner.
Wade captured her lips, sliding his tongue into her mouth. His taste was spicy Crown Royal and something else unfamiliar. She tried to focus on the desire she wanted to feel. The sensation of knowing there was more to come. Something shattered in the back of her mind and darkness bloomed. The confidence she’d felt around Alex just a few moments before evaporated as if it had never been.
Wade slid his hands down her torso, skimming over her belly to the waistband of her cargos. Emory inhaled deeply, forcing herself to be calm as Wade unfastened her pants. Soon he would slide them down, spread her legs wide, and press his cock deep inside her body. She’d long ago decided that was the only way to get over her past. It was what she wanted, wasn’t it?
Emory’s breath hitched as though someone had poured ice-cold water down her back. Her body stiffened reflexively. Memories tumbled forth over the barriers she’d so carefully erected against them.
“Everything all right?” Wade rumbled.
“Wonderful, just hurry up and take off your pants.”
The intense anticipation was gone. She’d thought this would be different. No commitments, no promises, no possibility of betrayal. This was supposed to be casual—no strings and no tomorrow. A white-hot stab of anger accompanied the realization that her psyche didn’t care.
Wade didn’t take off his pants. The lust had already drained from his expression. Inwardly, she cringed in humiliation. He would see that something inside her was wrong, that things had changed since the moment she’d agreed to this impromptu liaison.
“You don’t want this, sweetness,” Wade murmured.
Something cracked inside of Emory. Tears stung her eyes, burning hot tracks of embarrassment down her cheeks. Wade was wrong. She did want it, more than anything. But her brain and her body couldn’t get over the past. The blackness surged higher, pounding her with a lifetime’s worth of her father’s abusive treatment. It was a litany of angry words and prophetic curses that had permanently damaged her ability to accept physical touch.
“Sweetheart, are you okay?”
The concern in his voice made it worse. “I’m really sorry. It’s me, not you. Could you just leave me alone?”
He said something before turning away, but she’d already shut him out. Sliding off the tabletop, she crouched on the floor with her back to a support pillar. Hiding her face against her knees, Emory began to rock back and forth, humming to herself.
 
 
There was a maid, who had two babes
All alone and lone
She killed those babes and buried 'em under a stone
An' prayed to th’ Lord, it would never be known
All down by th’ greenwood side
 
 
Eventually her humming pushed back the anxiety. She got slowly to her feet, feeling embarrassed. Any vestiges of her alcohol-induced courage were gone, along with her buzz. Maybe Chris was right. Maybe Emory would spend the rest of her life as a victim, with nothing but her mother’s song and her father’s condemnation to keep her warm at night.
 
 
 
Alex braced his bent elbow against the wall and stabbed his free hand through his hair. He idly wondered how long it would take for Wade to finish fucking Emory. It couldn’t be that long. The guy had never been the marathon type. Not like Alex, who could go all night and then some if the woman was sweet enough. And nothing like Connor, who’d been known to go all night and half the day with Jessa.
Whatever the answer, how ever long it would take, Alex didn’t want to be present to find out. That alone was enough to make him consider impending insanity. But he couldn’t get the picture of Emory’s intense brown gaze out of his head.
Sucking in a deep breath, he pulled away from the wall and rolled his neck, shaking his shoulders and trying to get back to normal. If normal were possible any longer. What was normal anyway?
Jessa peered around the corner. “There you are, Alex. What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” Alex said with a forced smile. “I’m great.”
She stepped into full view, cocking her head to one side and giving him a probing look that missed nothing. Alex couldn’t help but be amazed once again at the total transformation of the woman before him. Less than a year ago she’d been a timid mouse dressed to the nines in uncomfortable, country-club-approved designer clothes. Now she looked like a goddess on the prowl.
She gave him a dramatic eye roll. “Now what?”
“Just appreciating my best friend’s handiwork.”
“You are such a pig.”
Alex felt a measure of his charm returning at the familiar banter. “And yet you’re still hot for me. Hmm…”
“Oh, you wish!” She propped one hand on the soft flare of her hip.
“You know, Jessa”—Alex deliberately leered at her—“whenever you get bored with Connor, I’d be happy to pleasure you any way you want.”
“Connor doesn’t do boring, Alex.”
“So I hear. In fact, I hear that regularly from both of you.”
A pretty blush colored her cheeks.
“You’re especially loud on the topic, Jessa.”
“Cut it out. Embarrassing me doesn’t get beers for all those people waiting out at the bar.”
There was no way he was going to tell her why he’d felt the need to take a break. “So that’s why you came looking for me. And to think I assumed it was because you missed looking at my hot self.”
“You’re impossible,” she said over her shoulder as she turned and headed back out to the bar.
Alex sighed, knowing he had no choice but to follow. If he were lucky, Wade was done and Alex wouldn’t have to think about either of them anymore.
Business had picked up. Several people waited at the bar for drinks, and Jessa swooped in and out of the full tables on the floor. Even in all the activity, Alex couldn’t stop himself from looking for a pair of liquid brown eyes. Damn it to hell and back.
He sank into the haze of repetition, mixing and serving drinks without conscious thought. Instead, all his internal musings were reserved for round after round of self-recrimination. It wasn’t like him to fixate on something, especially not a woman.
Just as he was sure she must be gone, Emory climbed onto a stool at the far edge of the bar. “I think I need another drink.”
Damn. Where the hell did she come from and where has she been?
He reached for a shaker and layered sour apple schnapps, sweet and sour mix, and Stolichnaya inside. A few rattles and he poured the mixture into a martini glass. Alex stabbed a neon green plastic sword through an apple wedge with more violence than necessary and dumped it into the drink.
He slid the drink to her without ceremony. “One appletini.”
She didn’t even look up, reaching out tentatively to pull the glass toward her.
No matter how hard he tried, Alex couldn’t rip his eyes from the sight of her throat as she tipped her head back and took a long swallow of the sweet-and-sour concoction. He’d been bartending for nearly twelve years. He’d started in Great Britain during his stint in the army and then continued at Phoenix Rising after helping his longtime friend Connor open the bar. In all that time he’d learned that the drinks people ordered said a lot about them as individuals. Anything could be said via the medium of a cocktail choice. At that moment, Alex had a lot of thoughts and no words.
“It’s the best apple martini I’ve ever tasted,” Emory remarked. “But is that really what you think of me?”
The perceptive quality of her question startled him. Alex opened his mouth to offer a flippant, sarcastic answer, but something very different emerged instead. “Not at first.”
She lifted her gaze for the first time since coming back to the bar. Her eyes were rimmed in red. A jolt of adrenaline forced his hands into fists at his sides. Had Wade hurt her? So help him, if Wade had done something to the pixie, Alex was going to rip Wade apart with his bare hands.
“What kind of woman orders an appletini?” Her voice was hoarse with emotion.
Alex whisked a clean towel across the bar to give his hands something to do. Running Wade down without a good reason wasn’t the right choice at the moment. “A woman who’s uncomfortable in her own skin.”
With careful, deliberate motions, Emory set the martini glass aside and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “I’m trying to put that person behind me, you know.”
Done trading verbal innuendos that didn’t tell him what he wanted to know, Alex placed both hands on the bar and leaned forward. “Then who are you, and why are you here?”
“I came here for a little bit of real, just like everyone else.”
“But you aren’t like everyone else.” He guessed suddenly.
The startled wariness that swept her pixie face told Alex that he’d hit it on the head.
“So what is it you’re looking for?”
 
 
 
Emory fought the urge to turn and flee the bar. What could he possibly mean by demanding such things from her? She’d come here to see if she could accept the feel of a man’s touch against her skin, to fight another battle in the war that constantly raged in her psyche. She craved the physical contact like a drug, yet couldn’t deal with the emotional backlash it triggered. She’d come for a little satisfaction and a chance to move on. She wanted to leave her past behind, find something to sustain her future, find a way to get past the expectations that had been dogging her every step since childhood. She’d failed, but that didn’t give Alex the right to torture her for it.
“Someone told me this was the place to come for a drink and a quick fuck,” Emory said with forced bravado, leaning back in her seat and doing her level best to appear unaffected.
“You’ve had a few drinks, but I’m getting the feeling things didn’t work out like you’d hoped with Wade,” Alex mused. “Why hang around when this really isn’t your scene?”
Pain lanced through Emory’s midsection. She scraped together what was left of her threadbare self-esteem. “Judge much?”
His gaze skittered around the bar. The clock had reached one o’clock, and the crowd was winding down. Several knots of men and women were laughing and trying to outdrink each other at some of the larger tables. The bar itself was almost empty.
Alex’s eyes left the immediate room for the shadowy recesses. Emory watched his gaze linger over the near corner less than half a dozen yards away. She was drawn there despite her desire to seem cool and unaffected.
Two women embraced, their full lips melded together in a passionate kiss. Emory was instantly riveted as the more buxom of the two drew her top over her head and discarded it to the floor. Her companion slid her hand upward and cupped one full breast. Emory watched the woman’s nipple bead into a diamond-hard point before her lover took it gently in her mouth and suckled. In a chair beside them, a man half reclined, a long neck bottle of beer in one hand and his erection in the other. His gaze was focused on the women before him as he slowly pumped his shaft.
Blood rushed from Emory’s extremities and culminated at a point between her legs. Her vision swam, and her heart raced until her own nipples were taut and painful against the fabric of her camisole, begging to be touched, to be pleasured by a skilled tongue. She waited for the black haze to bubble up inside of her, but the passion thrumming through her veins held it at bay.
“Sometimes watching can be as arousing as participating,” Alex murmured in a gravelly voice. “Though it isn’t nearly as satisfying as being watched.”
Something in the wryness of his tone pulled Emory’s eyes away from the scene playing out in the shadows to stare at the sexy bartender standing only a few feet away.
Alex leaned against the opposite counter. His pinstriped button-down shirt was open over the snug green cotton tee covering his muscular chest. Faded blue jeans dipped low across his belly, pulled lower by the thumbs he’d shoved through his belt loops. His button down fly bulged over a magnificent erection. It swelled larger beneath Emory’s frank appraisal until the fabric was straining to burst open.
His low chuckle raised the hairs on the back of her neck and released a gush of creamy fluid from her pussy. One tanned hand left his belt to rest on the bulge in his crotch. The black carbide ring adorning his middle finger gleamed in the overhead lights as he stroked himself, lightly teasing the area where the head of his cock was outlined against the worn fabric.
“Do you like to be watched?” She knew when the words passed her lips that she was insane for voicing them.
“That all depends on who’s enjoying the show.”
Emory’s mouth went dry when Alex pulled open the first button of his fly. The others followed with a muted popping noise. His shaft sprang free. The thatch of close-cropped hair at the base was golden, darker than the hair curling over his forehead.
She swallowed, trying and failing to gain back control of her nervous system. Her hands gripped the edge of the bar, the wood biting deeply into her palms as she watched Alex palm the hard length of his dick and pull it free of his jeans. It seemed to shiver and swell beneath the combined attention of his hand and her eyes, the dusky skin stretching until its length bobbed near his navel. Emory’s mouth watered and her spinning thoughts wondered idly what his sweet skin would taste like if she took all that hardness in her mouth.
“Do you like to watch, Emory?” His tone was mesmerizing.
Unable to speak, she nodded mutely and tried to catch a full breath. There was nothing else for her but this moment—no past, no darkness, nothing but the sight of this beautiful man.
“So you like what you see?”
Another nod, her head felt as if it were somehow disconnected from her body. Alex stroked his length, pumping his hand once, twice, three times. A bead of jeweled liquid crested the head of his cock, and she longed to reach out and feel its satiny texture, to taste his sweet salt essence.
“Is this why you came to Phoenix Rising?” Alex’s voice grew harder, his words pushing at her. “Is this what you were looking for?”
Emory finally found her words. “I don’t know. I just want to move on.”
“Then maybe you should keep on moving.”
Deeply stung by his words, Emory snapped out of the waking coma Alex had induced. But before she could open her mouth to ask what he’d meant, a woman she didn’t recognize slipped behind the bar and approached him.
Tall, svelte, and voluptuous, with short, spiky blond hair, she wore a shimmery black skirt that barely reached the tops of her legs. Black fishnet stockings were anchored to each thigh by red bows attached to her black garters. A tight top accentuated her narrow waist and her cleavage heaved with every breath she took.
“All this for me, baby?” she murmured. “You spoil me.”
Alex’s blue gaze focused on Emory, and a caustic smile kicked up one corner of his mouth right before the blonde sank to her knees, wrapped both hands around his shaft, and took his hard length all the way to the back of her throat. Emory bit her lower lip until it bled. The swirling thoughts and emotions in her head were too much to process. Instant hatred for the blond woman on her knees swept Emory in a tidal wave so fierce it swallowed the darkness whole. She leaped down from the barstool and got out as fast as she could.
 


Chapter Four
 
 
Alex watched in satisfaction as the pixie fled the bar as if the floor were on fire. Hopefully his intimidation tactics would make certain she wouldn’t be back until she grew up a little.
Celeste ran her tongue down his shaft and took his sac in her mouth, sucking on his testicles until he thought he might explode from the intense arousal. She loved giving oral more than any other woman he’d ever been with.
He stabbed his fingers into her short, pale hair and pulled her mouth from his balls to his cock. She swallowed him whole, and Alex felt his dick bump her soft palate before she pulled back for another thrust. Her clever tongue swirled designs on his flange, and Alex felt a twinge in his spine that signaled it was time to stop before he ejaculated a warm stream of semen right across that same tongue. Celeste might have a magic mouth, but Alex needed more.
He dragged her up the length of his body, plucking her off the floor and depositing her on top of the bar. She gave a little moan of anticipation, and Alex watched her gray eyes turn smoky with longing.
“Do you want some attention?”
“Please, Alex. I need you,” she whimpered softly, bracing the heels of her stilettos against the edges of the bar and spreading her legs wide.
Her skirt fell away and Alex rumbled his appreciation of her decision to forgo panties altogether. Her pale pubic curls were cropped close, giving him a perfect view of her pink pussy. He parted her labia and lowered his head to take one long, lazy lick of her sweet cunt.
The moment his tongue touched her softness, his brain registered the salty flavor of her cream and wondered if Emory tasted the same or sweeter, with a tang of wildness to complement her other pixie-like qualities. Alex froze, his body unnaturally still. It was as if someone had poured ice-cold water down his spine.
Shaken, he took Celeste’s clitoris in his mouth and suckled until she squirmed against his face. Always before, he’d been careful not to make her climax with his mouth. She’d made it clear from the beginning that she liked to savor the climb to her climax. Usually he wanted to savor the feel of her tight cunt around him. Now, for the first time, Alex found himself wanting her to come quickly just to satisfy her and get it done.
He increased the motion of his tongue, swirling idle patterns against her labia, suckling them individually before stabbing his tongue into her damp hole.
“Alex, I want you inside me,” she panted. “Don’t! I’m so…so close!”
He brutally increased his pace, sliding two fingers into her pussy and stretching her vagina while he continued his oral assault on her clit. Tremors began deep inside her body, and her back tensed until she arched off the bar.
Visions of Emory’s fine-featured face and the expressive quality of her brown eyes flickered through his head. Alex spun inside a well of doubt as he bypassed Celeste’s protestations and sent her body into orgasm against her wishes.
She screamed his name, both in ecstasy and anger as she came in undulating waves. Her cunt clenched around his fingers, and he stroked her to keep her coming as long as possible, to make up for the lack of mutual satisfaction, to cover up the reality of what had just happened.
“What the fuck?” She leapt down from the bar. Her gray eyes turned to ice. “I’d offer to reciprocate, but judging by what just happened, you’d rather take care of that yourself.”
Without another word, she flounced away from the bar toward the door. Alex sighed and let her go. They’d been fucking after hours for nearly four months, much longer than the usual length of his relationships. It was time to cut her loose anyway.
“I would ask what just happened, but I saw the whole thing and still don’t get it.” Connor’s distinctive gravel voice rolled down the length of the bar.
“Don’t you have better things to do?”
A load of dirty beer mugs clattered to the sink just behind him. “No, Alex. Neither of us has anything better to do.”
Alex shot Jessa a withering stare over his shoulder. “If Connor’s too worn out to give you what you want, I’d be happy to oblige.”
She crossed her arms over her full breasts and rested one hip against the counter. “After watching Celeste huff her way out the door, I somehow doubt it.”
He ended relationships all the time. Why was this one such a big deal? Yet somewhere inside his brain, he registered the fact that what had happened with Celeste was an anomaly. When he ended relationships, it was generally because he was bored with the woman, not because some weird gut feeling made him develop an aversion to the idea of fucking them.
“Celeste hung around longer than the usual,” Conner commented. “I’d sort of thought you liked her better than the others.”
“Sorry, brother, just because the long-term thing works for you, doesn’t make it right for me.”
Connor’s black eyes narrowed. “You told me once that you weren’t like me.”
“I’m still not,” Alex snapped. “Jessa is yours, that’s great. We’re all thrilled for you both. But that doesn’t mean I need to settle down with a ball and chain.”
Alex was all too aware that Jessa hadn’t interjected anything into the conversation. That was probably bad. She could be way too perceptive for his peace of mind. It was that damned feminine intuition.
“Who was the girl?” Jessa asked.
Alex deliberately misunderstood. “Celeste? You’ve seen her plenty of times before. You can’t tell the difference anymore?”
“Not the blond mouth fanatic.” Jessa shook her head and pegged Alex with one of her more prying stares. “The other one, with the dark hair and eyes. The one I collided with earlier this evening. I couldn’t place her, but I think I’ve see her before.”
Connor’s gaze shifted back and forth between the two of them. “Didn’t she disappear with Wade for a while?”
“Isn’t that why people come to this bar?” Alex snarled.
Alex cursed as they both turned to stare, surprise evident in the expressions on their faces. He hadn’t intended to inject his words with so much acid. But there it was.
“If that’s why people come to the bar, why give a shit, Alex?” Connor probed.
“I don’t.”
Jessa gave him a slow appraisal. “Is that right?”
“Look, what Emory does on her own time is her business.”
A grin kicked up one corner of Connor’s mouth. “Emory, hmm?”
“Yeah, Emory.” Alex forced himself to seem nonchalant. “And by the way, are you sure Gabriel checked her ID? She looks like a kid!”
Jessa’s soft chuckle sent chills racing up and down his spine.
“What?” Alex demanded.
“You sound protective. And she doesn’t look anything like a child.”
Alex thought of her red-rimmed eyes. The Phoenix
was no place for innocent pixies. “Are you kidding me? She looked like she was barely out of high school.”
Connor shrugged. “I didn’t really notice her, sorry.”
Now Jessa laughed out loud. “No one could ever accuse you of having a wandering eye.”
“Since meeting you, there’s nothing worth looking at,” he told her in his typically direct fashion.
“And that’s why I love you so much.” Jessa crossed to his side, walking into the arms he opened for her.
“I’m not really in the mood to watch the two of you fuck like little bunnies,” Alex said, voice dripping sarcasm. “Can you take it home, please?”
Jessa sighed, pursing her lips together. “Look, Alex, I’m not telling you to run out and buy a ring, all right?”
He gave her a double helping of his middle fingers. “Good, because I’ve already got two rings that remind me to tell people to fuck off and stay out of my business.”
“Watch it,” Connor growled.
Jessa seemed utterly unperturbed by the insult he’d just paid her. “I worry about you, Alex.”
“Well don’t.”
“How many times can you give away little pieces of yourself before there’s nothing left? You play the shiftless womanizer pretty well, but don’t turn your back on something that could be better just because it isn’t wrapped up in the usual package.”
Alex felt his mouth pop open as she turned her back, twined her arms about Connor’s neck, and let him sweep her off her feet into his arms. He carried her out the front door, their foreheads pressed together and exchanging whispered words. The cage slammed shut, and Alex was alone with his thoughts.
 
* * *
 
 
Emory should have hated Alex. She should’ve called Donovan MacIntyre to tell him she’d happily sign a petition to close the Phoenix Rising down for good. Except that wasn’t how she felt at all.
It was dark in the tiny apartment above her shop. Emory rolled to her back, staring at the ceiling above her bed. The sheer drapes were down, the orange light from the street lamps casting long slivers of light across the bedroom.
Her night at the infamous bar had been an emotional roller-coaster ride, but she hadn’t expected anything less. Her sexual issues went back decades. They weren’t going to be fixed in one night. She’d just hoped to make progress. Having actual sex would’ve been wonderful. Her current dry spell had lasted years. Even before that she’d only managed a handful of encounters, all awkward and ending in tears.
She thought of the song, the one her mother had sung to her and Chris as children. It was an old folk song from the hills where they’d grown up, but Emory had always known it had deeper meaning to her mother. Liza Banks had been sorry she had to raise her twins with Reverend Jonathan Banks for a father. It had just taken Emory a while to realize her mother had actually wondered if her children wouldn’t have been better off dead.
The familiar tread of her brother’s feet on the stairs warned her she was about to have company.
“There you are. You weren’t answering your phone.” Chris plopped down on the bed to lie on his back beside her.
There was no point trying to hide what she’d done. “I went to the Phoenix Rising.”
Her twin was silent, turning his head to see her face.
“It’s not what you think.”
“You’re a grown woman, Em. It doesn’t matter what I think. Did you find what you were looking for?”
She thought of her miserable failed attempt to screw around with a stranger named Wade. “Not exactly.”
“Maybe you should give therapy another try.”
Emory had hated her last therapist with a passion. Maybe the right person could help her put the past to rest and move on, but she’d yet to meet someone qualified to do it. “I’m tired of them treating me like a victim of sexual abuse.”
“You are.”
“No, I’m not. Our father never molested me or tried to force himself on me.”
His hand found hers, their fingers lacing together. “He still abused you, Em. He abused both of us, and Mom, too.”
“I can’t get him out of my head. I keep hearing him tell me that no one would ever want me, how dirty I was, how shameful and sinful I’d always be.” She whispered. “I thought if the relationship was casual it wouldn’t matter. I’ve always gotten hung up on the idea of committing myself to someone permanently. I can’t stand the idea of being tied to some asshole like Mom is.”
“And now?”
“It’s like our father is sitting on my shoulder, giving me a sermon on the evils of fornication. He’s still damning me to the eternal fires of hell from hundreds of miles away.” She made light of the suffocating darkness that dogged her physical encounters, not wanting Chris to see how deeply affected she was by the memory of her father’s condemnations.
Chris sighed. “So no more trips to Phoenix Rising for you?”
“I don’t know.” She thought of Alex, his brilliant blue eyes and magnificent body, of his hand wrapped around his cock and the pure arousal he’d inspired in her. “I met someone who was different.”
He rolled to his side, propping his head on his elbow. “How so?”
“Watching him made me burn. And while I was burning, there was nothing else. No past, and no future, just that one moment when I was on fire. I think if I could just capture that feeling, the past would turn to ashes.”
“So you’re going back?”
She thought about the confident blonde who’d acted as if Emory was nothing. The sexy seductress hadn’t even minded that Alex was putting on a show for someone else. She was that confident in her relationship. What would that feel like? To be so sure of yourself that another woman posed no threat at all? Or did the blonde really not care? Was that what no strings attached looked like in the real world?
Had their positions been reversed, Emory would’ve been scalping the blonde bimbo as she dragged her across the room to toss her back out where she’d come from. A guy like Alex wasn’t replaceable. He wasn’t a nameless, faceless piece of male machismo like Donovan MacIntyre. There was something about Alex that pulled Emory past the barriers in her mind and made her wonder what forever could feel like.
“You’re awfully quiet, Emmy Lou.”
She gazed at her twin in the dim room, trying to see his expression. “How did you know Fox was special?”
“He told me.” Chris reached over and tweaked her nose. “But I knew before that. He was everything I’m not. Everything I was afraid to be.”
“How so?”
“He’s flamboyant and bold. He doesn’t hold back, and he doesn’t let me hide from what I really want. Life is all about balance. I keep him grounded, and he pulls me out of my shell.” She moved closer to her brother, snuggling against his chest. Chris wrapped his arms around her and laid his head against her hair. “Fox is the one who finally made me realize that it’s okay to be the way I am.”
“Because you’re gay?”
“Not just that.” He paused and she could feel his breath hitch inside his chest. “Dad spent so much time listing my failings as a man. I liked to read instead of watch sports. I’d rather play chess than football, and I got into college on an academic scholarship, not an athletic one. Gay and proud is fine, but I’m more than just my sexual orientation. Fox is the one who made me realize that.”
She squeezed her eyes tightly closed, remembering the afternoons she had spent cross-stitching bible verses on tea towels while her father shouted his way through a game of football on the front lawn. The entire church youth group would be there, the girls with their needlepoint and the boys with a ball. Dad never missed an opportunity to belittle Chris in front of witnesses, most of the insults following her brother to school the following week.
Chris seemed to read her mind. “They’d have left you alone if you hadn’t kept stepping in.”
“You’re my brother.” Her voice was whisper soft against the memories of a thousand fistfights, a good number of which she’d won because she fought dirty.
His arms tightened around her. “We’re going to get through this, Emmy Lou.”
“Maybe someday.”
 


Chapter Five
 
 
Alex rolled away from the sunlight streaming through the blinds. His dick throbbed uncomfortably as it was squashed between his body and the mattress. He shifted again, rubbing his eyes to clear away the visions of a dark-haired pixie with laughing brown eyes.
He wanted her. It was that simple. And yet it wasn’t simple at all. She wasn’t anything like the women he usually took to his bed. She was short, almost boyish in appearance. Her baggy clothes hid whatever curves she might have, and there was nothing seductive about her manner.
It was her personality that drew him, bold and timid at the same time. Something told him she was struggling to break free. When she’d watched him stroke himself, her eyes had been almost desperate with hunger. He’d never had anyone stare at him like that before, as if there was no one else they wanted to be with. It had shaken him on the inside, this foreign feeling of protectiveness, of possessiveness.
Reaching down, he palmed the length of his cock beneath the sheet. A tremor shook his body. He focused on the memory of her face, her hungry expression, as he stroked his shaft. He made long languid thrusts against his palm, precum wetting the head and making his fingers slide against his skin.
His breath came in ragged gusts as he continued his slow assault. He wanted her to watch, to see the damp head of his penis disappearing into his hand. More than that, he wanted her to come closer, reach out, and touch him. Join her fingers with his and stroke the flaming heat of his skin. Her hand in concert with his, each stroke agony as they grew quicker, harried as tension drew his balls close to his body. He needed her hand to sink lower, cup his sac, and put pressure on the sensitive flesh underneath. Then he wanted her to gaze up into his face while she savored his release.
Climax caught Alex by surprise. The long vein in his shaft pulsed as a stream of hot semen splashed onto his belly. He pumped again, feeling the relief, but not an end to his desire. Only one thing would put the fire to rest. He wanted to stare straight into her eyes and penetrate her sweet pussy until they were both too sated to move.
 
* * *
 
 
Emory unlocked her shop and flipped the sign to open. Fox would be there in ten minutes to load the wedding flowers into his SUV. She yawned and picked up the mug of coffee she’d left on the counter. Her headache wasn’t quite as bad as she’d expected after her alcohol binge the night before, but sleep had been elusive.
The front bell dinged and she cringed at the unexpected sound.
“Baby, you look like you’ve been rode hard and put away wet.” Fox’s soft Midwestern drawl was tinged with laughter.
“Yep, I look like the morning after, and you’re the one who probably got laid.” It was a poor attempt at humor.
“Not me. Chris spent half the night with you. He was really worried.” Fox pushed his sunglasses up into his curly dark hair, revealing his worried green gaze. An exercise aficionado, Fox’s athletic shorts and tank top suggested he’d been up long enough to go for a run and have a protein shake.
“Is he all right?” She hated to think that her personal problems were keeping her brother up at night. She’d caused him enough trouble over the years.
“He’s fine.” Fox reached out and tugged her in for a warm hug. “You’re the one who needs some sugar.”
Normally she’d have rolled her eyes and laughed him off, but it felt good to snuggle against the man she’d long ago started calling her brother’s “wife.” It was an ironic nickname since Fox was a head taller and more muscular than her slender brother. However, personality wise, Fox had huge doses of something people usually called feminine intuition.
“So tell me about this guy you met last night.” Fox dropped a kiss on top of her head.
She pulled away, feeling both embarrassed and relieved that Chris had told Fox about her strange new infatuation. “His name is Alex.” She picked up her mug and took a sip, perching on the bar stool behind her counter.
“Alex. Bartender Alex?” Fox settled himself against a prep table, folding his arms and settling into a thoughtful stance. “I know exactly who you’re talking about. He’s definitely a hottie.”
“Since when do you and my brother hang out there?” She was starting to feel as if she’d been purposely excluded on these trips to the Phoenix.
“Chris and I have been everywhere. We stop there for a drink when it’s too late to go anywhere else. It doesn’t look like much, but the atmosphere is amazing, and the regulars are less judgmental than some of the people we meet in gay bars.”
“So, you know Alex?” She wondered how much Fox could tell her. As a writer, he was so detail oriented he might be able to tell her if the guy went commando all the time, or if he sometimes indulged in a pair of silk boxers.
Fox took off his sunglasses and set them on the table before running his fingers through his shoulder length hair. “He’s a bartender. They’re fairly friendly by nature.”
“Have you ever seen him with anyone?”
“If you’ve spent any time at all inside that bar, you know anything goes. I think it’s fair to say I’ve seen him with a lot of anyones.”
She slumped against the counter, pressing her cheek to the wood. “Terrific. So even if I got him to acknowledge I’m alive, I’ll only be able to hold his attention until the next piece of ass walks through the door.”
“Oh. My. God. You sound like a high schooler!” He lounged back onto his elbows. “If you get him to notice you? Of course he noticed you. You’re hard to forget.”
“What?”
“You and Chris both are. The two of you have something special. It lights up your eyes when you smile and makes people take a second look whether they want to or not. You’re genuine, something new and fresh, probably something he’s never seen before.”
It was a beautiful speech, but it didn’t tell her how to proceed. “So?”
“Sweetie, if you want him, you have to go in there and let him know. He’s a man. You’ve got to spell it out for him.”
Emory thought about the blonde who’d strutted in, kneeled down, and took Alex’s erection into her mouth. How was Emory ever supposed to compete with that kind of sexy, no-holds-barred approach? And once she had his attention, what was she supposed to do with it? What if she was wrong? What if the blackness reared up and swallowed her whole, leaving nothing but a quivering, wobbly mass of gooey Emory who could barely stammer her own name?
“You’ve got nothing to lose, Emory.” Fox’s soft words drew her back to the moment.
“My self-respect?”
“No, baby, that’s what you’re trying to get back.”
It was too much for now. She needed to think about it, decide a course of action, and maybe bury herself in paperwork for a few hours to avoid the necessity of making a decision. “How about we get the flowers loaded so the wedding planner doesn’t put out a contract on my life.”
“Those wedding planners are overly dramatic.” Fox put his glasses back on his head and headed for the walk-in cooler. “I’m telling you, drama is so overrated.”
“You would know.”
They bantered back and forth as they loaded vases, wreathes, and bouquets into the back of his SUV. He might be a drama queen on occasion, but there was no doubt in her mind that Fox was an important part of hers and Chris’s life. She was reminded of what her brother had said about his partner the night before. Would Emory ever find someone to balance out her life?
Focus on one thing at a time. Find a way to put the past in the past and move forward before you start thinking about more.
They’d just closed the back window of Fox’s SUV when Donovan MacIntyre’s sports car purred its way into a spot right in front of her shop. Fox twirled his keys in his hand, the expression on his face letting her know without question what he thought of their early-morning visitor.
“Emory! Good morning, honey. Looks like you’re already busy!” MacIntyre strode around the hood of his car, swiping invisible lint from his standard issue polo and khakis. Either he’d just gotten out of the shower or he’d gone a little overboard with the gel, because his dark hair looked like an oil slick. She wondered if he gelled his beard into place too.
“Just finishing up with flowers for a wedding.” She kept her tone brisk, hoping he’d realize she was too busy for idle chitchat.
“Fantastic. I was hoping you’d have time for a little break and we could grab some breakfast.”
Fox crossed his arms, his friendly features looking downright hostile. “Em, Chris was planning on stopping by in just a few minutes.”
“Oh, that’s right. Thanks, Foxy.” She gave MacIntyre her best apologetic smile. “My brother’s coming to chat, and I’m all by myself today, so my breaks will have to be here at the store.”
MacIntyre didn’t miss a beat. “Then how about I bring you lunch?”
“Oh, that’s not necessary. I’m sure you’re busy today.”
“No, I insist!” MacIntyre headed back to his car. “I’ll see you around noon.”
She watched the pushy bastard drive around the block before addressing Foxy’s little fib. “Chris doesn’t have time to swing by here later this morning. You and my brother are driving up the river to that bed and breakfast for the rest of the weekend.”
“I’m not going on a romantic mini-vaca and leaving you here to have lunch with that asshole.” Fox sounded insulted.
“Yes, you are. My brother spent weeks planning this two-night getaway. I’ll be fine.”
“If he tries anything. You know what to do.”
She stood on tiptoe and kissed Fox’s cheek. “They’ll have to pry his family jewels out with a wrench.”
“That’s my girl.” Fox wrapped her in another warm hug before driving off to deliver the wedding flowers.
Emory headed back into her shop, hoping she wouldn’t have to put that plan into action. Defying Captain Downtown would come with a cost.
 


Chapter Six
 
 
Alex moved another case of liquor onto the stack in the storeroom. He felt like he’d been at it for hours, though it’d been only twenty minutes. The day was just dragging ass.
Like me.
He’d stayed in bed until the last possible moment, the remnants of his morning orgasm remaining on his stomach until he’d forced himself from the bed and into the shower. But washing it away wasn’t enough. He couldn’t scour away the memory of her eyes or her tinkling laughter.
“Are you still back here?” Jessa leaned around the corner. “The supplier is on the line wanting to know how much Connor is ordering.”
“Shit.” Alex did a quick tally in his head and jotted down a few numbers. He handed her the clipboard. “Here. This should do it.”
“Her name is Emory Banks, you know.”
Jessa’s words took several seconds to sink in. “What?”
“It took me a minute yesterday to place her because she’s never come in here.”
Why was his heart hammering in his chest? “How do you know her?”
“She runs the flower shop around the corner.”
A flower shop? Somehow it seemed entirely too apropos, a pixie in a flower shop.
“In fact, I could use a couple of hanging baskets for the house if you’d be interested in going over to pick them out. I’ve got a lot to do this afternoon.” Jessa disappeared down the hallway toward Connor’s office before Alex could reply.
He glanced at the clock. It was just after twelve. He had plenty of time before the Saturday afternoon crowd started to wander in. Reaching behind his waist, he untied his apron and tossed it onto the nearest stack of liquor. At this point, was there really anything to lose?
 
* * *
 
 
“I’m really glad you decided to have lunch with me, Emory.” Donovan reached across the counter and took her hand. “It’s so nice to have fellow business owners in the downtown area that understand how important it is to maintain the hometown image we have here.”
She nodded because there was nothing else to do. It wasn’t as if the bonehead had asked her what she thought downtown ought to look like.
“Now that I’ve gotten the mayor on my side, things should really take off.”
“The mayor?” Something told her there was some shady business going on at city hall.
“The mayor and I go way back. He and I went to college together. He’s a very unusual guy.” MacIntyre’s oily smile made her skin crawl. “Mayor Strand is really in touch with his feminine side, if you know what I mean.”
“Really? I had no idea.”
He lifted her hand to his mouth for a kiss. “I’m nothing like that, Emory. I’m straight as an arrow.”
Emory fought back a stab of anger and glued her mouth shut. This was wrong. Being with him was wrong. Which was ironic since her father would have loved him. Her father had spent decades telling her that she’d never be good enough for the Donovans of the world, the men who wanted a woman who knew her place.
She searched for something to say that would diffuse his romantic intentions. “Actually, I was hoping we could talk about the petition.”
“The petition.”
“Do you have it with you?”
He released her hand, his expression settling into something she could label only as careful. “It’s in the car. Do you want me to get it?”
“Yes, please.”
His brief retreat gave her a few minutes to scrape her courage together. He reminded her so much of her father. A slick, suave exterior that drew you in, and a cold, controlling interior that made you want to run. She’d gone out with him because he’d asked her, because she was willing to try anything.
The first date had been mediocre at best. As usual, she’d been tongue tied and shy. He’d seemed to like her demure attitude, asking her out again almost immediately. It was on the second date where he’d started to show his true colors. He’d ordered her food, criticized her clothing, and pinned her to his side like a dog on a leash. She’d spent a good portion of the evening hiding in the restroom, trying not to hyperventilate as her anxiety reached uncontrollable heights.
Donovan reentered the shop and set the sheaf of papers on the counter beside her. “I’m hoping your eagerness to see the petition means you want to sign it.”
Two signatures caught her eye. Dacey Tolliver and Clement Latham? Why would a woman who owned a bookshop and the proprietor of an art gallery sign a petition like this?
“I’m glad to see you’ve come to your senses about the lewd conduct at the bar.” Donovan’s smile was as oily as his gelled hair.
“Is that the basis of your complaint against them?” She thought about the skintight uniforms he’d chosen for his wait staff. “You think they’re violating public indecency laws?”
“Of course!” His tone took on the Captain Downtown cadence that Fox claimed induced mega migraine headaches. “The kinds of riffraff that go to that place aren’t the kind of patrons I want in my establishment.”
“So the Phoenix isn’t a threat to you financially?” She could practically smell the bullshit. There was something else going on here.
“Public displays of sexual acts have no place in our city. The people who go there are crass and rowdy. They cause trouble and commit crimes. Law enforcement has been looking the other way for years now and it has to stop.” His face was turning red.
If law enforcement had looked the other way, Emory suspected it was because they either enjoyed hanging out there, or what actually went on inside was still at more of an urban myth status. Still, she knew there was more to MacIntyre’s problem than he would admit. “So the entire basis of your petition is public indecency?” She felt like Chris working a deposition.
“Yes!”
“What, exactly, constitutes public indecency? The current laws covering nudity exclude bars like the Phoenix from the list of public places as long as they have strict age restrictions and don’t have a menu large enough to qualify them as a restaurant. There’s no prostitution going on, it’s consensual, and I didn’t see anything that struck me as a violation of the law.” That was sort of stretching the truth, since fornicating in public most likely fell under the heading of “stuff the cops purposely didn’t see.” On the other hand, she wasn’t going to be the one to blow the whistle.
He absorbed her careful speech for several minutes. “Did you say what you saw?”
“Are you telling me you’ve never been inside?” A strange thought occurred to her. What if MacIntyre’s entire campaign against the Phoenix was based on that urban myth? That would almost certainly mean he had ulterior motives of the economic variety.
“What goes on in there is common knowledge. I don’t need to immerse myself in that filth to know it’s wrong. The owner is a convicted criminal, and the people who work for him are no better than thugs and degenerates.”
His words were coated in a thick layer of derision. She wondered if the doorman at the Phoenix had strict orders not to let Captain Downtown into the bar. In fact, it would make perfect sense that they’d keep out anyone with a vested interest in making trouble.
So shocked and angry on Alex’s behalf, she didn’t pick up on MacIntyre’s agitation until it was too late. “I want to know if you’ve actually been inside that cesspool.” His voice was dangerously rough.
The only thing she had on her side was logic. “I wanted to see why you’re attempting to close down a locally owned business. I don’t condemn something I have no knowledge of, Mr. MacIntyre.”
“Donovan!” His voice thundered in her ears. “You will call me by my name. And I don’t know what you’re playing at, going into a place like that, but it will stop.” He grabbed her arm above the elbow, squeezing hard. “I’ve tried to be nice and give you time to adjust to the idea of the two of us as a couple, but it’s becoming readily apparent that I need to spell it out.” Her arm was in danger of going numb. “I will have you, Emory Banks.”
His harsh tone was so much like her father’s. The cutting-edge whipped across her psyche and loosed a giant miasma of darkness that threatened to suck her in. She was sinking, falling back into a well of doubt and recrimination that would leave her grasping for a shred of self.
Somewhere in the background, the bell over the front door chimed. Donovan dropped her arm and moved to block her view of the door. This was going to be her only chance of escape. Forcing her body into action, Emory stepped past him to face her potential customer.
It was Alex.
“Am I interrupting something?” His blue gaze seemed to move between her and MacIntyre as if trying to decipher exactly what was going on.
MacIntyre puffed up like an arrogant peacock. “Actually, you are.”
The sight of Alex standing in her shop swept the haze from her mind. His bright hair curled boyishly around his ears. It stood out as though he’d been stabbing his fingers through it. His T-shirt was dark blue today, the edges hanging loose over the low-slung waistband of his worn jeans.
He met her gaze, something in his eyes touching her deeply, reminding her of the brief jolt of electricity from the night before. As if he had released some sort of spell, her limbs relaxed. Seconds later she was running full force at him, praying he’d open his arms for her.
“I’m so glad you’re here!” She pressed her lips to his, kisses now and questions later.
His kiss erased the darkness, leaving nothing but white-hot desire in its wake. His lips were softer than she ever could have imagined, moving in a steady rhythm that matched the fierce beating of her heart and the thrum of longing that made her pussy wet with cream.
He released her lips, keeping her body full-length against his. “Of course I’m here, love. Have you been waiting long?”
Behind her, Emory could hear MacIntyre scooping up the petition and stuffing it back into its envelope. “We’re not done discussing this topic, Emory.”
From the protective circle of Alex’s embrace, she felt strangely brave. “Oh, I know we’re not, Mr. MacIntyre. I think it’s a topic that needs to be addressed before there’s a big mistake made.”
MacIntyre’s icy stare should have given her frostbite, but she managed to give him a sickeningly sweet smile before he disappeared out the door. 
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
Alex held Emory as tight as he dared, feeling as if the last few minutes were part of a bizarre Twilight Zone episode. Once the door closed, she collapsed against his chest as though her body had gone completely boneless.
She looked much as she had the night before. Baggy, khaki-green cargo pants cut off below the knee, a man’s button down over a navy camisole with big white flowers stenciled onto it, and sandals. Her toenails were painted bright purple. The thick hair piled on top of her head was trying desperately to escape its confinement by curling around her face.
Jessa’s plants had been a convenient excuse to come to the shop, but they could wait. Now he intended to learn more about the pixie who hadn’t been far from his thoughts since the moment she’d walked into the bar. He certainly hadn’t expected her to fling herself into his arms the moment he walked in.
“Emory, are you all right?” Alex rubbed one palm against her back, trying to soothe her.
“I can’t believe I did that. I’m such an idiot!” She mumbled against his chest.
“I’m sorry?” He stiffened, wondering if she was referring to the kiss. As far as he was concerned, the only idiotic thing about that kiss was that he’d ever let it end.
She pulled away far enough to look up into his face. “I wasn’t talking about you. I was talking about what I said to MacIntyre.”
“Captain Downtown?” Several of his waitresses had been known to stop by the Phoenix after their shifts. Alex detested the little prick. The stories MacIntyre’s staff told about him put him instantly on Alex’s biggest asshole list.
She dissolved into giggles that had him grinning like a lunatic. Her laughter was absolutely infectious. “I didn’t realize that was his official nickname. My friend Morgan and I started calling him that when he took over the chamber of commerce after becoming an alderman.”
“Morgan’s the one who got me started.”
She pulled away, moving toward the door and flipping the sign from open to closed. “Yeah, Morgan’s great.”
She seemed almost jealous. But that was crazy. Wasn’t it? “I’ve known Morgan forever. We’re good friends. She and my boss’s wife, Jessa, hang out. If you know Morgan, I’m surprised you’d never met Jessa before she dumped beer on you last night.”
Reaching out, Emory brushed her fingertips over the fronds of a potted palm. Alex’s dick was jealous of every touch, wondering if she’d be that gentle with a lover. “I think Morgan has mentioned Jessa before. I just never made the connection.” She seemed to be mulling something over. “Why did you tell me I didn’t belong in your bar?”
He was at a loss as to how he could explain away his rude behavior the night before. “You seemed lost.” He struggled to find the right words. “I wanted to put you in my pocket, but that’s not really my right. I suppose I was trying to keep you from making any mistakes you’d regret.” Like the one you probably made with Wade.
The thought of her and Wade fucking in the shadows of the bar had Alex clenching his fists and fighting for control. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t justify it, but he didn’t like the idea of anyone else touching her. She deserved better than a casual lay.
“I didn’t have sex with Wade.”
He wasn’t certain if his brain had fabricated the words because he wanted to hear them, or if she’d really said them.
“Although I don’t know why it matters who I screw since you’re obviously in a relationship.”
“I didn’t have sex with Celeste last night.” The words tumbled out with all the charm of a hormonal teenage confession. “I mean, I have before, but things sort of ended last night.”
If he hadn’t known better, he’d think she was laughing at him. “Sort of ended? How long had the two of you been together?”
“Four months? I don’t usually keep track.”
She drifted toward the other side of the shop, moving through the plants with a watering can she’d picked up off the floor. “How long is your average relationship?”
He’d had this conversation with more women than he could remember. This was the first time he’d ever experienced something that felt strangely like shame. “A month or two, give or take a month.”
Cupping a beautiful white lily trimmed in pink, she gave him a smile that sent a jolt right to his groin. “At least I don’t have to worry about you overstaying your welcome.”
Her comment stung though he deserved it. “Speaking of welcome. Why the big show? Or was that strictly for Captain Downtown?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Why didn’t you have sex with Wade?”
She set the watering can down and turned to face him. How had he ever thought her anything but a woman? “I wanted to have sex with Wade.”
He felt as if his whole world hinged on her next statement. “But?”
“I think I was sort of stuck on you.”
Alex didn’t need to hear anything else. He closed the distance between them in three strides, sweeping her into his arms and taking her mouth in a wild kiss. She tasted sweet, like sunlight and passion.
He slid his tongue across the seam of her lips until she opened. Sliding it inside, he mated it with hers and kissed her with the same rhythm he longed to feel when he thrust his cock into her hot cunt.
“Bedroom?” He prayed she lived above her shop because while he didn’t want their first time to be on her prep table, he was willing to consider the possibility.
“Upstairs, first door on the left.”
He put an arm beneath her knees and picked her up. Maneuvering her up the narrow stairs took some concentration, mostly because she was busy kissing his neck. Her mouth teased its way down the line of his jaw, laving the hollow of his throat, nibbling his chin, and working its way up to his ear. When he finally found her bedroom, he tried to set her down gently though his muscles were turning to jelly with every touch.
He gazed down at the pixie in the middle of the double bed. “Are you sure this is what you want, Emory?”
“You’re the only thing I want, Alex.”
Her words nearly undid him. He ground his teeth and fought for control. Focusing everything on Emory, he wondered why it had never been so important to please his partner.
Carefully bracing his weight on his arms, he settled his body on the bed beside her. He kissed her slowly, until she was questing for more. He helped her out of her outer shirt, tossing it aside and resting his hand on her belly. She made tiny noises of pleasure in her throat when they kissed, the sounds driving him mad with desire.
She stopped to wrestle with her camisole and he pulled her hands away. “Let me.” Lowering the straps, he pulled the soft cotton down just far enough to bare her breasts.
They were pale perfection. Twin mounds tipped with soft pink nipples that puckered when he blew a soft stream of air across them. She gasped and arched her back when he took the first one in his mouth.
He suckled lightly at first, then harder when she moaned at the contact. He nipped the beaded tip before letting it go and giving the other equal attention. She buried her hands in his hair, fingers lightly scraping his scalp and making his cock bulge against the confines of his jeans.
“I need you naked, love.” He unfastened her cargos and slid the camisole to her waist. “Lift your hips for me.”
Her hips came up and he slipped her clothing off in one tug, underwear and all. Her sandals had gone MIA on the stairs and she was now naked before him. Her dark eyes fluttered open, an expression of embarrassment crossing her face before she tried to close her legs and cover her breasts with her hands.
Gently tugging her hands back to her sides, Alex shook his head. “Don’t ever hide from me, love. You’re absolutely gorgeous.”
“No, I’m not. That woman last night, she was gorgeous.”
Alex was used to reassuring women about their physical appearance, but her tone was nothing he’d ever heard before. She was quietly stating what she felt to be fact. No demurring, no fishing for compliments. Taking her hand, he pressed her palm to the erection that was nearly ripping open the front of his jeans. “This doesn’t lie. And it proves I find you utterly irresistible.”
Her brown eyes went wide, her other hand reaching up to draw his face down to hers for another kiss. Alex complied, sinking into the sweetness of her mouth even as his hand delved into the nest of close-cropped dark curls between her legs.
She whimpered when he slipped his fingers into her slit. It was damp with the evidence of her arousal. Her legs fell open, baring her pussy to his exploration. Lightly tracing her folds, he straddled her clit with two fingers and began to rub tiny circles around the sensitive nub.
Creamy fluid spilled from her entrance, soaking his fingers and telling him she enjoyed his touch as much as he enjoyed giving it. “I’m going to put my fingers inside you, love. Is that all right?”
Her fingers clutched his biceps. “Please, Alex!”
Pressing into her slick channel, he marveled at how hot and tight she was. If he couldn’t get her to relax, he was going to hurt her when he tried to penetrate. First one finger, then two, then three sliding in and out of her sleek heat, with her knees bent and her voice crying out for more.
He wanted her to climax, thinking that an orgasm might help her accept him inside her body more easily. Her eyes were closed, her hands restlessly grasping her sheets as he spread his fingers to stretch her channel as wide as he dared. He could feel her body hovering at the edge of release, but she was fighting it.
He removed his hand from her pussy and shucked out of his clothes before lying back down. Holding her close, he pressed a kiss to her temple. He loved the feel of her skin next to his, the heat of her body beside him.
“I can’t take the waiting, Alex.”
Her voice was hoarse. Was she in pain? “I don’t want to hurt you, love.”
“You won’t hurt me. I promise. Please fuck me. I don’t want to wait any longer.”
He stared down into her dark eyes. “Then don’t wait. Come for me, Emory. It’ll make this easier.”
“I can’t.”
Alex had met a handful of women who couldn’t come until they’d experienced penetration. He began to wonder if she fell into this category. Taking a deep breath, he got to his knees. Fumbling in the pocket of his discarded jeans, he found the condom he always carried inside his wallet. He ripped the package open and pulled it out. She watched while he smoothed it down his shaft.
“I’ve always wanted to see a guy do that.” Her wry tone made him laugh. “It usually happens so fast I miss it.”
“It’s a waste of time, but a necessary one.”
“And now?”
He positioned her knees carefully, placing the head of his penis at her slick entrance and telling himself to go slow. “Definitely not a waste of time.”
She giggled until he began to press into her tight pussy. “Oh!”
He stopped. “Am I hurting you?”
“God, no! It feels amazing!”
Relief made him giddy. Pushing forward, he felt her body welcome him deeper. Her muscles flexed, embracing him with each gentle press until his shaft was fully seated and his head was pressed against the sweet spot deep inside her body. She trembled around him, her muscles poised on the brink of orgasm.
Moving in gentle rhythm, Alex began thrusting in and out of her wet heat. He held her hips in his hands to maintain a steady pace. Her breasts bounced gently with each new stroke, nipples pouting for attention. Alex dipped his head and lipped them each in turn until she was gasping and he was fighting the urge to cum.
Still she managed to stave off her climax. A fine sheen of perspiration covered her delicate features. Her brow was knitted in fierce concentration, her teeth clamped on her upper lip. She looked as if she were in agony.
Slowing his momentum, Alex reached up and brushed his fingers across the puckered skin between her eyebrows. “What’s wrong, love?”
She opened her eyes, her desperation on display. “Nothing. I want you to come inside me, Alex.”
Her body seemed to believe her words. God knew his body believed her. But something didn’t fit. He could feel her orgasm building, winding its way through her muscles. The tension had her strung so tight he could barely move inside her. But instead of the fluidity that told him his lover was ready to fly over the edge of bliss, she was in rigid lockdown.
She began to rock beneath him, grinding his cock inside her pussy until he thought he might implode from the need to let go. Forcing his libido back under control, Alex listened to her breathing. Measured, calculated, she was gasping and moaning in the perfect imitation of orgasm. Damned if she wasn’t faking it.
If I didn’t believe it was for my benefit, I’d be insulted.
“Come, Alex. Come inside me!”
“No.”
She stilled and her eyes flew open, surprise apparent in her expression. “Why not?”
He hissed as he pulled out of her pussy. “Not until you tell me why you’re trying to fake an orgasm.”
She looked like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “I wasn’t faking.”
“I know the difference, love.” He placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “A lot of men don’t. But I do.”
“Oh.”
Now Alex was the one in agony. He flopped to the bed beside Emory and closed his eyes. His balls were tightly clenched, his seed fighting for release. Several deep breaths had him hanging on by a thread. She snuggled up beside him and rested her head against his chest. The feel of her warmth tamed his arousal, and he wrapped his arm around her slight frame.
“Are you angry?”
“No.” He rolled away from her.
He left the bed and headed for a smaller door in the corner of the room he correctly guessed led to a bathroom. Safely out of sight, he disposed of the condom and washed his hands. His dick was still hard, bouncing against his belly as if it were trying to pummel some sense into him. He stared into the mirror above the sink.
I am so far out of my depth here. Maybe walking away would be better for both of us.
A ready excuse on the tip of his tongue, he stepped back into the bedroom. He hadn’t noticed any details before. The tiny space had been carefully decorated to reflect its owner. Hand-sketched images of lilies and roses hung on walls painted shades of lavender and yellow. Leafy green plants spilled from hanging baskets near the two tiny windows. It was innocence and hope, just like the pixie who called it home.
A pixie currently huddled in the middle of the bed, rocking back and forth with her face buried in her knees. Any desire to extricate himself from the situation died at the sight. She was obviously hurting.
He sat on the bed, wondering what he could possibly say to make it better. “Are you all right?”
 
 
 
Emory had made a complete fool of herself while naked in bed with a near stranger and he wanted to know if she was all right? “I’m so sorry, Alex.”
His brow furrowed, his pale eyebrows drawing together. “Why are you sorry? If a man completely fails to pleasure a woman, that’s his problem. Not hers.”
The idea that he could possibly think this was his fault was shameful. She had to set him straight, tell him the truth. “It isn’t you, it’s me.”
“That’s a bad line no matter when you use it.”
It was so odd to see him sitting on the edge of her bed. His body was utter and complete perfection. Every line, every groove and cut of his muscles was on display. She hadn’t known a man could be so beautiful. Handsome yes, but not on par with a classical Greek statue. “What I’m trying to say is that I don’t orgasm with anyone. It wasn’t anything you were or weren’t doing.”
“You’ve never climaxed. Never?”
She headed off his next question. “Not even by myself.”
“Why not?”
How could she explain her emotional hang-ups to someone like Alex, who always seemed so self-assured? He’d brought her more pleasure than anyone else had ever managed. She’d tried having sex a total of three times before Alex. Each had been disastrous, the last one ending when her partner declared her a total nut job and left while still trying to pull his pants back on.
 
 
O babes, O babes, if you were mine
All alone and lone
I'd dress you up in silk, so fine
All down by th’ greenwood side
 
 
The song slipped through her mind, taunting her. Her mother might have wanted something better for her children, but in the end the only legacy they’d inherited had been pain and emotional turmoil.
He reached out and cupped her cheek in his hand. “I’m not trying to pry, Emory. I just want to understand.”
“I guess I’ve never been very good at letting people get close to me.” That was an understatement of epic proportions, but she didn’t know what else to say. Unloading all of her baggage at once would probably make him the second guy to grab his clothes and bolt.
There was a lot of thinking going on behind his intense blue gaze. She wished she could read minds. Did he think she was insane? Was he angry that she’d tried to fake an orgasm? She was still reeling from the knowledge that he could tell the difference. That was something she’d never experienced before. Her other potential bedmates had gone through the foreplay and she’d faked an orgasm or two just to keep them interested. It’d always worked like a charm. Maybe if she’d tried to fake one during foreplay? Except that Alex was different. Wasn’t that what had drawn her to him to begin with?
The silence was growing heavy. She felt the need to absolve him of any sort of responsibility for her problem. “You can go if you want.”
He made a low sound in his throat. Before she could respond, he’d wrapped his arms around her and pulled her down into the bed. He dragged the rumpled duvet over their bodies and she snuggled into his warmth. The spicy male scent of his skin enveloped her senses.
“I know I’m not your first.” He tilted her chin up and she found she was unable to look away. “Did your other lovers not notice or not care?”
“Both?”
“Fuckers.”
The unexpected venom in his tone made her laugh. “There were only three tries before you. And not all of them made it to the finale.”
“Meaning?”
Embarrassed, she wanted to look away but couldn’t. “Sometimes I have these spells. I guess you could call them panic attacks. I kind of freeze up. It happened the first two times before we got very far. The last time it happened in the middle. I think he thought I was crazy.”
She could see him mulling this over, probably wondering when she’d go catatonic on him and he’d need to cut and run. It was something she’d wondered herself. What made Alex different? Instead of triggering the darkness, he brought the light.
There was still something bothering her about their failed romantic interlude. “I feel bad that I left you hanging like that.”
His arms tightened briefly. Cupping her cheek, he ran his thumb across her lower lip. The contact sent a riot of chills across her skin and a jolt of heat to her pussy. She abruptly wanted more. She wanted his cock back inside her, thrusting deep, hitting that sweet spot that brought such intense pleasure. Even though the lack of completion had started to grow almost painful, she wanted to feel as close to him as she had when they were locked together.
“I’ll live. It’s you I’m worried about. Going your whole life without an orgasm is just bollocks.”
The crass phrase sounded almost charming in his muted accent. “How does a guy working in a bar in Middle America wind up with a British accent? Or do you use it to pick up girls?”
“I spent six years in Britain and Wales when I was in the Army. And yes, it definitely helps me pick up women.” He placed a light kiss on her lips. “Did it work on you?”
She nipped his full lower lip, feeling brave and playful. “Definitely not. It was your telling me to get out that really rang my bell.”
“That hurts worse than the case of blue balls I’m going to have tomorrow.”
An idea hit her all at once, making her feel nervous and excited as a schoolgirl. “Alex, could I—could you show me how to…?” She made a gesture at his groin.
His next kiss was deep and slow, his tongue sliding sexily into her mouth, rubbing against hers in a teasing rhythm that made her whimper. A warm, wet heat built in her core. The empty ache intensified until she wanted to beg him to put his cock inside her. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt before, desire and longing for something she couldn’t quite grasp.
“Emory, are you asking if you can give me a hand job?”
“I think so.”
He didn’t grab her hand and yank it to his crotch like she expected. Instead, he gently threaded his fingers through hers, bringing them to his lips. His whispered exhale across her knuckles sent another jolt of desire straight to her pussy. When he began leading her hand across the tightly muscled expanse of his torso toward his erection, she held her breath in suspense.
“Take my shaft in your hand. Don’t be afraid to hold on.” He showed her how to grip him in her palm. “Slide it up and down, like this.”
His skin was wonderfully resilient, warm, and satiny. Beneath the surface he was iron hard, his erection growing harder with each pump. “Oh! It’s wet.” The place where she rested against his torso went rigid as her thumb glided through the dampness streaming from the hole at the tip of his penis.
Precum. The word drifted through her consciousness. It was so warm and silky. Without thinking, she leaned down and brushed her lips over the fluid. It tasted clean and sweet, like Alex’s kisses.
“Fuck.” His breath was coming in gasps.
Feeling bolder, she experimented with her hand and her lips, pumping his shaft while she tickled the head of his thick cock with the tip of her tongue. She sped up the tempo, using his expressions as a gauge. Quick circles around the crown drove him wild. A little suction had him gasping for breath. Beneath her hand, the long vein on the underside of his penis grew taut, bulging outward.
“Alex?”
He jerked beneath her, his hand covering hers, bearing down. Fascinated, Emory watched the vein pulse. A stream of white fluid burst from the end to bathe the lower portion of his belly with semen.
Drawing in a ragged breath, Emory was surprised to realize her heart was hammering in her chest. Creamy juice seeped from her pussy, coating the insides of her thighs. A few more minutes and she’d be humping his leg like a dog. Was it normal to get this turned on when you gave someone a hand job?
His breathing had started to regulate, his chest rising and falling evenly. Wondering if he would think she was insane, Emory reached out and brushed her fingers through the white fluid on his belly. It was thick and silky to the touch.
“What are you doing?”
She was glad to see there was curiosity and not disgust on his face. “My body doesn’t come with any of this stuff. I just want to see what it feels like.”
His bark of laughter seemed to catch him by surprise. “You don’t think you have any of this ‘stuff’ huh?”
“Women don’t ejaculate.”
“Not true.”
A searing heat below her belly wiped all of the amusement from her mind. She didn’t know if it was pure fascination or arousal that made her pussy clench at the thought of female ejaculation. What might that be like? Did it make the climax more pleasurable?
His hand dipped low, sliding between her legs. Two of his fingers swept through her damp slit before he lifted them to his mouth. She froze, captivated by the sight of him licking her fluids from his fingers.
The smile that curved his lips made her squirm with need. “You taste like heaven.”
Life was never going to be the same again. Emory wanted to keep going. She wanted to do this over and over again. Except that she was supposed to be downstairs running the store.
Damn reality.
Alex seemed to read her mind, his gaze going to the bedside table where her clock ticked away the minutes. “I’m late for work.”
She searched for a sign of irritation on his face and saw none. “I’m sorry I kept you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” He gave her another lingering kiss. “The bar closes around one tonight. If you’re not busy, I’d love to buy you another drink.”
Her heart leaped at the thought. “I’d like that.”
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
Alex slipped in through the back door and picked up the apron he’d discarded earlier. He tied it in place, walked down the hall, and ducked back behind the bar.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Connor looked up from the draft beer he was pouring. “Do you know what time it is?”
“Sure. Why? Did you misplace your phone again?” Normally he wouldn’t have had any problem admitting exactly why he was late. For whatever reason, Alex didn’t feel like discussing what had happened at Emory’s apartment. That was between her and him.
“Quickie, Alex, get a dictionary and look it up.” Connor put the beer on a tray with five more and set them on the bar for Jessa to pick up. “Or next time just bring her here and fuck her behind the bar. You can get laid and work at the same time. That’s what I call efficient.”
The anger was as unexpected as it was fierce. One second Alex was calm, the next he had Connor backed up against the bar with a forearm across his windpipe. The lethal beast behind his friend’s civil exterior roared into action a split second before Connor twisted out of Alex’s grip. They grappled for the advantage, Alex blinded by emotions so complex he couldn’t get a handle on them.
“Connor! Alex! Stop!” The alarm in Jessa’s voice sliced across Alex’s consciousness and he instantly stepped away. Connor did the same.
He felt drained as he watched Jessa fling herself at Connor, her hands brushing over his face and chest. Connor watched him with understanding in his hell-black gaze. It made Alex feel worse. “I’m sorry.”
“No.” Connor soothed Jessa with his hands, rubbing her back. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I’ll watch what I say next time.”
They’d snagged the attention of several customers. Now wasn’t the time for one of Connor’s deep discussions. Alex slapped a good-natured smile on his face and waved Connor back to his post along the wall. “Later.”
“Don’t think I’ll forget.”
No doubt.
 
* * *
 
 
Emory wished Fox was there to help her pick an outfit. She’d spent the entire afternoon and evening daydreaming about having sex with Alex. A steady trickle of customers had kept her somewhat occupied. By the time she closed up shop, there were fifteen orders due by Monday afternoon. Unfortunately she’d had no luck trying to get them finished. She’d started and abandoned five different arrangements, unable to focus on the task long enough to see what she was trying to create. One was a time-consuming casket piece she really needed to get moving on. What was she doing instead? Standing in front of her closet, trying to find something that would show Alex she could be just as sexy and adventurous as the blonde who’d given him a blowjob the night before.
This is hopeless.
The fundamental problem was that Emory wasn’t sexy and adventurous. She was as inexperienced at being seductive as she was at having sex.
A sudden thought had her looking around for her shoes and wallet. Morgan.
Accessories & More was an ambiguously named store around the corner from her apartment that carried a wide selection of provocative clothing and sex toys. As always, Emory took the back way, which allowed her to go out the rear exit of her shop, cross a public parking area, and duck into Morgan’s store through her back door.
The weather was unusually mild for spring, the night sky clear enough to see the first stars twinkling overhead. Emory felt like a teenager getting ready for her first date. Was this what you were supposed to feel like about the person you were dating?
Except I’m not really dating Alex.
Like Blooming Buds, Morgan’s store was housed in one of the historic downtown buildings. A rear porch overhung the back door, the stairs providing a fire exit from Morgan’s upstairs apartment. Emory ducked beneath a hanging basket of bright pink geraniums and into the store.
“Morgan? I really need your help.” She started to enter the main sales floor from the storage area but stopped when she heard a horribly familiar voice.
“Sign this petition and I’ll use my influence to take some of the pressure off your store.” Donovan MacIntyre was standing beside a rack of rainbow-colored platform heels.
“Is that right?” Morgan propped her hands on her hips and gave him a scathing glare.
Emory wished she could pull off one of Morgan’s wild-girl ensembles. Her friend wore a pleated black and white houndstooth skirt that barely cleared her butt cheeks. The creamy tops of her breasts peeked out of the purple bra visible beneath her black scoop neck top, and she wore a pair of fishnet stockings with her combat boots. With her dyed black hair piled on top of her head and her glittery eye makeup, she looked sexier than the cover models featured on the merchandise.
MacIntyre took a threatening step toward Morgan. “The chamber of commerce has had several complaints about your window displays, and they’ve come up several times during my discussions with the other aldermen. I’ve suggested to several of them that we move to shut you down.”
“Gosh, if you close me down, where will all of your members go to buy their porn and sex toys?” Morgan’s smirk could’ve peeled paint.
“You can only fuel a business with attitude for so long, Ms. Talley. After that you’ve got to put up or shut up.” Swelling with righteousness, MacIntyre headed for the front door.
“I’ll remember that the next time one of your girlfriends comes in here looking to supplement her shitty sex life.”
Emory sucked in a deep breath, wishing she could handle MacIntyre with some of Morgan’s flair. Confrontations were not her thing. Had Alex not stepped into her shop earlier, there was no telling what kind of awkward position MacIntyre’s lunch date would have put her in.
“He’s gone, Em. You can come out now.”
Emory emerged from the back hall, peeking over a rack of lacy lingerie to make sure MacIntyre’s sports car had left the curb.
“Why are you hiding from that douche bag anyway?” Morgan hopped up on her glass counter and picked up a price gun. “He’s full of shit. You should hear the way his employees talk about him. The guy spends half his time sexually harassing them. One of these days those girls are going to grow some brass balls, and he’s going to wind up in court.”
“He’s been coming by the shop a lot lately.” Emory had never mentioned MacIntyre’s increasingly frequent visits to Morgan.
Morgan looked up from the sticky mess of price tags she was trying to fix. “I told you dating him was a bad idea. What possessed you to do something like that anyway?”
“I told you. He asked.” It was impossible to explain her reasoning to someone like Morgan.
“You can’t go out with a guy just because he asks. You have to wait for something worthwhile.”
Like Alex. “I don’t get asked much. I hate to turn down something when it might be a year before someone else bothers.”
Morgan set the gun aside. “A year? C’mon, Em. Be serious.”
It was like a flashback of high school, when the socially awkward preacher’s daughter had come to school in her dowdy sack-shaped denim dresses with her hair strangled into a bun. Her father would never have allowed her to date, but it would’ve been heaven to be asked. To be wanted.
“You are serious.” Morgan’s carefully shaped eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I always figured you were just picky about your dates.”
Since they were on the subject of men in general, Emory wondered how she could steer Morgan around to the topic of Alex without being too obvious. “Not all of us can be like you. You change guys like underwear.”
“Except I don’t wear underwear,” Morgan quipped.
“You know, there might be something to that easy-access approach. Maybe I should try it.”
“Hang on.” Morgan’s gaze narrowed. “You met somebody, didn’t you? That’s what all this is about!”
Emory was momentarily speechless. She’d been going for subtle. How the hell had Morgan deduced all of that from one sentence? The worry that her friend might not approve of Alex bubbled to the surface. “Would you be mad if I was seeing someone you used to date?”
“Who?”
“Alex Dalesio.”
Morgan’s expressive eyebrows nearly launched off her face. “Lucky girl! And we never dated. We fucked. Definitely a difference.”
“That’s pretty much what we’re doing too.” Emory tried to sound nonchalant, but didn’t know how. She didn’t have enough experience in the world of casual sex to know how to seem unaffected. “That’s how Alex does things, isn’t it?”
“A week here, a month there? Yeah, that sums it up.”
She thought of Alex’s dancing blue eyes and brilliant smile. A band of tension wrapped around her heart. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this casual stuff. “So, how do you know when he’s losing interest? I mean, can you predict an expiration date? You know. So I’ll have a heads-up.”
“A heads-up?” Morgan jumped lightly off the counter. “How long has this been going on?”
“Like twenty-four hours?”
“Oh, sweetie.”
Emory felt suddenly lightheaded. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” She thought of the way it felt when he held her in his arms, the scent of his skin and the taste of his lips. Casual sex meant those things weren’t hers to keep.
“Do you know Connor Archuleta?”
“Jessa’s Connor?”
“Exactly.” Morgan’s expression grew determined. “If you’d have told me a year ago that man would wind up in a monogamous long-term committed relationship, I’d have called bullshit.”
Emory thought of Jessa’s voluptuous body and confident demeanor. “I don’t think I’m really in her league.”
“Ha! You didn’t see her the first time she walked in here. She’s not even the same woman anymore. I swear.”
“Unless she had a boob job and a facial reconstruction, I’m pretty sure whatever she was wearing the first time you met her was a minor issue.”
Morgan rolled her eyes with an exaggerated sigh. “It wasn’t just her clothes. She was a mouse. Trust me. You should ask her about it. She’ll tell you. The point is that just because a guy hasn’t settled down doesn’t mean he won’t.”
“And you’re basing this on what?”
“On the fact that you’re about as far from Alex’s normal type as you can get.”
That didn’t help Emory’s confidence level at all. Her gaze drifted around the store, settling on a full-length mirror a few paces away. “So what do I do? Start stuffing my bra and wearing short skirts?”
“No, and I wasn’t trying to be mean.” Morgan dragged her closer to the mirror. “I’m just saying that he sees something else that he likes and that’s a good thing. A very good thing.”
It sounded like a repackaged version of what Fox had said that morning. She just wished she had faith in that kind of thing. The boob job and facial reconstruction sounded like a better plan.
“Are you meeting him tonight?”
She had been. Now she was starting to feel like she’d be better off heading home and starting to work on the Monday orders. “He suggested I stop by.”
“Then we should definitely spice up this outfit a little.” Morgan turned around and started perusing the racks and muttering to herself.
“Don’t go to any trouble, Morgan. I think I’m just going to head back to the shop. I’ve got a huge order that has to be ready by Monday. Lots of orders actually. The Chrises are having a romantic getaway this weekend, so I should get some work done and…”
“If you say one more word, I’m going to smack you upside the head.” Morgan grabbed Emory’s button-down outer shirt and tugged it down over her arms. “The whole camisole thing you have going on is cute. But I think we can do better.”
“Hey!” Emory hastily threw up her hands as Morgan yanked the cami up and off.
Her friend sandwiched Emory into a black corset top with white pinstripes and lacy cap sleeves. The top gave her a waist, defined cleavage where there’d been none, and made her narrow hips seem slender and sexy. She even liked the dusting of lace across the bust line. It was surprisingly comfortable.
Morgan took a step back to admire her handiwork. “I’m telling you, it was a bad day for women when we decided not to wear these things.”
“I think the women’s movement might disagree. Besides, you haven’t tried to cinch yourself five inches smaller with one. I think that was the complaint.”
“You think too much, Emory.”
“Can I keep my pants?”
Morgan tugged her bottom lip, a familiar gesture that said she was thinking it over very thoroughly. “Normally, I’d tell you a skirt is a must. Every guy likes a skirt and a thong. That’s the real definition of easy access. But those slouchy cut offs you wear all the time are practically a one-zip removal. In fact, I think the belt is all that’s keeping them up. Where do you buy those things, anyway?”
Emory looked at the mirror, evaluating the item under discussion. There was no way she was going to explain her reason for wearing men’s cargos to Morgan. When you grew up looking like Little House on the Prairie, you learned to hate dresses and value comfort pretty quickly as an adult. “Army surplus, actually. They’re really cheap.”
“I might have to look into that,” Morgan mused thoughtfully. “They’re sort of sexy. In a nineties grunge kind of way.”
“Is that a compliment?”
“You know what? I think it is. Now, we’ve got to do something about your wild-ass hair.”
Emory sighed, staring at the woman in the mirror and wondering how long she was going to be able to hold the darkness at bay before it swallowed her whole and left her with nothing. Her mother’s song drifted through her mind, a reminder of a past that wouldn’t let go.
 
 
This maid was passing by one day
All alone and lone
She saw those babes, both out for play
All down by th’ greenwood side
O Mother, dear Mother, we once't were yours
All alone and lone
You neither gave us course nor fine
You killed and buried us under a stone
An' prayed to th’ Lord, it would never be known
All down by th’ greenwood side
 


Chapter Nine
 
 
Alex kept one eye on the door while he pulled beers, mixed cocktails, and smiled pretty for the customers. His job had never seemed so much like real work. Of course he’d never actively waited for one person to arrive either. His liaisons didn’t work like that. He loved them while they were there and forgot them when they left. Which was why his preoccupation with Emory was so far outside the parameters of normal.
He flashed his most charming smile at a group of twenty-something women enjoying a girls’ night out and the attentions of a group of guys fresh off a nearby soccer field. They laughed and bantered back and forth as Alex poured a round of shots. Had he ever been that young? It was starting to feel as if he’d aged years in the last month.
Not month, just since Emory walked through that door.
Why had she come to a place like Phoenix Rising? He’d been certain she was just another woman out to find a quick lay. Now he wasn’t so sure. The whole afternoon—interrupting her conversation with MacIntyre, sex in her bedroom, her orgasm issues—it all seemed so surreal.
“Hey, Alex, can I get a Bud draft?” Wade hung over the bar to get Alex’s attention.
“Sure man, no problem.” Alex flipped a clean mug right side up and pulled the beer, leaving the head frothing on top the way Wade liked it. “So, did you and the little dark-haired chick have fun last night?”
In the four years Alex had known Wade, they had discussed a million women. It was usually an evaluation of one that had walked through the door or a pleasant memory on a quiet night. Never had Alex asked the guy to kiss and tell.
Wade rubbed his jaw, his hand moving from his face to his short-cropped black hair. “I didn’t do anything but kiss that poor thing. She seemed interested at first, but she froze like an ice cube when things got going. I’d bet my next paycheck she’s got some major issues going on.”
Alex hadn’t realized he was still carrying around a knot of doubt until that very moment. He’d wanted to believe she was being straight with him. His instincts demanded he believe her, help her somehow, but years of street savvy were hard to let go of. “She just froze? Like how?”
“Honestly? It was like something paralyzed her. I didn’t get the feeling she was afraid of me, just that she was being battered by something I couldn’t fight for her.” Wade took a giant gulp of beer, swiping at the froth on his lips. “I felt bad for her. Five minutes with me, and she was curled up in the fetal position on the floor, rocking back and forth and humming to herself. Sort of scary.”
Alex was gripping the edge of the counter without realizing it. His hands were clenched, his whole body reacting to Wade’s description. He thought of her sweetly responsive body. The way she melted at his touch, only to wind herself into a tightly wrapped ball of nerves that would not, could not, let go.
He had to find a way to help her let loose.
“So, I’m guessing you spent the afternoon with the dark-haired girl you met last night?” Alex looked up to realize that Wade had drifted away and Connor had come behind the bar.
One thing Alex had learned about Connor over the years was that he only looked like a muscle head with no brains. Whether it was the time he’d spent in a penitentiary or just a natural inclination, Connor understood people. He could predict their emotions, their reactions, their motivations, and the choices they would make, usually before they did. Jessa was probably the only exception to this rule, though since love was almost always blind, it was an acceptable defect. Alex sometimes got the impression that it drove Connor nuts that he couldn’t predict Jessa.
Connor leaned back against the counter facing the room, his eyes scanning the crowd. “Jessa told me that girl runs the flower shop around the corner.”
“Have you ever met a woman who couldn’t have an orgasm?”
“Couldn’t as in physically couldn’t, or wouldn’t allow herself to reach a climax?” Connor’s gaze briefly flicked back toward Alex before returning to his perpetual scanning.
Which was it? Alex hadn’t considered the ramifications of either option. “She’s not deliberately holding back, and I’m almost positive it isn’t a physical defect of some kind.”
“I’ve known women who refuse to climax unless they feel as if they’re in control. But usually it’s just that—control. And you have to remember that not every woman will have an orgasm when she has sex. I’ve known women who never had an orgasm with certain partners but managed it with others.”
“Meaning you?”
Connor’s shit-eating grin was enough to answer that.
Wade’s description ran through Alex’s mind. “If something happened in the past, something that utterly undermined someone’s self-confidence, that would fall under the same heading, wouldn’t it?”
“There’s a certain amount of trust involved in an orgasm,” Connor mused. “For women much more than men, I think. If she doesn’t feel safe, hasn’t ever felt safe, then I suppose it’s reasonable to think that might be why she’s never reached that point where she’ll let go and just free-fall into climax.”
“Shit.”
“You could always walk away.”
“Not a chance.” Alex practically snarled his response before realizing that Connor had been prodding him on purpose, trying to see how deeply involved Alex had gotten himself. Bracing both hands on the counter, he sighed deeply.
“This is the place to teach someone to let loose.” Connor held out his arms to encompass the bar. “Think with your head and not your dick, and you’ll come up with something. I have faith in you.”
“That’s one of us.”
The cage at the front of the bar swung open, and Gabriel admitted Emory into the main room. Connor shot Alex one of his rare full smiles. “Apparently she has faith too.”
Alex’s mouth went dry as he took in her outfit. The snug black and white top accentuated her slender figure and put her pert breasts on display. He had a strong urge to brush his lips along the low neckline and dip into the cleft between the twin mounds. Filmy cap sleeves rested below her shoulders, more decoration than necessity, and there was an inch of bare skin between the hem and her low-slung cargos. Her hips were a soft flare and her ass perfectly shaped. Pixies weren’t supposed to be that sexy.
He started toward her, forgetting for a moment that there was a bar between them still. Connor’s chuckle was entirely too amused when Alex bumped the counter.
“Take a deep breath, Romeo,” Connor chided. “Gabriel can handle the room if you’d like me to take the bar.”
That was truly a first, but Alex was past caring. “Okay.”
She moved toward the far end of the bar, her dark gaze meeting and holding his as he walked to meet her. Her curly hair was piled on top of her head. The slender length of her neck was exposed. It was hard to think of anything but the need to kiss her pale skin, work his way down to her collarbone and up to her lips.
“Hi.” She dropped her gaze to her hands, twining them together as though she were nervous. “Am I interrupting anything? You guys look busy.”
The telltale sign of her nerves forced Alex to marshal what was left of his self-control. She didn’t need a lunatic preoccupied with satisfying his own desires. She needed a man who could help her lay her fears to rest and let go of her inhibitions. “I’m never too busy for you. Can I get you a drink?”
“That’d be great.”
He was reminded of the first night she’d come in. “Rum or vodka?”
“How about a cosmopolitan?”
Alex wondered at her choice. At what it meant. It was hard to decide if he was making something out of nothing, or if she was trying to send him a message. Shaking off his need for analysis, he poured Grey Goose into a glass and reached for the cranberry juice.
“I wasn’t sure you’d have time to chat tonight.”
Her words gave him a jolt. Connor’s faith had seemed misplaced before, but now Alex realized he had been overthinking the problem. You couldn’t force an orgasm. You couldn’t trick a woman’s body into letting go. So simple, yet so complex. In that moment he knew what she needed. He set her drink on the bar, waiting for her to pick up the thread of conversation.
“I’m sure you could snap your fingers and get any woman in here.” She took a tiny sip of the cranberry-tinted liquid. “Don’t feel like you have to babysit me.”
He laid his hands flat on the counter and gazed right at her. She was fiddling with the stir stick in her drink. When she finally glanced up, he could see the insecurity on her face. He decided to throw her off balance. “If you’re trying to give me the brush-off, just come out and say it.”
“Brush-off? No! I mean—that’s not what I was trying to say.”
Her shock inflated his ego just a little more than it probably needed. “I know I failed to make you climax, but I thought I brought you pleasure. Was I wrong?”
“It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced!” Her eyes widened, and she dropped her gaze. She’d apparently been more candid than she’d intended. “I just thought—since I can’t come—that you might not want to.”
“To what?”
He could see the monumental effort it took for her to lift her eyes and meet his gaze. “To deal with my—issues.”
“The only issue you have is that you’ve been trying to have sex with assholes who only care about their own pleasure.” Alex wanted her to let go of the guilt she was packing around. If he did nothing but that, any amount of effort was worth it.
“So you don’t care about my problem?”
He could only think of one way to convince her, and the distance between them made it impossible. Alex walked out from behind the bar and around to the stool in the corner where she’d perched.
She looked confused. Did she actually think he might reconsider and tell her they were through? As if Alex could ever get enough of a woman like Emory. She had been crafted by nature to respond to him as no one else ever had.
He cupped her cheek in one hand, standing close enough to smell the sweetness of her skin. “You don’t have a problem.”
“But…”
Alex silenced her with a kiss. Her lips were soft and yielding. Moving his thumb to her chin, he encouraged her to open for him. She gave in and he slid his tongue inside her mouth. He caressed her gently, curbing the desire to dominate. Finesse and not force. This was the time for seduction.
Again and again, until his heart was thundering and she was making tiny noises of pleasure in the back of her throat. The sounds inflamed him, made his cock harden painfully, until he was crazy with the desire to spread her legs and take her then and there.
When he finally released her mouth and pulled back, her dark eyes were hazy with passion. The bemused expression on her face struck him with an unfamiliar sense of tenderness. This wasn’t the kind of woman you could love and leave. She deserved better.
“Quit apologizing for things that aren’t your fault.” He lowered his mouth to her bare shoulder before brushing his lips across the sensitive skin at her collarbone.
Her tiny sigh was almost his undoing. He’d never been so turned on. Alex could feel other eyes on them from across the bar. He wanted them to look. He wanted them to see that this incredible woman was his to pleasure.
Using his foot, he turned the barstool until he could nudge his way between her legs. He slid his arms around her tiny frame and pressed a line of kisses over the tops of her breasts. She arched her back, leaning back until he was supporting her weight on his forearms.
She tasted exquisite. He slipped his tongue into the cleft between her breasts. She gave a little moan, and Alex imagined the wet warmth that would be soaking her pussy. A spurt of precum dampened his jeans.
Holding Emory in one arm, he laid the palm of his hand against her belly. A strip of bare skin taunted him with the promise of more. With just his fingers, he slipped beneath the waistband of her pants. The tantalizing feel of her soft skin drew him lower. His hand brushed the dark curls covering her mound. He threaded his fingertips gently through the hair, going lower, until her breath caught, and she moved her legs apart to give him better access.
“Is this what you want?” Alex nipped her earlobe.
“Yes.”
“Then let me give it to you.”
Her harsh breathing made the creamy tops of her breasts bob up and down. The turmoil in her expression sent an unfamiliar lurch through Alex’s midsection. What demons rode her so mercilessly that she was afraid to accept what he was offering?
“You could have anyone,” she whispered. “Why put up with me?”
Step one—convince the girl he was interested. Alex had no experience in this department. He didn’t have poetry or elegance. Charm and wit? Certainly, but that had failed to convince her. If anything, his love ’em and leave ’em persona had already hampered her ability to put any faith in his capacity to stick around long enough to help her work through her issues.
He bracketed her tiny waist in his hands and lifted her onto the bar. Gazing up into her dark eyes, he gestured to the fastenings on her cargos. “May I?”
She dipped her chin once. A nod. Leaning back and bracing her weight on her hands, she watched him unbutton and unzip her pants. Seeing firsthand that she wasn’t wearing panties made his cock throb with the need to be inside her.
“The problem with being able to have anyone…” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to the sensitive skin below her navel. “Is that when I find someone I truly want?” Another kiss, this one low enough that his chin brushed the short hair on her mound. “She won’t believe me when I tell her how badly I want to be with her.”
“But…”
Alex used the tip of his tongue to delve inside her slit and brush against the sensitive tip of her clit. Any argument she might have had disappeared in a moan that lifted the hair on the back of Alex’s neck.
She tasted like heaven. He had to have more. Scooting her cargo pants down around her butt, he helped her arch up off the bar and wiggle them down. The baggy legs slid down right over her combat boots, leaving her lower half naked.
Alex didn’t waste time. He urged her to spread her legs, propping her boots on the bar stools and giving him access to her wet slit. Her plump lips parted and gave him a full view of her pink pussy. His dick was clawing at his jeans, begging to be free. But he wanted this moment with Emory. He wanted to show her that the ability to climax had no control over pleasure.
She gasped when he gave her pussy one long lick from bottom to top. Sweet cream coated his lips. Nuzzling her gently, he suckled her inner labia. Every tug made her tremble. Spreading the hood of her clit with his tongue, he flicked the tip in a quick rhythm that had her muscles jerking in response.
He slid his hands down the soft surface of her inner thighs. She flung her head back, arching her spine and thrusting against him as he sucked her clit into his mouth and gave it a gentle nibble. She was so sweet, so hot, and so responsive. Alex wanted to drown in the taste and scent of her.
Probing her entrance with his tongue, Alex darted in and out of her opening until he could feel her muscles beginning to climb toward orgasm. Backing off, he licked her with the flat of her tongue until he felt her relax again. He didn’t want her feeling the strain of being unable to come. He wanted her to enjoy the attention.
Her channel clenched as though begging for the penetration of his cock. Using two fingers, Alex slid them deep inside her pussy and curled them into the thick pad of muscle. She cried out when he began to move them inside her body.
“Look at me, Emory.”
She opened her eyes and stared down at him.
“Your body is all I want.” Alex held her gaze and gave her clit another swipe with his tongue. “So I’m going to make you a promise. I’m going to do whatever I can do to help you work through your past. And until you’re through with me, I’m yours and only yours.”
She shuddered around him, her muscles instantly reaching the liquid level of simultaneous relaxation and tension that signaled orgasm. Alex groaned when her scent changed. Heavier, more erotic than the most intoxicating aphrodisiac, it washed him in a need so potent he was in danger of coming right there in his jeans.
 
 
 
If Emory had been capable of climaxing, she would have come multiple times already. Alex had given her more pleasure in that tiny slice of time than she’d ever experienced with anyone else.
How could she accept a promise like his? To stay with her until she was “fixed?” It was ludicrous. And yet—she wanted it. She wanted that powerful feeling of acceptance he seemed to provide so effortlessly. There he stood with his hands stroking her sex and his own needs denied. She wanted to give him just a little of what he’d offered her.
“Let me suck you, Alex.” She had to force the words out. Setting aside her shy nature took monumental effort, but she wanted to do this for him. And if she were honest, she wanted this for herself, too. “I want you in my mouth.”
The expression on his face told her all she needed to know. Emory pushed herself off the bar, realizing suddenly that they had an audience. It didn’t matter. Or maybe it did. Because the heightened arousal that had begun seeping into her body suggested she was getting off on the exhibition.
“Emory, you don’t have to.” His voice died away when she opened his jeans and his shaft spilled out into her hands.
After their afternoon together, his thick length was familiar in a way that gave her confidence. She knew him enough to bring this incredible man pleasure. And that was what mattered.
She sank to her knees there in the bar and took the head of his cock in her mouth. Cool air brushed over the slick folds of her pussy, intensifying the experience. She moaned against his shaft and his hips thrust reflexively.
His dick was as hard as iron, his skin silky soft against her tongue. He tasted clean and spicy. She curled her tongue around his girth. Finding the sensitive flange, she swirled patterns against it until he was gripping the barstool to ease the tension. Changing tactics, she swallowed him whole until he bumped the back of her soft palate.
Alex groaned and gathered her hair into his hand as if trying to hold on. She remembered how he’d fucked his other lover’s mouth. She wanted that. To show him that she could be just as wanton and uninhibited as anyone else. Pulling back, she began bobbing rhythmically, mimicking the tempo of sex.
Precum spilled across her tongue. The tangy taste made her mouth water with the desire to swallow his seed. She whimpered and sucked hard. Alex shouted something she couldn’t understand. It didn’t matter. She released suction and then increased with a violent desire she couldn’t restrain.
His shaft quivered in her mouth, and he arched his back. Semen erupted from the tip of his cock and bathed her mouth in his essence. Ecstasy swept Emory’s psyche, and she sucked and swallowed every bit of his ejaculate until he caressed the top of her head and drew her attention.
“Lover, you’re going to be the death of me yet.” Alex tugged her to her feet. “After you, nothing will ever be enough.”
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
Emory toyed absently with a rose. Alex’s words ran in an endless loop through her mind. She didn’t want to be that person who became obsessed with someone else. Surely this was just a brief infatuation. The intention had been to pursue a casual relationship in the hope of getting beyond the baggage she’d been toting around for so long. She didn’t want a long-term attachment. Did she?
She clipped the stem and gently tucked the rose into a tall vase filled with a pastel rainbow of gel water beads. Sundays at her shop were catch-up days. And thanks to her night on the town and complete preoccupation with Alex, she had had a lot of catching up to do.
A rap on her front window shattered Emory’s introspective moment. Her prep table was tucked into the far back corner of her shop in hopes of keeping customers from thinking she was a total slob. The surface was perpetually littered with bits of wire and ribbon. So while it was out of the way, it also denied her a view of the front door.
Another series of knocks made the glass shiver. She had a sinking suspicion she knew who’d come calling.
Emory slid off her stool and ducked behind a shelf of green plants she kept on hand for quick sales. Peering through the leaves, she was able to glimpse the recessed entryway between her two front display windows.
She drew back when she saw MacIntyre’s face pressed up against the glass. Some days it sucked to be right. She didn’t want to talk to Captain Downtown. She didn’t even know what to say.
Taking another peek, she realized he’d brought the petition with him. Emory sank to the floor behind the plant shelf. She’d been so preoccupied with how Alex could solve her personal problems; she hadn’t even thought to ask him if he knew about Captain Downtown’s desire to shut down the bar. Even that day Alex had seen MacIntyre in her shop she had been too wrapped up in her own problems to explain the man’s mission against Phoenix Rising.
The knocking stopped.
Slowly getting to her feet, Emory checked to make certain MacIntyre had given up.
The front door was clear. She wiped her hands on a rag and reached for her keys. The floral arrangement would have to wait. She had some investigating to do. Alex had done so much for her already. It was high time she tried to do something for him in return.
 
* * *
 
 
Alex and Connor both looked up from the liquor order they were putting together when Gabriel leaned against the doorframe. The former captain of the Royal Marines had been with Alex during the six years he’d been stationed in Britain. When Gabriel had come to the states after resigning his commission, Alex had immediately suggested Connor give him a job until Gabriel decided on something else. That had been over a year ago.
“Captain Downtown is up at the door, wanting in.” Gabriel’s accent made MacIntyre’s mocking title seem almost official.
Connor stood and stretched. “I suppose I should go see what the asshole wants to complain about now.”
“Actually, he’s asking for Alex.” The expression on Gabriel’s face expressed a certain enjoyment about the confusion his announcement caused. Smug bastard.
Half a dozen possibilities ran through Alex’s mind, but deep down he knew exactly why Donovan MacIntyre was asking for him.
Connor cocked his head. “Well?”
“I don’t know the details, but I suspect MacIntyre has had his sights set on Emory for a while now.”
“She dated a bloke like him and wound up with you?” Gabriel crossed his arms over his broad chest, and Alex had the inane thought that it was no wonder Gabriel and Connor had formed an instant camaraderie. They were nearly identical in personality.
“She didn’t date him.” Alex realized he didn’t really know what she’d done with MacIntyre. The idea didn’t go over very well. Of course it didn’t help that he kept feeling so possessive of her either. What was wrong with him? He would help her through whatever it was she was going through, and then that was it.
Gabriel sent Connor a sarcastic smile. “It’s like talking to a wall, innit?”
“You got that right.” Connor started to laugh. “It’s sort of funny actually.”
Alex couldn’t fault their description. At this point he felt like a blank wall. “I’ll leave you two ladies to your gossip and see what brought Captain Downtown away from his kingdom.”
“Like hell.” Gabriel pushed away from the wall. “You’re not talking to that wanker all by yourself.”
“If he’s a wanker, why are you worried I can’t handle him without backup.” Alex shoved his way out the office door. “And please, God, don’t give me your wingman speech again. You were in the marines, not the air force.”
Alex left Connor’s office and the storage area for the bar. They were technically closed on Sundays, so the bar was empty. True to his suspicious nature, Gabriel had left Donovan MacIntyre locked in the entry cage. It deserved a laugh though Alex didn’t figure the disgruntled-looking city Alderman would have found it funny.
MacIntyre had struck a classic impatient pose. The man probably practiced in front of a mirror. He had the posture down perfectly. Spine ramrod straight, arms crossed, and chin lifted until he was all but staring at the ceiling while looking down his nose. The toe of one loafer tapped the black-and-white tile floor. Alex wondered how long it’d been since the guy had gotten laid. He looked like he could use a chance to blow off steam. Not that Alex would be suggesting MacIntyre stop by Morgan’s store to pick up a pocket pussy to supplement his obviously lacking sex life.
“I can’t believe anyone comes to this place if their first experience with your hospitality is that cockney bastard,” MacIntyre sneered.
Alex didn’t offer to open the cage. MacIntyre had ignored the usual pleasantries; so would Alex. “See, the thing is…your reputation precedes you, Donovan. Gabriel would rather chew nails than let you in here.”
“That’s bullshit.”
“Or preferential treatment,” Alex shot back. “Depends on your perspective.”
MacIntyre was vibrating with righteous indignation. Had his hair not been so gelled, it would have been quivering right along with him.
“Now.” Alex leaned forward and hooked his fingers on the chain-link barrier between them. “What brings you into the bar on a day when most decent places are closed so their employees can spend time with family?”
MacIntyre ignored the deliberate dig. “I’ve come to take Emory Banks home.”
“Why?” Years of controlling his facial expressions kept Alex from showing MacIntyre how unsettling the ridiculous demand was. Emory was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, but was she just hiding from MacIntyre? Or was she in some kind of trouble?
“This cesspool is a magnet for the lowlifes and gutter trash that come downtown. Emory doesn’t belong in a place like this with a man like you. She’s an innocent. She can’t possibly understand how much the filth and degradation that goes on here will affect her future prospects.”
Alex gripped the barrier until the metal dug into his hands. Instinct told him Emory had lost her innocence long ago to an asshole like MacIntyre who had been drunk on his own self-righteousness and male power. Alex didn’t know what claim Captain Downtown had on Emory, but it needed to come to an end.
“Filth and degradation?” Connor’s deep voice rumbled like cannon fire as he made his way through the room. “When was the last time you asked one of your servers if she felt degraded by the treatment she gets from your customers?”
“Sounds like the pot calling the kettle black,” Gabriel added from the back of the room. He’d perched on a barstool, with his elbows braced against the bar.
“Emory!” MacIntyre shouted as though he truly believed they’d chained her in the back room somewhere.
“She isn’t here,” Alex told him quietly. “Though I wouldn’t be disappointed if she were.”
“I must have gotten through to her.”
Alex was tempted to open the cage and wipe the look of satisfaction from the man’s face. His obsession with Emory bordered on psychotic.
“Stay away from her, Dalesio.” MacIntyre’s snarl rivaled that of a rabid dog’s. “She belongs with a man who can treat her like the good woman she is.”
“In what world do you have any idea how a woman wants to be treated?” Alex was through being reasonable. “How much time have you spent with her? A few dates? And you honestly believe that gives you some kind of understanding of what she wants or needs? Men like you are the reason women learn to hate us all. Get a clue. And until then, fuck off.”
Alex turned and walked away. He stopped in the office long enough to grab his keys and head for the back door. He wasn’t going to be satisfied until he could see with his own eyes that Emory was fine.
 
* * *
 
 
“Have you ever actually been inside Phoenix Rising, Dacey?” Emory picked up a stack of new releases and handed them to the bookshop owner.
Dacey placed the paperbacks on the shelf and evened out the spines. With her ponytail, glasses, and sedate skirt and top, she looked like a stereotypical librarian. “Actually, no. I rarely go to bars at all.”
“What about Cheeky’s Wingshack?” Emory forced back the giggle that always seemed to accompany her use of MacIntyre’s bars’ silly name. She’d never gotten up enough nerve to actually ask the man who Cheeky was. Did he call himself that?
“No, of course not.” Dacey made a face. “I can’t stand watching those poor girls get groped just for being in uniform.”
Emory glanced at the next stack of books and picked them up. “You realize his stupid indecency ordinance change could extend to cover romance novels, right?”
“No, it couldn’t. I have a right to sell whatever kind of books I want to.”
Sometimes Emory got a glimpse of why her brother’s job could be so frustrating. People so rarely paid attention to the big picture. “MacIntyre’s intention is to change the public indecency ordinances. Best-case scenario, he closes down the bar and everybody forgets it. Worst-case scenario? He sets a precedent for some vague definition of what public indecency is. Vague, meaning he can pick and choose. I’ve heard him threaten Morgan Talley already.”
“Some of her window displays are rather inappropriate, Emory.” Dacey blushed as she put the romance novels on the shelf.
“Didn’t she do something about it when you asked her to?”
“Well, yes.”
“So can you really complain about it?”
“I suppose not.”
Emory grabbed one of the books Dacey had just shelved. The cover featured a couple embracing. One of his hands strategically covered her breast, and the title managed to cover the rest. But the picture essentially featured two naked people. “I’m the last one to tell you not to sell this book. In fact, I think I might buy it. It looks hot. But don’t you think this might catch Captain Downtown’s attention?”
“What purpose would closing my shop serve?” Dacey was starting to look kind of frazzled. She tucked a stray strand of brown hair behind her ear and pushed her glasses back up her nose.
“Well, MacIntyre is closing the Phoenix because it’s a bar and it competes with his place for business, whether he’ll admit it or not. What happens when he decides he wants this location for his new beer garden? Your shop does sort of share this corner with the Wingshack, and you’ve got a really cute courtyard you use as an outdoor reading room.”
“Do you know how pissed he’s going to be if I renege on that petition?” Dacey looked terrified.
“Either piss him off now, or give him a weapon to shut you down later. Trust me. We’re all in the same boat here.”
Dacey gnawed her lower lip. “I’ll have to think about it.”
“I understand.” Emory patted her on the arm. “Call me if you need anything. Or swing by my shop.”
Emory was feeling pretty good when she left the bookstore. She pushed open the door and hopped off the curb. The sun was just starting to dip into late afternoon, but the temperature was pleasant and the humidity wasn’t suffocating. She wondered what Alex did on Sunday afternoons.
Visiting Clement Latham at his art gallery was going to have to wait until the morning. She could see the closed sign on his corner door from across the intersection. The streets were quiet. Only a few couples strolled toward the park situated between Clement’s gallery and the city building at the end of the street.
Music drifted out of Cheeky’s Wingshack across from the park. Sunday afternoons were one of his busier times. There were plenty of men who would rather spend a few hours watching the game and eating wings than hanging out at home. Emory made a face and turned deliberately in the opposite direction. It was a short walk back to her shop around the corner.
As she turned, she caught a glimpse of Captain Downtown himself stalking angrily away from Phoenix Rising. His normally impeccable hair looked mussed, and he seemed thoroughly pissed off. He was walking back toward the Wingshack and muttering to himself like a crazy person.
Panicking, Emory ducked behind a car parallel parked along the curb. She stretched her neck at an awkward angle to watch MacIntyre’s progress back toward his home turf. She was just starting to feel sorry for the poor employees that were going to be likely vessels for his wrath when someone grabbed her from behind.
“Sh—!” Her yelp was muffled by a large hand.
“Didn’t mean to startle you, love.”
Alex’s familiar scent washed over her senses like a balm. She had no idea what he was doing sneaking up on her when she was hiding behind a car, but the whole situation was ludicrous to begin with.
He released her mouth, and she turned to stare at him. “What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same thing.” He gave her squatted position behind the car a pointed look.
“I’m hiding from Captain Downtown.”
His grin was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. Her heart fluttered and her stomach flip-flopped. “I wondered about that. He came into the bar looking for you.”
Donovan MacIntyre had gone to Phoenix Rising to find her? Embarrassment warmed her cheeks.
“You must be a really hot date for him to try so hard for a follow up.”
Emory thought of the awkward evening they’d spent together at a trendy downtown restaurant several streets over. “Hardly. I think I was tongue-tied the whole time. Unfortunately, that’s the kind of woman he likes.”
“I think you could do a sexy version of tongue-tied.” His gaze lingered on her mouth, turning her brain to mush and making her pussy cream with anticipation. “In fact, I can think of several amazing things you do with your tongue.”
She didn’t know what to say to the playful banter, so she ignored it. “Is he gone?”
“No idea. I’m not paying any attention to that asshole.” Alex stood and swept her up into his arms. It was so sudden she gave a little squeak. “I’m too busy taking you back to your place so I can have my way with you.”
 


Chapter Eleven
 
 
Alex loved being with Emory in the peaceful quiet of her bedroom. There was something soothing about the pastel walls and feminine décor. It was as if Emory had infused the space with her own essence. He intended to spend the rest of the afternoon, evening, night, and maybe even the morning pleasing her.
“So…what now?” She fidgeted with the duvet. “Do you usually hang out naked in people’s bedrooms?”
“Not me. Do you?” Alex rolled onto his back and stacked his hands beneath his head. She was adorable when she was disgruntled. “I wouldn’t have figured you for the type. But you never really know about people…”
She swatted him with one of her throw pillows. “Ugh! You know what I mean.”
“People get too caught up in the niceties, Emory.” He thought about the social dance he watched play out almost every night in the bar. “Most of the time they make it so confusing that both parties opt out just to avoid rejection.”
“Rejection hurts. What’s wrong with avoiding it?” She lay on her belly and propped her head on her hands. She didn’t say it, but Alex knew she felt less exposed that way.
“If you spend all your time avoiding rejection, you’re also avoiding the possibility of acceptance.”
“Acceptance doesn’t guarantee you won’t get hurt.” She fiddled with the fringe on a pillow.
Her words had been delivered casually, but the meaning behind them was anything but. He didn’t have to be Freud to know she was referring to some major baggage from her past. “Nothing can guarantee you won’t get hurt.”
“Then why take a chance?”
“It’s risk versus reward, love. As in, I would risk anything for the reward of being with you.” He would have given anything to know what she was thinking behind those luminous dark eyes.
 
 
 
Emory wondered if he could hear the thud of her heart inside her chest. In what world had she ever imagined having a conversation about risk and reward with a naked sex god?
The black haze that had dominated her psyche for so long lingered behind a curtain of fire. It pressed and prodded, but the brilliance of Alex’s presence kept it at bay. Being with him was a soothing balm. He was stronger than the past and experienced in a way that gave her confidence.
“What are you thinking, love?” His fingers brushed her cheek.
It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him the truth about her past. There were so many things to say about her, about Donovan MacIntyre, and about the Phoenix. None of it could overshadow the desire she felt to bask in the warmth and reassurance he gave her every time he touched her body.
“Emory, what do you want?”
“I think I’m tongue-tied again.”
Fire leaped in his blue gaze, and she knew he understood. His palm skated down her shoulder and beneath her body until he touched the sensitive skin on the underside of her breast.
She squirmed and whimpered, waiting for that exquisite moment when his fingers would brush her nipple. Her pussy grew warm and wet, anticipation danced along her spine until she was completely focused on Alex’s touch.
Emory groaned when he finally took a firm hold of her breast and slid his thumb across her areola. She stopped thinking about the darkness, about the past, about anything other than the man stroking her body.
“Come closer.” His whisper made her shiver with desire.
She crawled to his side, but he tugged her closer still, pulling until she was straddling his body. The hard length of his cock was trapped beneath her. The bulge pressed maddeningly against her crotch. His shaft rubbed a delicious trail of friction across her clit. She wiggled, wanting more, but he forced her to bend at the waist and dip forward instead. The position left her ass up in the air and too much distance between his dick and her pussy.
Her protest died on her lips when his mouth latched onto her nipple. He nipped and licked like an animal. A hard pull had her gasping for breath and squeezing her eyes shut while sparks danced beneath her eyelids. His tongue was wet and soft, his teeth hard and demanding.
He let go with a pop. Her breast hung heavy and needy, the nipple pouting for more. Alex took the other in his mouth instead, giving it the same treatment. His teeth scraped over the delicate surface until she was panting with frustration. Juice from her swollen sex coated the insides of her thighs.
He let go of her breast and grabbed her hips. “Sit up and grind your pussy against me. Show me how wet you are. I want to feel it.”
Feeling wanton and sexy, Emory did as he asked. She arched her back and moved her pelvis. His engorged shaft slipped through her hot slit. Soft and silky, they moved together until she thought she might die. Her channel clenched reflexively, wanting the penetration he could provide.
“I don’t have a condom with me, love.” His expression was tight with restraint. “I get tested regularly and I’m clean, but the choice is yours.”
The thought of being with Alex without a barrier between them was exciting. “I’m clean too, and I’m on the pill.”
“Lift up, love. I’m going to slide right into you.” The muscles in Alex’s arms bunched as he helped her rise. “It’s all you. You control how fast or slow we go.”
Power swept her like a storm. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. The round head of his cock probed her entrance. She shifted her hips, letting it push inside. She hovered, enjoying the sensation, until she realized Alex was panting beneath her.
She watched him then, his expression changing in subtle nuances as she began to sink slowly down on his shaft. The planes of his face grew harsh. He clenched his jaw. Her muscles welcomed him inside. That feeling of liquid heat coaxed her channel to spread and accommodate his wide girth.
When she’d lowered herself fully, she could no longer keep her eyes open to watch. He brushed the sweet spot deep inside her body, and she convulsed in sheer gratification. It felt so good, like a shot of pure pleasure.
“Fuck, Emory. You’re so tight.” His fingers dug into her ass cheeks.
She rocked against him, grinding deeply. The base of his shaft brushed her clit and made her shiver. She discovered that there was a perfect angle for this. A perfect position where she could feel his shaft stroke her inside while it delivered delicious friction to the hood of her clitoris. It was exquisite.
Splaying her hands on his chest, she braced for more. She’d forgotten everything but the man beneath her, inside her, surrounding her with his scent and feel. She clenched her ass, fucking harder, until her body was quivering, until she was poised on the edge of something.
She could feel it, brush against it, and sense it coming harder and faster as she increased her tempo. It was so beautiful. She wanted it, needed it. She was wetter, slippery, and hot with cream that dampened the place where their bodies were joined. Pumping harder, she raced toward the place she could finally see. She was reaching, she was so close, but it eluded her still.
“Relax, love.” Alex’s murmur reached through her haze. “There’s no rush.”
Emory became abruptly aware of her physical self at that moment. It came back in a rush. Exhaustion made her muscles tingle and spark. Her feet were asleep. Air rasped in and out of her lungs in short pants. Sweat dampened both their bodies.
How long had she been riding Alex?
Did it matter?
She rolled to one side and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling in wonder. “I felt it.”
“Felt what, love?” He turned on his side and brushed a kiss across her lips. He looked concerned.
“An orgasm, I think.” She was still reeling from the too brief taste of ecstasy. “I’ve never done that before.”
“What was it like?”
“Beautiful, terrifying, like a cliff with the most stunning view that I want to dive off of.” She frowned, trying to remember. With the euphoria dying away she began to worry that she’d never find that place again. “I don’t know what I’m looking for. I don’t know what it looks like or what to expect.”
“You’ve been there once.” He kissed her. “You’ll find it again. I promised to help you and I will.”
Her earlier mission to the bookshop launched into her brain like a missile. “MacIntyre is circulating a petition to all the downtown business owners to try and shut down Phoenix Rising.”
 
 
 
Alex tried and failed to find his equilibrium. They had just shared a sexual experience he would rank in his all-time top five—really his top three, the other two being his other two times with Emory—and she was thinking about MacIntyre?
“I’m sorry, Alex. I didn’t mean to creep you out.”
She reached up to touch his face and he caught her hand. “What made you think of that?”
“You said you would help me.” The tender look on her face made his stomach do an unfamiliar acrobatic. “You’ve told me that before. I just wanted to do something in return. So I’ve been talking to some of the people who signed the petition and trying to figure out what’s really behind it.”
Alex felt like he’d been dropped in the middle of a play with no script. “How long has this been going on?”
“He came to me that first day you and I met, not long before I came to the Phoenix Rising.”
She was a baffling combination of savvy and naïve. Every ounce of street smarts Alex had told him she’d probably come to him under false pretenses from the beginning. Yet his instincts argued that it was impossible to fake the kinds of insecurities Emory was lugging around.
“Don’t look at me like that.” Her tone drew his gaze back to her face. “Please don’t look like you think I’ve been lying.”
“Have you?”
“I told you I had a short and rather ridiculous history with MacIntyre.”
That was true.
“I didn’t come to the bar to do some kind of reconnaissance for Captain Downtown.”
And there it was. The thing he’d been trying to figure out from the very start. She’d given him all sorts of half-truths and pat answers. “Then why did you come?”
“My father was a Fundamentalist Pentecostal preacher in a backwoods hill town down South.” He could see what it cost for her to continue, but she didn’t stop. “When he wasn’t raging against my brother for being less than a man, he railed at me for not denying my sinful nature.”
Alex suddenly wanted her to stop. He was afraid he knew where this was going. But he had to listen, just as she had to continue.
“Every night we had to kneel in front of his chair and pray for forgiveness.” Her eyes grew distant. “Chris had to ask God to forgive him for his love of books and ask to be cleansed of his womanliness. I had to beg God to make me pure. I promised to bind my breasts and swore not to touch myself. Then my father would…”
He couldn’t take it. Alex wrapped his arms around Emory’s slender frame and held her to his chest, heart to heart.
“He checked me every night.” She whispered against his chest. “He would clean what he always referred to as my ‘forbidden parts.’ So that I would never be tempted to touch them for any reason.”
Anger and hatred roiled inside Alex’s heart. Even shrouded in a cloak of religious piety, abuse was abuse. If he could have found her father at that moment, Alex would have killed him with his bare hands.
“When Chris and I were seniors in high school, he came out to my parents. I sided with him, and we were both thrown out as abominations.” She snuggled even closer. “It’s sad. We got away, but there are still so many that believe my father’s bullshit and lies. God isn’t at fault. The Pentecostal religion isn’t at fault. My father is just a sick bastard.”
“There are always people who use God and religion to justify their crazy beliefs.” Alex managed to keep his voice low and soothing.
“That’s why I always fail at relationships. I can’t seem to put it all behind me.” She squirmed in his arms until she could look up into his face. “I went to Phoenix Rising because I wanted a place to find myself. I thought if there were no empty promises or expectations, I could put the past in the past and learn to let go.”
“Why me?” He was staggered by the weight of her faith.
“You chase the darkness away, Alex.” She kissed his throat. “You bring the fire.”
Emotion crested in a wave so fierce that Alex was left gasping. It wasn’t enough to be beside her. He needed to be in her, to sink into her heat and feel the welcoming sensation of her body beneath his.
He rolled her to her back and took her mouth in a searing kiss. Desperation made him long to be rough, but necessity made him gentle, and he sank into her taste and feel as though he needed her to live.
She spread her legs until he was nestled against her pelvic bone. His shaft thickened, anticipating their joining. Alex didn’t want to wait. He needed to feel her then and there.
Bracing his weight on his hands, he slid the head of his erection into her slit. The head nudged her entrance. Emory’s eyes widened even as she spread her legs to give him better access to her body.
“I’m going to take you right now. I need to be inside you, Emory.” His voice was ragged to his own ears.
“I’m yours, Alex.”
Her words fanned the flames until he was burning with desire. Alex thrust into her body in one stroke. Her slick folds parted, caressing his length as he sank balls deep in her pussy.
Always before he had gone slow, eased into her, measured his thrusts. This wasn’t the time for slow. It was raw and real and passionate. He pounded her pussy in short, rhythmic thrusts that filled the room with the sound of their bodies slapping together. The scent of sex permeated everything, and her juices left a slick trail on their skin.
Heat pooled at the base of Alex’s spine. His climax snaked through his limbs like an inevitable storm. Her fingers tangled in the hair at the nape of his neck. She stared up into his face, her mouth open with the sounds of her pleasure.
He came like a freight train. Blood rushed in his veins and pounded in his ears. His dick throbbed as though it would pour his very life into her. His testicles clenched tightly against his body and then released as his orgasm played out in a flow of warm ejaculate.
A sense of weakness stole over him as he started to come down from his erotic high. Their sweat-slicked bodies began to cool in the room’s evening air. Not wanting to crush her, Alex rolled to his side. His cock slid from her pussy and she shivered.
“Being with you challenges my self-control, love.” He brushed noses with her.
“It might seem stupid, but I like that it does. It makes me feel powerful.”
“You are powerful.” Alex wondered if she could possibly imagine how true that was.
She yawned. “We still need to figure out what to do about MacIntyre.”
“That one is going to take some thought. We’ll talk it over with Connor in the morning.”
The silence was comfortable. Alex watched the light recede, stretching into shadows on her walls until the streetlights cast their orange glow into the room. She’d dropped off to sleep almost immediately.
He’d never spent the night with a woman before. An hour, an afternoon, an evening—all slices of time that kept his liaisons casual. Emory was different. And spending the night with her wasn’t a choice. It was the inevitable conclusion.
 


Chapter Twelve
 
 
Emory hummed softly as she arranged greenery around the daisies and yellow lilies before her. She clipped a length of ribbon and tied it around the wide neck of the vase before deftly twisting the long ends into an elaborate bow.
The sight of the yellow ribbon reminded Emory of her mother. It had been Liza Banks who had taught her daughter about green growing things, cut flowers, and bows. In the quiet before her father came home from doing what he’d always referred to as “God’s Work,” there had been brief periods of quiet beauty. The words of her mother’s song slipped through Emory’s mind.
 
 
O Mother, dear Mother, we once't were yours
All alone and lone
You neither gave us course nor fine
You killed and buried us under a stone
An' prayed to th’ Lord, it would never be known
All down by th’ greenwood side
For seven long years, you shall hear a bell
All alone and lone
And at the end of seven years, you shall land in hell
All down by th’ greenwood side
 
 
“I’m not usually the one who wakes up alone.” Alex’s voice drifted down the hallway seconds before he emerged from the shadows.
Emory looked up and offered him a smile. A day’s growth of gold stubble on his cheeks made Alex even more mouthwateringly sexy. “I needed to finish up a few arrangements before I open this morning since I was otherwise occupied Sunday evening.”
He took the extra stool and eyed the yellow-and-white arrangement. “I’ve ordered my fair share of these things over the years, but I’ve never actually watched one being made.”
“Do you even go into a store and pick one out, or do you just make a phone call?” Odd, but the reference to his past relationships didn’t bother her at all. Something deep inside told her that what she and Alex had together existed outside the boundaries of his normal relationships. It didn’t mean she wasn’t apprehensive about their future and what it would bring, but being jealous of the women in his past seemed silly. She was glad he was experienced, because she was most decidedly not.
“Phone calls mostly.” He looked thoughtful. “I never cared what the flowers looked like.”
“I’m okay with that.”
His grin warmed her from the inside out. “What were you humming?”
She had already been so honest. Did it really matter anymore? “It’s called ‘Down by the Greenwood Side.’ It’s a folk song my mother used to sing. I told you we were from the hills.”
“What’s it about?” His somber expression told her he was ready for whatever she needed to divulge. Her heart swelled at the thought of this man absorbing—no—accepting every damaged part of her past without a single word of rebuke.
“It tells the story of a mother who has two babies.” She picked up the vase and walked the short distance to the glass-front fridge she used for special orders. “In the song she kills her babies, buries them, and then meets their ghosts later.” She couldn’t meet his eyes, choosing to look at the towel she used to wipe her hands. “At the end of the song, she’s cursed to hell for what she did.”
“Why did your mother sing that to you?” The only hint of his tension was in the corded forearms he rested on her prep table.
“I spent a long time trying to figure that out.” She sat down at the table, laying the towel aside but still unable to meet his gaze. “Now, though, I think she felt guilty for how badly our father treated us.”
“She should have stopped it.” Alex took her hand. She watched her own smaller one disappear in his much larger one.
“Unless you’ve lived a life like that, you can’t possibly understand how difficult it was for her.” Tears prickled her eyes as Emory thought of her mother. “She’s still there with him. Chris and I left her there.”
He stood and came to her, wrapping her in his strong embrace. “Don’t, love. The only choices you can make are yours.”
“Do you have family?” Emory inhaled deeply, drawing his scent into her lungs until she was dizzy with the barrage of complex desires he evoked.
“Just Connor and Gabriel.” He threaded his fingers through her loose hair. “My parents were already in their late forties when I was born. I was an only child, and they died not long after I joined the military. My father lived long enough to see me become an officer. It was his dream I suppose.”
“But not yours?”
“Let’s just say I don’t follow senseless orders very well.”
She tried to picture him marching in uniform and couldn’t. It just didn’t mesh with his personality. He was quirky and outgoing, but he was very much an individual. “How did you wind up a bartender?”
“I started bartending part-time when I was stationed at Molesworth in the United Kingdom. That’s where Gabriel and I met. I broke up a bar fight between him and a US airman. Gabriel was in the Royal Marines; I was Army. We were both captains, neither of us was fond of the life, but we liked to drink and pick up women.”
She couldn’t help it. She rolled her eyes. “Male bonding at its finest.”
“Connor was back here in the states. When I resigned my commission after six years, I came home, and he was just opening the bar.”
Emory remembered something MacIntyre had mentioned. “Was this after he got out of prison?”
He gave a tight nod. “Yes. He’d only been out a year.”
“And Gabriel? Isn’t he still a British citizen?” He obviously didn’t want to talk about Connor’s past. She could respect that.
“I suppose he is. We’ve never discussed it. He called me from New York a year ago and said he was here and needed a job. Connor hired him, and he’s been living in the apartment above the bar ever since.”
He took her hands in his and brushed his lips across her knuckles. The silver Celtic design on his twin black carbide rings glinted. Very gently, she traced the design on the left one with the pad of her index finger.
“Gabriel gave those to me.” A smile lit his features, as if he were remembering something amusing. “He has a matching set.”
“What do they mean?” She wondered what sort of bond the rings symbolized between the two ex-military men.
“Actually, they’re meant to be a reminder.”
She was touched by the idea, especially since Gabriel had sought out Alex when he’d come to the States. “What?”
“It’s childish.” Oddly enough, Alex looked chagrined. “You know, remember to give the finger whenever anyone wants to tie you down.”
Tie him down. As in, whenever he considered getting involved with someone who had an involved issue going on in her life. Her stomach twisted painfully.
“It’s silly.”
“But you’ve never taken them off,” she pointed out.
It was time to change the subject. They were both feeling a little uncomfortable.
“Where do you live?” She realized she’d never heard him talk about home. So much of herself was wrapped up in her shop and her apartment. What was his home like?
“I still own my parents’ old place.” He dropped a kiss on top of her head. “It’s a few blocks over. Pretty unimpressive if you ask me. My mother could walk inside tomorrow and not notice any changes. I was gone when they passed, and I’m not one to redecorate.”
There was something in his tone that struck her as hollow. The man was utterly shiftless. He didn’t even have a real home to tie him down. Why not? “Do you have any plants?”
He moved her hair aside and kissed her neck. “What kind of question is that? I’m not home enough to have plants. There might be some growing in the garden out back. I don’t know.”
“You have a garden?” She was intrigued.
“I’m kissing your neck and you want to talk about my yard?”
He was right, really, she had no right to pry into his life. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to get to know you.”
For the first time since they’d met, he seemed irritated. He pulled back and stepped away. Holding his arms out to his sides, he gave her a frown. “This is me, Emory. This is what you get. It’s all I have.”
She thought of what her brother had said, about balance in relationships. All this time she’d been thinking about what Alex could do for her. Now she was starting to think there was something she could do for him as well.
Standing, she swallowed back her shyness and moved boldly toward him. “It isn’t all you have, Alex.” She laid her hand flat against his chest. “You have something special in here that you’ve never even tapped into before. I know you do.”
On anyone else, she would have called the expression fear. On Alex it was a magnificent taste of the sensitivity that called to her from deep inside his soul. She knew it. She could feel it. The beauty of the man who hid inside the player he’d been masquerading as for so long.
“Come by the bar later today when you get a chance.” He buttoned and zipped his jeans, heading for the shop door without even bothering to find his shoes. “We still need to discuss what you know about MacIntyre’s petition.”
Emory let him go. She’d pushed him and discovered something in return. Alex was the one person she needed to free her from the past. But he needed her too, whether he knew it or not.
 
* * *
 
 
“Do you have any bloody idea what time it is?” Gabriel gave a huge yawn and slumped onto a barstool. He glanced over Alex’s bare chest and feet. “You realize you’re missing some clothes, mate? You get thrown out of some dame’s bedroom by her husband?”
Emory’s words were nagging at Alex’s brain. “Do you have any plants?”
“Actually, I do.” Gabriel rubbed a hand down his face. “Jessa left one when she and Connor moved out. I think it’s some kind of palm plant.”
“Seriously? You have a plant?” Alex didn’t know why he was getting worked up over something so stupid. “Did you hang paintings and buy throw pillows, too? Are you the British Martha Stewart or something?”
Gabriel looked suddenly cautious. “I have some pictures and things that I brought with me. I think that’s pretty normal. I kept personal items in my barracks room, too. Didn’t you?”
“No!” Alex leaped up and began pacing. “What the hell kind of personal items would I have?”
“Alex, mate, calm down.” Gabriel waved at the barstool. “Sit down. You’re giving me a bloody headache. What the hell happened? You’re acting like a loon.”
Alex looked up at his friend, realizing how superficial their discussions always were. “Why are you here?”
“I live here.”
“I don’t mean the bar, Gabriel. I mean here as in the States. Why did you leave Britain? Didn’t you want to go to Huntington? I thought you were all set to marry some woman you’d met there.”
Gabriel froze, and Alex realized he had just torn into a topic his friend had no desire to discuss.
“I’m sorry,” Alex said quietly. “I had no right to badger you just because my head is spinning.”
“She left me at the altar.” Gabriel’s voice was gravelly. “I couldn’t stand being there, watching her be with someone else. It was pretty simple. She looked at us both and she picked him. So I came here because I wanted to be as far away as possible, and I thought putting an entire ocean between us might be enough.”
Alex flopped onto the barstool. “Women are fucked up. You know that?”
“Nah.” Gabriel shook his dark head. “I see the way Jessa looks at Connor, and I know there have to be a few good apples in the bunch.”
Alex thought of a pixie’s sweet smile. She’d overcome more in her life than he could ever imagine. “Like Emory.”
“Things worth having don’t come easy,” Gabriel mused.
Alex grimaced. His friend didn’t know how right he was.
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Emory loaded the casket piece and several other arrangements into the funeral parlor’s van. Being in the flower business meant you dealt with birth, death, and guilt on a pretty regular basis. It didn’t make it less creepy to think the bloodred roses she’d so carefully arranged would soon adorn a coffin.
“Thanks, Ms. Banks. We’ll see you next time.” The driver gave her a polite nod and climbed into his van to leave.
She sighed. She felt like a funeral today. Going back to sleep had been impossible after Alex left. Dawn had already bathed the sky in pale pink and indigo. So she’d sat at her prep table for what seemed like hours until she’d forced herself to go back upstairs and get ready for her day.
His shirt was still lying on her bedroom floor. Emory couldn’t bring herself to pick it up. She was afraid she’d wind up pressing it to her face and inhaling his scent for the rest of the day.
Time was crawling. Emory went back inside her shop and sat at the counter, chin propped on her hand. The Chrises wouldn’t be back from their romantic getaway until at least lunchtime. And she couldn’t call Fox to brood about her current situation anyway. She didn’t want to worry her brother.
The front bell rang, and Emory forced her brain out of its funk. It wouldn’t do for customers to see her like this. Pasting a warm smile on her face, she jumped down off her stool and headed toward the front of the shop.
“Welcome! How can I help you?” Her friendly greeting petered away to nothing when she came face-to-face with Donovan MacIntyre.
His intense gaze was focused on her. Emory had a sudden desire to put on a coat. Her standard-issue cargos and camisole didn’t provide enough of a barrier between her skin and his eyes.
“You know, Emory”—his gaze raked her from head to toe—“I would love to take you someplace nice just to see how stunning you would look in a dress.”
“I don’t wear dresses.”
“Don’t be silly. Every beautiful woman loves a dress.” He took a step closer, invading her personal space. “I’m sure you’re just being modest.”
She had never been comfortable with him. Though at one time she hadn’t been more or less uncomfortable with him than she was with any man. Since the day he had bullied her in her own shop, things had changed. Emory’s heart pounded, and she was on the verge of panic. Alex wasn’t going to pop in and rescue her this time. She was on her own.
“I was so glad to discover I was wrong about your whereabouts yesterday afternoon, Emory.” MacIntyre sidestepped. Wanting to keep him in full view, so did she. “Then I get a phone call this morning from Dacey Tolliver.” He leaned in close enough for her to see the gel coagulating on each strand of his hair. “Do you know why Dacey called me, Emory?”
Why did he keep saying her name? She hated the way it sounded on his lips. It reminded her of her father’s smooth voice. The way he would say her name right before he violated her. Waving off her protests even as she tried to reason with him.
“I would like to think that this romantic entanglement with Alex Dalesio is just a phase, like sowing your wild oats, or having a silly schoolgirl crush on the local bad boy. But I must admit that I’m beginning to think you’ve been soiled by him.”
Paralyzing fear slid down her spine and darkness swirled larger than life inside her mind. Soiled, defiled, sinful—hadn’t she prayed each and every day of her childhood for God to forgive her those things?
Heavenly Lord above, forgive my impure thoughts and actions. Make me pure again. Make me pure as the snow. Make me good enough for thy plans…
MacIntyre’s hands closed on her bare shoulders, his fingers caressing her skin. Her stomach heaved as though she might vomit. A maelstrom built inside her head. A swirling, frothing haze of blackness threatened to suck her back into the void.
“You have such potential, Emory,” he whispered in her ear. “Don’t throw yourself away on the useless pursuit of womanizing trash. You’re better than he is. A man who has put his dick in every woman from coast to coast has no place inside you. You belong to me. Your body will welcome me, bear my fruit, and bring me pleasure. This is what you were meant for.”
She gritted her teeth and remembered what it felt like to be accepted for who she was. Alex’s touch, the way he made her feel, and the way their bodies fit together. That was real. That was right. That was all she wanted, all she needed, all that mattered.
Fire bloomed in the darkness. The haze of insecurity and fear burned away until nothing but her anger remained. Sucking in a deep breath, she yanked away from MacIntyre’s hands.
“You’re wrong,” she spat. “You’re wrong about me, you’re wrong about him, and you’re wrong about the Phoenix.”
“Don’t be—”
“You shut up! You’re a lying snake. I know what you’re about. I’ve known men like you. The ones who make others feel small to boost their own egos. I’ve seen the way you treat your waitresses. You’re nothing but a bully. Dacey called you because she knows the truth. And I’m going to make sure everyone else knows it too.”
“Is that a threat?”
She grabbed a pair of shears off her prep table and brandished them in front of her. “It’s a promise. Now get out and don’t come back!”
 
* * *
 
 
Alex wasn’t used to this indecisive waffling going on in his mind. He made decisions and stuck to them, no matter the consequences. Now he couldn’t even decide whether or not it’d be a good idea to go around the corner and apologize to Emory or not. The way he’d been going lately, he’d probably just say something to screw it up even more.
There were a million things he wanted to say, but the idea of her refusing to listen terrified him. What if he’d burned the only chance he had? She’d reached out to him, and he’d flung it right back in her face. Was there really anything wrong with her getting to know him? Of course not. He was just used to a series of casual relationships that never got past sex to conversation.
He stopped scrubbing the bar with a towel. It was kind of nice knowing something about a lover that didn’t involve the color of their pubic hair or their bra size.
“Your front door is locked.”
Emory’s sudden presence left him silent with shock. The empty room dwarfed her petite frame. Her wild hair had been piled on top of her head, but most had escaped to curl over her narrow shoulders.
“I got in through the back.” She’d wrapped a hoodie around her body, her arms clutched tightly around her midsection. “I came to talk about that stupid petition, but I think I’m in trouble now too, Alex.”
His brain was slow but still functioning. He took in her pale skin and glassy dark eyes. Something had traumatized her since he’d left her shop hours before. There was only one likely answer to that. His anger at MacIntyre went from a slow smolder to a rolling boil. “What happened, Emory?”
“He came to the shop.” She closed her eyes, rocking back and forth on her feet. “He was so mad about you and me, about us. He started saying crazy stuff.”
Alex loved hearing her say the word “us,” but now wasn’t the time for that. “What happened, Emory? Did he touch you?”
“Not like that. He just grabbed me.” She put her hands on her face, muffling her next sentence. “It was what he said about the future, about me belonging to him. He sounded like my father.”
Alex dropped the towel and opened his arms to her. She walked to him with no hesitation, huddling in his embrace. Her body was trembling, and Alex held her as tightly as he dared. “You don’t have to be with him. You make your own choices.”
“I sort of stabbed him.”
“Wait, what?” Alex wasn’t certain he’d heard her correctly. “Did you say you stabbed him?”
“Poked him, really. He wouldn’t leave. And he kept talking and talking like my daddy. I didn’t want to listen anymore. I grabbed the shears off the table, and he still wouldn’t go.” She gave a wild giggle. “So I sort of nudged him. Not hard. Just enough to get his attention.”
“You better have a damn good reason for dragging me out of bed at this ungodly hour of the morning.” Connor grouched his way into the bar from the back hall. “Jessa said it was urgent.”
Alex looked at Emory, still trying to digest her stabbing comment. “Did you call him?”
“No, she called me.” Morgan sauntered in with Jessa one step behind. “I called Jessa. Who then dragged her hot, sexy, and cranky husband out of bed, obviously without the use of fornication as an incentive. Because if she’d screwed him, he’d be in a good mood.”
“Damn right.” Connor grunted as he slumped at one of the tables.
“Did we miss all the fun?” A tall, athletic man pushed his sunglasses onto his head as he strode boldly into the room. “Emmy, are you all right? You look pale! Doesn’t she look pale, Chris? If Alex did this, I’m going to bust his balls. You know that right?”
A quiet man, Alex assumed it to be Chris, followed the drama queen into the bar. Alex recognized them as a gay couple who came in occasionally to have a drink. When Emory pulled herself away from his embrace to hug the quieter of the two, Alex decided it had to be her brother.
“All right, Em, we’re all here. What’s going on?” Chris glanced from his sister to Alex and offered a smile.
Gabriel ghosted quietly into a seat at the back of the room beside two men and a woman Alex knew by face but not name. They owned a restaurant, bookstore, and art gallery respectively.
Alex didn’t know how protective or possessive her brother was, but Emory was literally shaking in her boots at the prospect of addressing everyone in the room. Without a thought as to how people might view it, Alex tugged Emory back into his embrace and held her close. With her back pressed to his chest, she seemed to relax just a little.
“We all have a problem.” Emory took a deep breath. “The Donovan MacIntyre welcome train has officially gotten out of hand. How many of you have been asked to sign a petition to close down this bar?” Everyone but the Phoenix crew raised a hand.
“I wondered how long it would take him to make a move against me,” Connor rumbled. “The little bastard tried to buy me out once last year, and then again two months ago.”
Alex was stunned. “You didn’t tell me that.”
“Didn’t figure it mattered.” Connor shrugged. “You’re never one to care about the day-to-day shit.”
It was like a slap in the face. They’d known each other since grade school. Alex had always supported Connor’s decisions. When the big guy had met Jessa and acted like a love-struck lunatic, Alex had been the one to keep him from walking away. Hell, Alex had been the one to hire Jessa in the first place! Connor had been afraid of her, of what she could make him feel.
The shorter man in the back of the room raised his hand like a kid in school. “MacIntyre tried to buy me out too. And my cousin who runs the deli around the corner? MacIntyre offered him the same deal.”
“Where the hell does that little prick get all his money?” Morgan fumed. “How much does a pound of wings cost these days?”
“I thought about that too,” Emory mused. “Then I remembered something weird he said to me the other day.”
She had their full attention. She seemed utterly comfortable there in his arms. Alex marveled at the fact that he’d known her less than a week. He’d thought her nothing but a little girl. He’d been so wrong. She was a strong, capable woman. No matter how badly her past had battered her, she was standing up for what she believed in. She’d delved into everyone’s troubles even when she didn’t have to. She wasn’t afraid to invest herself in things that mattered.
Alex was more than a little in awe of her.
Emory looked at her brother’s lover. “Foxy, would you say that Mayor Strand is gay?”
“As a football bat,” Fox quipped. “He plays the straight guy pretty well. But I’ve met him quite a lot at various city events, and if you talk to him for any period of time, especially after a couple of cocktails, he lets things slip.”
“Yeah, I’m with Foxy,” Morgan chipped in.
“You can’t tell that from a conversation,” the bookstore owner argued. “He’s always seemed very nice when he comes into the store. In fact, he’s a big fan of romance novels.”
Fox shot her a droll stare. “Which ones?”
“Well—oh, I see.” She blushed. “Still, you can’t tell that from just a conversation. That was all I was getting at.”
“Point taken, Dacey.” Chris offered her a smile to dull the sting of Fox’s sarcasm.
“I think MacIntyre has been blackmailing the mayor.” Emory steered the conversation back on track. “And if he’s gotten away with it once, we can’t rule out the possibility he’s doing it to the other aldermen.”
“I’d bet good money you’re right, Em.” Chris’s face was set in an introspective expression Alex recognized from Emory’s repertoire. “In fact, I would lay good odds that he’s got something on the other alderman from this ward. Some of the zoning changes lately have been wildly inconsistent with public opinion, and MacIntyre isn’t the one who sits on the board.”
“What committees does MacIntyre head up?” Emory asked her brother.
“Parks and Recreation and Budget Oversight.”
“So he’s just going to shut us all down?” The gallery owner looked around the room. “How can it help him to have no businesses downtown?”
“He doesn’t want the businesses closed, Clement. He wants to be in control of them. He’s a control freak, plain and simple.” Emory’s hands closed tightly around Alex’s forearms, and he knew she was thinking about MacIntyre’s passes at her.
“Hey, Connor! I’m coming in the back.” A familiar voice echoed in the hallway.
Alex met Connor’s gaze. They both knew it was Officer Parelli. Neither knew what had brought him to Phoenix Rising. The bar wasn’t even officially open.
Alex leaned close to Emory’s ear. “Love, did you call the police and ask them to come to this little meeting?”
“No, why?”
“I’m wondering if MacIntyre didn’t take offense to your—um—poking him with the shears.” A lump of lead landed in Alex’s gut.
She froze in his arms.
“Well, now.” Parelli stiffened when he realized the bar was full of people. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. But I’ve got a bullshit warrant to serve.”
“For who?” Emory’s brother uncrossed his arms and put himself between his sister and Parelli.
“Miss Banks, do you have something you need to tell me?” Parelli’s tone told Alex that the cop didn’t believe she’d really done what she’d probably been accused of.
“Actually, Parelli…”
Chris’s hand shot out in the universal gesture for stop. “Don’t say another word, Emory.”
 
 
 
Emory should have been terrified. She was going to go to jail because Donovan MacIntyre was a piece-of-shit liar who preyed on weak women and attacked the ones he couldn’t bully into silence.
But she wasn’t afraid. She was done being afraid. Alex had given her courage. His acceptance had given her a piece of that fire he carried around inside him. She’d beaten back the darkness on her own. She’d held it off and faced down MacIntyre all by herself. If she could do that, she could handle this little bump in the road too.
“Come on, Parelli. What are the charges?” Alex obviously knew the older policeman better than she did.
Parelli sighed. “Donovan MacIntyre is alleging that she attacked him with a knife in her store.”
Fox snickered. “Brava, Emory.”
“Don’t be an ass.” Chris thumped him in the chest with a set of keys. “Go get the car and wait for me on the curb.”
A chair scraped as Connor stood up. “Do you really need to take her?”
“I do, Connor. Sorry.” The cop glanced at the group assembled. “What’s going on here? If you don’t mind telling me.”
Emory had a flash of insight. Chris was going to kill her, but it was worth a shot. “We met to discuss the possibility that Donovan MacIntyre is blackmailing public officials and using the information, and the financial benefits, to push around the downtown business owners.” She was breathless by the time she’d spit it all out.
“Emmy Lou, can’t you ever keep your damn mouth shut?” Chris rolled his eyes.
Parelli looked intrigued. Very intrigued. “Do you have any proof?”
“I think the mayor is gay.”
“Emory!” Chris snapped. “As your legal counsel I’d advise you to be quiet.”
“No, I think I see what she’s getting at.” Alex’s soothing baritone filled the room. “That was MacIntyre’s insinuation, right? And now we’re hazarding a guess, an educated one, but still. Does anyone here really care if Mayor Strand is gay?”
Shaking heads and shrugs rippled around the assembled group.
Morgan looked at the others. “He’s a confirmed bachelor in his early forties. It isn’t like he has a wife and kids he’s lying to. It’s kind of sad that he thinks we wouldn’t vote for him just because he’s gay.”
Alex gave Emory a little squeeze and continued as if he could read her mind. “So maybe if everyone knew and was willing to openly support the idea, he wouldn’t be afraid to come out and admit that MacIntyre has been blackmailing him.”
Parelli almost looked convinced. “And if you’re wrong?”
“Well then, we just started one hell of a rumor,” Alex admitted.
Emory had a burst of inspiration. “Is your jail down at city hall?”
“Why?” Parelli looked taken aback by her sudden eagerness for lockup.
“I just wondered if I might stop in and have a chat with the mayor before Chris bails me out.”
“The more you open your mouth, the tougher my job gets, Em. Will you please shut it?”
She gave her brother a cheeky grin. Sick as it was, she was almost enjoying herself. “Don’t make me beat your ass.”
“Great, just make yourself look like a violent crazy person, why don’t you?” Chris grumbled.
“You know, Miss Banks, I think I might be able to arrange a meeting for you.” Parelli looked thoughtful. “Off the record, of course.”
Excitement thrummed through her veins, but when she went to step away from Alex, he held tight. Turning toward him, she reached up and cupped his face. The golden stubble on his cheeks tickled her palms. “You’ve got to let me go with them, Alex.”
“I know.” He lowered his head right there in front of God and everybody and kissed her breathless.
She locked her arms in the small of his back. His solid presence was the only thing keeping her on her feet. His tongue probed her mouth, rubbing against hers and making her body melt. Her head swam as the taste and scent of him enveloped her in a warm cocoon of desire. Had there been more time, she would have been begging him to take her then and there.
He broke off the kiss, both of them breathing hard. “I shouldn’t have left this morning. I was being an ass and I’m sorry.”
“I shouldn’t have pushed you.” Her heart sang at his words. “I have no right to grill you about your personal life.”
“Yes, you do, Emory.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “You are my personal life.”
“Kids, can we talk about this later?” Parelli pulled out his phone and looked at the display. “I really have to get back to the station.”
Emory ran the tip of her tongue across her paper-dry lips. She hoped Chris wouldn’t take his time bailing her out, because she was in a hurry to get back here and show Alex how much he meant to her, too. “I’m ready. Let’s get this done.”
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
 
It was cold in what Parelli had called the “holding tank.” From summer outside to winter temperatures inside, the room’s sterile white tile floor and gray cinderblock walls even looked frosty.
Emory sat still as a statue in the plastic chair in front of a metal table. She wondered if they were supposed to be “one size fits all.” Over the years she’d learned that phrase didn’t apply to people who were only five foot four inches tall. That was what made Alex so perfect for her.
A guy like Connor or their doorman Gabriel would squash someone Emory’s size like a bug. Alex was just less than six feet tall and lean. Every inch of him was beautiful muscle covered in golden skin that begged to be tasted.
I should really stop. If they have some kind of thermal camera in here I’m probably all red and orange by now.
The door swung open. Emory instantly recognized the mayor when he walked in. She’d always liked him. He was built tall and thin like a runner, which he was. There were crinkles at the corners of his blue eyes, and his hair was a distinguished steel gray color. He lived in a renovated home just a few blocks away from Emory’s shop. He was a politician who actually lived with the people he represented even though he’d come from a wealthy family.
The local grapevine always whispered about the millions he had tucked away in the bank. Emory didn’t know if any of that was true or not. She just knew a nice guy when she met one.
Strand pulled out a chair and settled himself comfortably at the table. “Officer Parelli suggested I sit and have a chat with you, Miss Banks.”
“You can call me Emory, sir.” A few nervous butterflies fluttered in her stomach. She didn’t want to insult such a nice guy. What if she was totally wrong? “We’ve met before. You come into my shop to order flowers whenever someone in your office has a birthday.”
“That’s right. I thought you looked awfully familiar.” He frowned. “You hardly seem the type to wind up in the city jail. What happened?”
Emory figured it was now or never. “Donovan MacIntyre.”
“I see.”
“I suppose I might be somewhat at fault.” She wanted to be utterly honest. “I did go out with him twice. But after that I’ve tried to make it clear that I have no interest in pursuing any kind of personal relationship. He just seems incapable of getting the message.”
“Yes, he does tend to be rather—determined—when he wants to be.”
Strand’s expression told Emory she was on the right track. “Pardon me, sir, but determination is a positive thing. MacIntyre has been rude, forward, and lately he’s been rather violent and frightening.”
“Have you consulted the police on this matter, Emory?” Strand fidgeted, sat back in his chair, and stared at the tabletop. “A restraining order perhaps?”
Instinct told her now was the moment to push. “It isn’t that simple with some people, sir. Take my daddy, for instance. He was mean to my brother while we were growing up, just because he was a little bit different. When my brother came out and admitted he was gay, and I stood by him, my daddy threw us both out on the street.”
“That’s a horrible thing for a father to do.” Strand was riveted by her story. “What did you do?”
She thought about the early years, of Chris in school and her working all hours at the bar. “We turned out okay. Mostly because we both felt better for being honest about who we were. It was more than that though. We realized that there are plenty of good people who accepted us. Chris met Fox.” She gazed right at him. “You’ve met my brother-in-law. He’s the author.”
“That’s right. Chris Fox. And your brother is a local attorney.”
“That’s them, and being gay has never affected my brother’s practice. He’s open and honest about it.”
Strand brushed his fingertips across the metal surface of the table. “What about you? How have you done since leaving your father’s house?”
“I just met the most wonderful guy. He’s a bartender at the Phoenix Rising.” She forced herself to stick with the conversational tone. “Lately though, MacIntyre has been riding us. He’s convinced I belong to him, and he’s dead set on shutting down the Phoenix. He’s trying to change the public indecency ordinances. He’s had a petition out and everything. Next thing you know he’ll shut down Dacey’s bookstore, Clement’s gallery, and Morgan’s boutique, and then he’ll own all of downtown. And that would be a disaster.”
Strand fidgeted again. He wouldn’t meet her eyes.
Screw subtle. She was tired of beating around the bush. “I mean no disrespect, sir, but are you gay?”
“What makes you ask that?”
As if the shifty eyes weren’t enough of a giveaway. “My twin brother is gay and has been as far back as I can remember. I might not have known the terminology back then. But both of us knew he was wired a little differently than the other boys in our youth group. It’s always seemed like a second version of normal to me. And there have also been some things said by MacIntyre.”
“MacIntyre?” Strand looked near panicked. “Has he been spreading rumors?”
Emory forced herself not to roll her eyes. It would have been disrespectful. “Sir. Blackmail is a crime. If that bastard has been blackmailing you, he’s through. I don’t know why you’d hide your sexual orientation, but it isn’t necessary. Honestly, I think I’d like you better if you were gay, and I like you already.”
“Do you know how many politicians have lost their elected positions when they come out?” He slumped in the chair, looking deflated. “I don’t want to lose my job! I love being the mayor. I’ve been able to do so many wonderful things for people in this city. I love what I do. I love people. I’ve campaigned for more parks, and safer playground equipment, safer sidewalks, and city pride projects.”
Emory laughed at his enthusiasm. “You don’t have to convince me. I just don’t understand why you think any of that would change just because you admit you’re gay. People elect you because of all that other stuff. Not because they think you’re straight.”
Several moments of silence spooled by. Emory began to wonder if she’d crossed a line. Then the older man heaved a great sigh, and the tension seemed to drain right out of him.
Strand gave her a wink. “That Alex Dalesio is quite a looker.”
“Have you ever been inside Phoenix Rising?” Emory was astounded at the possibility.
“I have.” He seemed to come to a decision. “And we can’t allow MacIntyre to shut it down. There might be some crazy nights in there, but a place where everyone leaves judgment at the door is hard to come by. It should be preserved.”
Okay. The bar had apparently been saved. What about Emory? “So do I still have to go to jail?”
“I’m pretty certain your brother has already arranged your bail. But I think it’s safe to say we can get those ridiculous charges dropped.” Strand stood up. “What did you attack him with, anyway?”
Emory leaped to her feet, excited at the prospect of leaving her delinquent days behind. “A little pair of pruning shears from my prep table. I use them to clip the ends off the flower stems before I put them in a vase.”
“How ridiculous! Even I’m not that much of a pansy.” Strand opened the door and motioned her out into the hallway. “Next thing you know he’ll be proposing a city ordinance about the danger of citizens owning spoons.”
 
* * *
 
 
Alex paced from one end of the bar to the other. City hall was practically right down the street. How long could it possibly take to bail someone out when the charges were such obvious bullshit?
“Would you sit? I’m knackered just watching you.” Gabriel rearranged his boots on the table. “That cop knew the charges were dodgy. Her brother will get it sorted.”
“Gabriel?” Connor came into the bar from the direction of the office with Jessa trailing in his wake. “Go ahead and open the doors. If nothing else, it’ll give us something to do while we wait.”
“You’re the boss.” Gabriel grunted as he got to his feet and headed off to man the cage and check IDs.
“Can you handle the bar, Alex?” Jessa touched his arm.
Bartending was the last thing on his mind. Ignoring Jessa, he looked at Connor. Taller, broader, and downright scary looking on some days, Connor Archuleta was the brother Alex had never had. They’d worked together for years. They’d watched each other’s backs when the bar got rough. Hell, they’d even shared women before Connor had settled down with the one he couldn’t live without.
“I know you’re thinking it.” Connor crossed his arms, his default defensive position. “Just say it.”
“How the fuck could Captain Downtown make an offer for the bar and me not even know about it?” The words tumbled out as though he’d been waiting to say them. Which he had been.
“How many times have you told me that I’m the boss? How many times have you told me it was all up to me because it’s my bar? How often do you refuse to make a decision or take a stand or take responsibility because it’s my bar?”
Connor’s words hurt because they were true. Alex retreated behind the counter, but his friend wasn’t done.
“You want to be the shiftless player, remember?” Connor’s tone grew harsh. “No commitments, no promises, no responsibility, nothing but the moment.”
Alex splayed his hands on the counter. Was Connor really right? On the surface it would have seemed so. Alex did defer to Connor. He pushed off decisions, money issues, pretty much anything that resembled responsibility. Before Jessa, before Connor had that person who had truly invested in him, he had confided in Alex. But in reality, that was because Alex had been the only one around.
“Either grow up and be a man or continue to be left out. Your choice.” Connor’s already deep voice slid an octave lower, signaling the emotion his friend would never outwardly show.
Had he ever really stepped up and allowed himself to be responsible for anything? He’d drifted through school without direction, joined the military to make his father happy, resigned his commission because he didn’t like being tied down to someone else’s rules, and then wound up a womanizing bartender. What did he even have to offer someone like Emory?
The truth was staggering. For the first time he allowed himself to admit that he was tired of moving from lover to lover, always looking for the next thing. Not even the next best thing, just the next whatever. He’d enjoyed them. Some more than others, but he had enjoyed them. After it was all over though, he went home to a dark room in a house full of ghosts.
He stood up and walked away from the bar.
The thunder of Connor’s voice shook Alex to his bones. “Where the hell are you going?”
“I think I need to go home.”
Connor took a step toward him, regret etched on his features. “Alex, wait.”
“It’s okay, Connor. I’m not running.” Alex didn’t have words for what he needed to say. “I just need to go home. When Emory gets here, tell her where I am.”
Connor seemed to realize that Alex wasn’t walking out for good. He relaxed just a fraction and nodded. “I’ll tell her.”
“And Connor?” He met his friend’s stoic black gaze. “Thanks.”
A rare smile crossed Connor’s face. “Anytime.” 
 


Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Emory approached the A-frame brick house as if there might possibly be a witch inside ready to try and shove unsuspecting children into the oven. The house resembled most of the others in the downtown area. It was long and narrow, sandwiched between its neighbors with no side yard to speak of, had a postage-stamp-sized front yard, and looked nothing like any of the others on the block. The street was old and quaint but also tidy. No garbage cans littering the sidewalks, junk cars parked on the street, or unkempt lawns in sight.
She double-checked the address. It was definitely the right house. She took the front steps one at a time, eyeing the ancient rocking chairs on the porch. She could not picture Alex kicking back in one of those. A big overstuffed chair, maybe, but not a rocker.
The front door was open behind an ancient screen door. “Alex?”
“In here.”
In where? She stepped inside the dimly lit entryway.
She couldn’t possibly be in the right house. Yet the number on the mailbox was right, and Alex’s voice had urged her inside. The place looked as if it belonged to a couple in their eighties. The furniture was covered in floral fabric that hadn’t been trendy since the seventies. The wallpaper had been pulled from the same design scheme. Heavy damask curtains let in only a sliver of natural light.
Stepping around an umbrella stand, she moved farther into the room. Knickknacks cluttered every available flat surface. Dogs, cats, cows, roosters—some shaped like salt and pepper shakers, and some cavorting in playfully frozen poses. They were dusty.
She sneezed.
“Emory?”
He was lounging against a doorframe between the front room and what must’ve been the kitchen. Long, lean, and sexy as hell, Alex had a body built for sin. He did not look as if he belonged to this place.
“What is this place?” She picked her way closer.
He restlessly rubbed his curly blond hair. “It was my parents’ place. They left it to me. I’ve just never…”
The sentence was left to hang there between them. She didn’t need him to expand. He’d never really claimed the space. That much was obvious. “If this place is anything to go by, I’m way too young for your taste.”
There was a moment where she wasn’t certain he got her humor at all, and then he snorted and let loose a laugh that made her belly clench and her pussy wet. It didn’t matter what this man did, it turned her on. He’d done so much for her. He’d accepted her. She looked around at the house that was so obviously not Alex and wondered how she could return the favor.
“I’ve never brought anyone here before.” Alex’s voice was pensive.
Considering what the place looked like, she didn’t have any trouble believing him. And yet the idea that he’d never once shared a part of himself with any of his lovers was staggering. She took a deep breath, needing but not wanting to know the truth. “Do you only have sex in the bar?”
“Anywhere but here. In the bar, cars, homes, a few hotels, a couple of rather public places I shouldn’t have—you name it and I’ve probably had sex in or around it.” His wry tone told her more than he probably realized.
She could have been mad about such a blunt disclosure. She didn’t like the thought of him spending endless nights bringing pleasure to a whole string of nameless, faceless women, but she’d known it was the truth. She’d known before she opened herself to him. Before she’d fallen so hard for this ultimate player. “Why now?”
He pushed away from the wall and took a slow turn about the living room. “You’re different, Emory. I knew it from the beginning. What I couldn’t anticipate was how much you’d change me.”
Pain lanced through her middle. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to complicate your life. I just thought—you’ve done so much for me.”
“I’ve done so much?” He whipped around and pegged her with a long look that made her feel as if he’d ripped every stitch of clothing off her body. “I couldn’t even manage to help you climax. Some master lover I turned out to be.”
“Didn’t you once tell me it isn’t about orgasms?” She scraped together every ounce of boldness she could muster and sauntered toward him as if she were sex on a stick. “Do I bring you pleasure?”
“Of course you do.”
She ran her fingernails lightly down the front of his T-shirt. When she reached his waistband, she paused. “You bring me more pleasure than I ever imagined possible.”
“Do I.”
Not a statement. Not a question. Yet his tone made everything below her belly clench hard with desire. She went from mildly aroused to desperate in one scorching moment.
Emory launched herself at Alex with a hunger she was tired of denying. He caught her, holding her against his chest as she kissed him with an open mouth and more daring than she’d ever thought possible.
Their teeth clicked as she drank him in. She wound her fingers into the hair at his nape. Her fear and inhibitions were forgotten. The darkness didn’t matter anymore. This man was all that mattered. She kissed him until her lungs burned for want of air. His taste permeated every cell until she was all but trying to crawl inside his skin.
His arms wound around her body and pulled her closer still. His chest was firm beneath her breasts. Her nipples grew hard with the contact. Heat licked its way along her nerve endings until her core was achy with need.
She made a sound of anguish when he broke their kiss. “I want you in my bed, Emory.”
“Anywhere you want, Alex. I need you inside me.”
He scooped her off the floor. She felt so safe in his arms, as if nothing could touch her. Tenderness filled her for this man who’d let her so far into his private world.
 
 
 
Alex set Emory in the middle of his bed. The king-sized mattress had been the only thing he’d changed after returning from overseas. The monstrosity dwarfed his tiny bedroom. There was no headboard or footboard, and still there was only a narrow space to walk on both sides and barely enough room for a dresser on the opposite wall.
She glanced around, her steady brown gaze taking in every detail. He wished he didn’t feel so self-conscious, but having someone inside his space was a new experience. He had no point of reference for it.
“Nobody could ever accuse you of being vain,” she quipped.
He hadn’t thought twice about removing his dresser mirror to hang a flat-screen television on the wall. “I might just have to put the mirror back up.”
Her brow furrowed. “Why?”
“It would be hot to watch myself make love to you.”
He could see her mulling the idea over in her head, but Alex didn’t wait for her answer. He was done waiting. He grabbed her foot and picked apart the laces of her combat boot. Pulling it off, he tossed it over his shoulder. He had the second one off before the first one hit the floor.
Gripping the delicate arches of her feet in his hands, he pressed a kiss to her right ankle. “Are you ticklish?”
“Maybe a little.”
He tugged her closer, until she was resting on her elbows with her legs stretched out against his torso. He slid one hand down the curve of her calf. His fingers brushed the sensitive skin behind her knee, and she squirmed against his hold. “That felt like more than a little.” He went farther, the wide leg of her cargos allowing him easy access to her thighs and beyond.
Tucking both her heels into the curve of his neck, he let his other hand slide up her leg until he had a hold of both her thighs. Her gaze was locked on his face, her breasts bobbing up and down with each labored breath as she fought to control her reactions.
Her skin was petal soft. He kneaded the resilient muscles of her inner thighs, feeling her body give, knowing he was creating motion at the apex that would translate to her pussy.
She made a tiny noise of approval, and he skated higher, until his fingers brushed the elastic band of her panties. “Underwear? Why would you wear something useless like that?”
“I’m rethinking that decision at the moment.” The tip of her tongue fluttered over her lips, and he became suddenly, painfully aware of the erection pushing against the fly of his jeans.
He cupped her ass where it joined the apex of her thighs. Pushing beneath her panties, he was rewarded with her soft sigh of anticipation. He kept his touch light, dancing over her flesh until he was mad with the need to sink his fingers into her slit.
“Alex, please. You’re teasing me.”
Her words were sweet to his ears. Hooking a thumb in her panties, he pulled them aside. Her breath hitched. She was so wet her slick juices coated the delicate skin next to her pussy. He watched her face as he slid two fingers into her slit. Eyes closed and lips parted, her blissful expression sent a shot of longing through his blood.
He traced the sleek contours of her swollen folds until he could feel her opening flex with the need for penetration. Shifting her panties farther out of the way, he stroked her lightly. Cream spilled from her body, and his fingers began to make wet noises as he made longer, firmer strokes.
Deliberately avoiding her clit, he focused on her tight entrance. He rubbed the tender opening, gently dipping inside and then retreating until her body was rigid with sexual tension.
“What do you want, Emory?” He let one fingertip nudge her clit, feeling her shudder in response.
“I want you inside me. Please. I can feel it coming apart.”
Her garbled words struck a chord of understanding inside him. She’d told him before that she’d been able to see it. He was beginning to think she was poised on the edge of orgasm and unable to step over the edge where control melted into submission and allowed the sweet release of climax.
“Hush, love,” he murmured. “Let yourself enjoy.”
Using two fingers, he pushed inside her body. She was tight and tense. Her channel clamped down and resisted his gentle thrusting motion. Gradually he felt her begin to relax. Focusing on the sensitive pad of muscle just inside her opening, Alex continued his steady pace.
“Unbutton your pants for me, Emory.” Alex watched her fumble with the fastenings before the garment came loose.
She cried out when he slid his fingers out of her warm sheath. Snagging her cargos, he pulled them off with one insistent tug. With his beautiful lover naked from the waist down, Alex knew what he wanted next.
He picked her up until her knees hung over his shoulders and her feet dangled near his spine. Sliding his arms beneath her softly rounded ass, he spread her wide and buried his face in her pussy.
The scent of her was sweet and erotic. He nuzzled her short pubic hair and delved into her slit to find her center. Using the tip of his tongue, he spread the hood and drew the delicate nub between his lips.
“Alex, I don’t—don’t stop, please, God.” His name became a soft mantra on her lips.
Every instinct he possessed told him she was close. Tension knotted her muscles. Her pussy quivered beneath his mouth. With the flat of his tongue he lapped her tightly clenched entrance in a steady rhythm. She began to undulate beneath his touch. The feeling sent a shot of adrenaline down his spine. She grew softer, her body beginning to melt around him.
Elation left him light-headed. After everything, Emory was going to let go. He could feel it coming on.
 
 
 
Emory’s heart thundered in her chest until she thought she might explode with the effort of trying to breathe. Her body felt oddly liquid. Something hot and exquisite lanced through her belly and lodged in her womb. It was a giddy sensation, gooey and melted as if she would puddle right there in Alex’s bed.
She waited a moment longer. Alex’s clever tongue probed her intimately. Panic began to creep across the edges of her consciousness. What if she couldn’t do it?
Desperation seized her with iron fingers. “Fuck me, Alex. Don’t wait. I need your cock to push me over.”
He lowered her back to the bed. His belt jingled once and then the smooth head of his erection pushed into her slick opening. She gasped at the beautiful sensation of being penetrated in one long thrust. Joining with Alex was nothing less than perfection.
“Harder,” she begged. “Fuck me harder.”
He backed out and slammed home again. She moaned as the brutal sensation traveled through her nerves. Her insides clenched around him until she felt as if her entire existence hung in the balance.
He was pounding her, fucking her with such force that his balls slapped her ass with each stroke. She felt him hit the sweet spot deep inside. Stars burst behind her closed eyelids and her body grew rigid.
“You’re clenching your teeth, love.” His fingers brushed her jaw, and she realized he’d stopped moving inside her.
“Don’t stop.” She refused to meet his gaze, convinced she was almost there.
He withdrew, making her gasp. “I’m not stopping. I’m taking a break.” She opened her eyes when he climbed onto the bed beside her. His shoes thumped to the floor and he squirmed out of his jeans. “That’s better.”
“I’m closer and closer every time.”
Alex yawned and pulled her into the curve of his body. “Then it’s going to happen.”
Relief leeched the tension from her body. “This is okay with you?” She craned her neck back to look into his face.
“I told you. I’m here for as long as you want me.” His blue gaze made her feel warm and cherished. “And at this point I’m hoping that’s a long, long time.”
“The foreseeable future,” she whispered.
He pulled a sheet over their sweat-slicked, half-naked bodies. “Then I have time to nap here in my bed with you.”
 
 
 
Alex groped for his phone in the jeans he’d tossed aside hours before. Fortunately they’d landed partially on the edge of the huge bed. Given a choice between answering Connor’s text and waking Emory, he’d have ignored Connor every time.
He blinked at the time in surprise. It was after midnight. Connor wanted to know if he was fine and if Emory was with him. Apparently her brother had been texting her and getting no response. Probably because she was dead to the world in Alex’s bed.
Emory shifted and sighed in her sleep. She’d curled up as close as she could get without climbing on top of him. Alex loved it. He’d happily spend every night of the rest of his life with her hogging the bed.
He gently threaded his fingers through her wild ponytail. Had he known subconsciously that first night that she would change his whole world? Was that why he’d been so eager to send her packing “for her own good”?
Weighing good and bad potential wasn’t something he excelled at. He’d spent his life living in the moment. The only thing Alex knew for certain was that Emory fit. She made him want things he’d never thought he would. He wanted to make love to the same woman over and over again. He wanted to help her keep the demons of her past at bay. He wanted to work through her darkness. He wanted forever. He wanted to be involved.
None of that had ever mattered before. He’d been about the quick and the easy. Now he was racking his brain, trying to think of how he could help her experience the one thing she’d been denied for so long.
Connor’s words from days before drifted into Alex’s mind. “This is the place to teach someone to let loose.” Connor was right. There were no rules inside Phoenix Rising, but watching a thousand couples screw in every position possible wasn’t going to teach Emory how to—how had Connor put it?—free-fall into orgasm.
The idea snapped into place as if it had been hovering at the back of his mind for days. He fought the urge to sit straight up in bed and curse out loud. Scaring the shit out of Emory wasn’t going to make her receptive to Alex’s hunch, which required her to step so far outside her comfort zone she’d leave it behind altogether.
He keyed in a text to Connor that read, I know I’m not allowed to join in when you and Jessa have sex, but I think you might make an exception just this once.
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Emory followed Alex through the bar’s back door while juggling two hanging baskets overflowing with purple bellflowers and white verbena. She felt oddly out of sorts, cranky even. It took several minutes of serious contemplation for her to realize that she was experiencing sexual frustration. The thought actually put a little bounce in her step.
She had always assumed that people got sexually frustrated because they craved orgasms. She’d never been close enough to having one to get it before. Simply surviving the darkness had been exhilarating back then. Now she wanted nothing more than to feel the sensation of release she knew she could experience with Alex. If only she could figure out how to get there.
“What’s with the grin?” Alex touched the corner of her mouth.
There was no way she could tell him what was on her mind without dying of embarrassment. She settled for mysterious instead. “A girl has to keep a few secrets.”
“Don’t I know it?” He gestured to a countertop near the rear door. “You can set them there.”
“It seems a little weird to deliver flowers after midnight.”
“Yeah. Thanks for helping me with that. Jessa asked me to pick up these hanging baskets for her that first day I came to your shop. I forgot.”
That first day, the day she’d thrown herself into his arms and kissed him. Who would have ever thought things would snowball the way they had?
A sound coming from the bar caught her attention. “I thought you said this place was closed.”
“No. I said it should be almost deserted. Everybody but the die-hard regulars go home by now unless it’s a weekend.” He took her hand and tugged her forward. “Let’s go see what’s going on.”
 
 
 
“You’re cheating!” The accusation was loud enough to be clearly heard.
“You can’t cheat at this game. You’re just a sore loser.”
Emory let Alex drag her past the bar and deep into the main room. Jessa, Connor, and Gabriel all sat around a table. There was no one else inside the bar. Judging by the liquor and shot glasses ranged before them, they were playing some sort of drinking game.
“Thank God Alex is here.” Jessa’s voice was highly melodramatic.
Alex snagged a chair and flipped it around, sitting backward and resting his elbows on top of the ladder-back. “Is Connor cheating again?”
Gabriel snorted. “If by cheating you mean he has a much higher tolerance level than she does, then yes.”
“No one asked you.” Jessa huffed. “You’re just as bad as he is.”
“Yeah? But I’m going upstairs to bed, love. I’d rather not hang around and watch the lot of you think you’re the bee’s knees cause you can hold your liquor.”
The Brit stood and stretched, passing Emory and Alex a brief smile. “Enjoy your evening.”
There seemed to be more than just a greeting passing between the two men. Emory knew that Alex and Gabriel had known each other for a long time, but it was the first time she’d ever felt purposely left out of a private exchange between them.
“Come and sit, Emory,” Jessa coaxed. “Maybe if there’s an even gender split the boys will quit cheating.”
Emory shrugged and settled herself in Gabriel’s vacated chair. “Doesn’t seem likely.”
“What are we playing?” Alex asked.
“The alphabet game.” Jessa poured three shots of orange-scented liquor and passed them around to everyone but Connor.
Emory was about to ask why he got a pass on the shot when he poured himself two shots of Tequila. She frowned. “Why two?”
Alex gave her a wry grin. “Because it already takes twice as much to get him drunk.”
“If he gets drunk at all,” Jessa grumbled.
“And she claims you cheat?” The words popped out before Emory could stop them.
Connor laughed, the chuckle so deep that she felt it in her bones. “I think I like this one, Alex. Can we keep her?”
Alex gave her a warm smile that made her melt inside. “Absolutely.”
“We can start over since you two just came in.” Jessa’s brow wrinkled. “I’ll go first. Apple.”
Alex was next. “Apple and banana. Like I’d like to watch Emory eat a banana.”
His childish words made her grin. “So, apple, banana, and codfish.”
“Yep, I was right,” Connor said. “You’re a handful. And so far we have apple, banana, codfish, and I’ll go with Dijon mustard.”
“Ugh! You’re so predictable. You always pick stuff that’s impossible to say without slurring.” Jessa’s words were disgusted though she looked anything but.
Emory hadn’t played a drinking game like this since she’d bartended. They were utterly ridiculous. According to Connor’s rules, you not only had to repeat the expanding list back word for word, but it had to be understandable. Forgetting an item meant you had to take a shot. As their list grew, Emory found herself having to take multiple shots per turn. She kept getting lost in the middle when Connor would throw in words like “escargot” and “huevos rancheros,” just because they were impossible to say.
“This is ridiculous.” Alex lounged in his chair and eyed Jessa. “You can’t miss five things in one turn. How about instead of taking multiple shots, you take one for the first item missed and then give up a piece of clothing for everything after that.”
“Strip alphabet memory?” Jessa seemed to mull it over in her head.
Emory’s heart rate skyrocketed. Were they really going to start stripping there in the bar? She really wasn’t wearing that much clothing. She would be buck naked in no time.
A slow, teasing grin spread across Jessa’s face. “You got yourself a deal.”
She slammed down a shot and stood up. With complete confidence, she drew her tight knit top over her head and flung it at Connor. Beneath the clingy black fabric, she wore a pink-and-black lace-trimmed bra. Her full figure was softly curved and luscious in a way Emory had always envied in other women.
Connor was staring at Jessa as if he was no longer remotely interested in their game. The carnal desire in his expression made Emory feel achy and hot between her legs.
“My turn.” Alex shattered the tension. “And I’m not even going to pretend I know what letter we’re on.” He slammed a shot. Pulling his T-shirt over his head, he flung it back over one shoulder.
Emory didn’t even bother to pay attention to where the shirt landed. She was too busy soaking up the sight of her lover’s etched physique. He was so sculpted, so hot. How had she ever managed to snag the attention of a guy like him?
“Your turn, Em.” Alex’s low murmur made her shiver.
“Uh.” She tried to focus through the haze of alcohol and sensual heat flooding her brain. “Apple, banana, codfish, Dijon mustard, escargot, frankfurter, grapes, huevos rancheros—and…” Her mind was utterly and completely blank. “I can’t remember anything else.”
“Drink up,” Jessa urged.
Emory swallowed the liquor, thankful for the liquid courage and knowing it would never be enough. She and Alex had fooled around inside this bar just days ago, and she’d acted like a nymphomaniac. It hadn’t mattered then that there were people watching, because she’d been so far over the line of lust that she just hadn’t cared. This was different.
Alex’s intense blue gaze caught and held her. “Show us that sexy body, love.”
She was wearing Morgan’s corset top. That left her with zero coverage on top if she opted to remove it. Sucking in a deep breath, she stood up and unbuckled her cargos. With every eye in the room watching, she shimmied them down her legs and stepped free.
It was like a strange dream, the kind where you’re naked in a public place and uncertain how you got there.
Jessa was the one to break the silence. “You have such beautiful hips, Emory.”
Time slowed as the other woman reached out and brushed her fingers across the strip of sensitive skin above the elastic waistband of Emory’s lacy bikini panties. The touch was featherlight, so different from Alex’s, but no less arousing. The tantalizing sensation sent frissons whizzing throughout Emory’s body. Her nipples hardened instantly, her body plumping as it begged for more attention.
Across the table, Connor groaned. “Touch her again, Jessa.”
Bolder this time, Jessa dipped the tip of her index finger beneath the waist of Emory’s panties near the groove of her hipbone. With the other hand, she caressed Emory’s ass.
Confused and turned on, Emory grabbed the chair to keep herself grounded. Feeling lost, she looked up and met Alex’s sexually charged gaze. The sight of him, obviously aroused by her and Jessa’s interlude, gave Emory courage.
“Can I touch you, Emory?” Jessa asked.
The hunger in Alex’s expression pushed any lingering doubts away. Emory nodded. “Yes.”
Before she realized what was happening, Connor had cleared the table of glasses and liquor and Emory was lying on top of it.
“Prop your feet on the chairs,” Jessa instructed. “I’m going to get rid of your panties.”
Emory might have freaked out and fled, but Alex had taken her hands in his. Lowering his head, he gently traced her lower lip with his tongue. A desperate whimper convinced him to deepen the kiss, and any shyness was instantly forgotten.
“Oh, Emory, you’re so wet.” Jessa’s eager tone gave Emory confidence.
The other woman nudged Emory’s legs apart. Through the sensual storm of Alex’s kiss, she was aware of fingers probing her sex. Jessa gently spread her open, tracing the wet folds, and avoiding Emory’s swollen clit.
“Slip one finger inside her pussy and use another to rub her clit.” Connor’s husky voice coached Jessa as she finger-fucked Emory’s needy body.
Nothing had prepared Emory for the erotic stimulation of being the center of attention. Alex’s kiss. Jessa’s fingers. Connor’s focus. All served to heighten Emory’s awareness to the point of pain. Her channel clenched hard around Jessa’s slender finger. The other woman added a second finger and then a third before moving them in and out with a surprising amount of force.
“I want to taste her, Connor.”
The words made Emory burn. Alex broke away from their kiss and she was utterly aware of his eyes watching Jessa’s mouth when she slid her tongue into Emory’s slit.
The male groans ricocheted around the room, and Emory’s pussy convulsed hard. Wet and warm, Jessa’s tongue delved lightly through the wet flesh of Emory’s sex. The sensation was totally foreign but sexy as hell.
“She’s so ready,” Jessa told the men. “I can feel her getting ready to come.”
The word sank through Emory’s lust. Come? As in Jessa thought she was ready to climax? How could Emory not feel such a thing when it was happening? All she felt was a painfully tight band wrapping around her insides. She was walking the edge of that cliff. Looking over but still firmly planted on top.
“Speaking of coming.” There was a noise, and Emory opened her eyes to see Connor standing. “I need to be inside you before I explode.”
There was nothing gentle about the man. He pulled Jessa away from Emory’s quivering body and nudged her down onto the tabletop. The position left the two women lying side by side. Uncomfortable with the level of intimacy, Emory sat up and scooted off the table. She moved toward Alex, seeking something familiar but unable to rip her gaze away from the other couple.
As Emory watched, Connor pushed Jessa’s skirt up to her waist. Her stockings were anchored to a garter belt, but she wore no panties.
“Look at me, Emory,” Connor demanded.
It was impossible not to. He held her with his dark gaze as he opened his pants, released his cock, and sank his shaft deep inside Jessa. The other woman cried out in ecstasy, back arching and eyes closing as she enjoyed the feel of being thoroughly fucked by her man.
Alex’s lips brushed Emory’s ear. He was standing directly behind her. “She’s going to come fast.”
The clenching pull in her belly made Emory lightheaded. “Why?”
“Touching you, licking you, it made her too hot to last very long.” Alex nuzzled her neck. “Put your hand on Jessa’s pussy.”
Shock mingled with a bone deep desire to know. “I can’t.”
Alex gently threaded his fingers through hers and lifted her hand. He drew it forward, across Jessa’s body to the place where Connor’s cock slid in and out of the other woman’s wet pussy. Emory shuddered as her and Alex’s fingers brushed the root of the big man’s thick shaft.
Connor groaned. “She’s getting tighter with every thrust, Emory. Feel it?”
The need to understand release made Emory bold. She sank her fingers into Jessa’s swollen sex. The creamy fluid made it slick and hot. Connor pushed past the tight flesh into Jessa’s channel and then pulled back out. Emory found Jessa’s clit. It pulsed faintly beneath her fingertips. Jessa squirmed at the contact. Backing off, Emory soaked up the sensation of muscles ebbing, flowing, and growing tighter.
Her awkward position, reaching for Connor and Jessa, had left Emory bending over the table. Her pussy was beginning to throb from the constant arousal. When Alex’s hands gently smoothed over her bare cheeks, Emory pushed her ass into his touch.
“I’m going to fuck you, Emory,” Alex said. “Don’t stop touching Jessa.”
Alex nudged her legs apart and sank his shaft deep inside her cunt. Emory cried out at the sudden invasion, and then sighed with relief. It felt so good to be penetrated, to take the edge off the gnawing ache.
Sensuality left her breathless. She couldn’t have imagined a more hedonistic moment. Connor’s black gaze watching as Alex fucked her even as Emory’s fingers rubbed Jessa’s pulsating clit while Connor pounded her pussy. She was drawn in. Tension strung her muscles tight.
She felt Jessa’s pleasure. Allowing it to sweep her away seemed to be the only option. Tighter than tight, like a rubber band about to snap, the two women balanced on the edge. Emory felt as if she and Jessa were perched on that cliff together. Jessa’s clit grew hard, the nubby tip almost electric when the beautiful woman cried out.
It took Emory a moment to realize it was climax taking the other woman over the edge. Jessa convulsed. An epic shockwave drew her tight around Connor’s thick erection.
“Oh, my God.” In a moment of instant understanding, Emory let go.
Alex cursed, his movements becoming erratic.
Her body quivered, trembled, her knees shook, and she felt light-headed. The release, the feelings of utter perfection as orgasm made her squeeze her eyes tightly shut and ride out the pleasure. It drained her, the bliss sapping her of anything but total relief.
Behind her, Alex thrust hard and then ejaculated. To her delight, she could feel the hot spray of cum inside her channel. Finally, they were really and truly joined.
Jessa craned her neck back and gave Emory a warm smile. “And that is what an orgasm feels like.”
“Time to go home.” Connor pulled Jessa upright and threw her shirt over his shoulder. He quirked an eyebrow at Alex. “See you tomorrow?”
There was a world of meaning in whatever passed between them before Alex simply nodded in return.
Emory had yet to let go of the table. She was afraid of falling on her ass. Her knees were still watery.
“My place or yours?” Alex asked.
“Mine is closer.”
“Yours it is.”
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Alex couldn’t help but think that his plan to involve Connor and Jessa in finding Emory’s missing climax could have gone horribly wrong. It hadn’t, but it could have. The more he considered that possibility, the more relieved he was that his plan had not only worked, but that it was over.
“What are you thinking?” She poked him in the chest.
He gazed up at her, sitting astride his body with her calves tucked alongside his hips. They’d only just finished making love for the third time that night, and dawn was nipping at the horizon. “That death by sex wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.”
“Are you hinting that you can’t keep up with me?”
Warmth filled him for this beautiful woman who was never afraid to jump into life, feetfirst. “I was actually thinking that I’m glad you didn’t turn around and deck me for putting you in that situation.”
She threw her leg over his hips and lay down to snuggle against him. He wrapped his arm around her and pressed a kiss to her forehead. He didn’t know how to explain what he was feeling. Before, he hadn’t cared whether or not his lovers were okay with something or not. They either were, in which case he happily participated, or they weren’t, and he found someone else who was.
“I didn’t mind, Alex.”
Her words stunned him.
“I was nervous, but it was hot.” She nudged his side. “And you were there. I’m safe with you.”
Her absolute faith made his heart swell. “I love you, Emory. And I’m going to keep saying it over and over again because I’m never going to get tired of telling you.”
“I love you too.” She yawned.
“We should get some sleep.”
“I’d rather make love to you again.”
His dick should have been dead to the world, but hearing her words lit him on fire again. Alex rolled Emory onto her back and settled between her legs. She squirmed against him, and his quickly swelling erection nudged her wet slit.
“Now, please, Alex. Take me now.”
Her words made him shudder with bone-deep need. Pushing forward, his shaft slipped into her slick channel, and they both groaned.
She was so tight and hot. He wanted to savor it, but she arched her back and let him know exactly what she wanted. Bracing his hands on either side of her, he began to thrust slowly in and out of her pussy.
He watched her face as they fucked. Emotion chased across every feature of her pixie countenance. Her brow furrowed as the heat built. Her breasts rose and fell more quickly. Nipples peaked and pouted, flushed with heat. He kept watch, pushing her with each stroke. Flame licked its way down his spine, pooling in his haunches until he thought he might burst.
With any other woman, more sex equaled more control. Not with Emory. She shredded his composure. Her body demanded his response. She forced him past every barrier until he was throbbing with the need to mark her with his essence.
Her channel bore down on his shaft. The crown of his cock bumped the place deep inside that made her quiver with ecstasy, and he felt her perched on the edge. He could see it now, that moment where she teetered on the edge of bliss. He did what he couldn’t have before that night. He thrust hard and shattered the moment, pushing her into release and soaking up her climax as he pulsated a stream of hot semen into her welcoming body.
“Alex!”
“Come with me, love.”
He murmured it over and over again as they came together.
 
* * *
 
 
Emory didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping when her phone buzzed. She’d have ignored it, but the damn thing wouldn’t stop.
Rolling away from Alex’s warm body, she grabbed it and squinted at the display before answering. “What do you want, Chris?”
“I’m downstairs, Em. Get dressed. Fox and I are coming up.”
Her brain stalled. What could possibly make her brother come charging into her shop without letting her get a word in? Her heart hammered, wondering if Chris had suddenly decided he didn’t like Alex.
The steps creaked as Chris and Fox stomped upstairs. She and Alex were both naked. In a desperate bid for modesty, Emory made a grab for the sheet and yanked it over their bodies just as her twin stepped into the room.
Chris threw his hand over his eyes. “Shit, Em! I told you to get some clothes on!”
“And here I was going to ask if she could pull the sheet just a little farther off Alex.” Fox didn’t even pretend he wasn’t enjoying the sight.
Truthfully, Emory was enjoying the sight too. Alex’s tanned skin stretched taut across his belly. Muscle rippled, tempting her to slide her fingers over his sleek body and find the treasure waiting just below the path of gold hair arrowing down from his navel.
Alex stirred, stretching like a cat. He blinked a few times, focusing on their visitors. “Why do I get the feeling I’m being ogled?”
“Because you are.” Chris elbowed his partner. “Get control of yourself, would you?”
Something in Chris’s tone made Fox sober up. “Baby, you know I don’t want anyone else but you. Not even him.”
Alex snorted. “That’s good, because I’m officially off the menu.”
His words made her heart soar, until she locked eyes with her brother. She knew with a twin’s uncanny instinct that something terribly bad had happened. “What is it?”
Chris pursed his lips. “I got a call an hour ago. Mama passed away last night.”
“How?” Something cold and clammy leached the warmth from Emory’s body.
“A nurse from St. Christopher’s said Mama gave them my name, asked them to let me know if she didn’t make it.” The tight lines bracketing his mouth said more than his words.
“She was sick?”
Chris nodded.
“How long?”
“Some kind of cancer. The nurse didn’t know much. He wouldn’t let her get treatment.”
The horror sank in slowly, that their father would deny their mother medical treatment, most likely based on his twisted religious principles. God never would have been so cruel. Her father was a completely different sort.
 
 
For seven long years, you shall hear a bell
All alone and lone
And at the end of seven years, you shall land in hell
All down by th greenwood side
 
 
She was frozen. Locked in an ugly place and uncertain how to crawl out. The last verse of her mother’s song ran on an infinite loop through her mind. Had her mother heard the bell? Had she known it was coming? Was it freedom? Or would her mama go to hell as Emory suspected the poor woman feared she would?
Her mother was dead. It had been years since she had let herself dwell on the tiny mouse of a woman who had tried in vain to protect the twins from their domineering father. Emory shared their mother’s slight build and dark complexion. Within memory, Emory had never seen her mother’s dark hair in anything but a severe bun or braided into one long plait for the night. What had Liza been like as a young girl? Had she ever dreamed of a different life?
There weren’t any tears. There should have been tears, but Emory felt barren inside. She’d hated every second of her upbringing. When she’d been young, she’d blamed her mother for allowing their father to torment them so. Now her recollections were tempered by an adult’s retrospection and intellect.
She thought of the quiet moments spent with her mother doing household chores or sewing. The hundreds of times that her mother had sent her and Chris on lengthy errands that inevitably allowed them to return home well after their father was busy writing sermons or conferencing with other church members.
Liza had protected her babies the best way she knew how. It was something Emory and Chris would never be able to thank her for. With that one thought, she unlocked the sorrow.
 
 
 
Alex didn’t like the look of Emory’s ashen complexion. She sat, still as a stone, one arm holding the sheet anchored over her breasts, and her eyes staring into space. Moving to a sitting position beside her, he began rubbing her bare arms. She was icy cold.
“You can go.” Chris told him. “We’ll take it from here.”
There was no censure in her brother’s gaze, but Alex didn’t like what the words implied. That not only was Alex not needed, but that nobody would have expected him to stick around through the bad times anyway. The implication was clear. Alex was just the guy Emory was fucking.
Like hell.
“I’m not going anywhere.” Alex didn’t look away from Emory. He wrapped her stiff body in his embrace and began to rock her gently back and forth.
“This is a family matter.” Chris tried again.
“She’s my family.”
The other man was obviously taken aback by Alex’s declaration. “Look, I’m grateful for whatever you’ve done to help my sister…work through…her past. You’ve got a reputation for being that kind of guy.”
Alex’s anger began to boil. “That kind of guy. Meaning I’m good for a fuck and nothing else.”
“I’m not trying to be insulting.” Chris’s helpless expression kept Alex from fully erupting. “This is going to be hell on earth. Going home. Seeing…I just don’t want her hurt any more right now. You can’t possibly understand.”
“I understand perfectly.” Alex glanced at Chris, willing the other man to see. “Which is why there’s no way in hell she’s going back there without me.”
“You understand? Did she tell you about our father?”
Alex nodded, pressing his lips to Emory’s hair. Her floral scent was layered with the smell of sex. He liked that. It made every animalistic instinct inside him howl with glee to have marked her as his own. She was his. There was nothing he’d let her face on her own. Certainly not something like this.
Chris would have argued, but Fox laid his hand on his lover’s arm and spoke his mind. “Alex loves her, Christopher. He has a right to come with us.”
Alex opened his mouth to respond, but the sensation of tears on his bare arm forced him to focus wholly on Emory. He leaned down to see her face and realized that she’d squeezed her eyes shut. Fat tears dripped down her cheeks.
“Emory, love. Come back to me.” Alex wiped away a tear with his thumb.
She didn’t speak, but she clutched his arms and burrowed into him. It was a start.
“When are you planning to leave?” Alex directed the question to both men.
Chris looked at Fox and shrugged. “A few hours? The burial ceremony is tomorrow first thing. We figured to go down and spend the night with my aunt. She lives about an hour away.”
Fox seemed to guess the direction of Alex’s thoughts. “The aunt is a friendly. She’s been their father’s nemesis for years.”
“We’ll be ready.” Alex hoped they could take the hint without him having to argue.
“Then we’ll leave you two.” Fox grabbed Chris and half dragged him toward the door.
“I’m not leaving my sister alone.”
Alex met the other man’s pale blue gaze. “She’s not alone. I promise.”
There was a struggle going on behind Chris’s controlled expression. The bond between brother and sister had been strong because they were twins. It was stronger still after years of shared abuse. Alex vowed silently not to do anything to damage it.
 
 
 
It was Alex who brought her back from the cold place. Nestled in his embrace, his warmth burning like a brand against her naked skin, her awareness grew. They were lying in her bed. His body was wrapped around hers like a shield.
“You’re still here.” Her throat hurt, raw with the screams she’d bottled inside.
His arms tightened, and he pressed a kiss to her neck. “Of course I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere. I love you. And you’re all I’ve got.”
The reality of what she was going to have to do hit hard. “Where’s Chris?”
“He and Fox will be back in an hour or so. We’re all driving down together.”
She’d never experienced that degree of relief about anything. “You’re going with us?”
“Nothing could keep me from it.”
Love for this free-spirited man who had so willingly championed her personal problems made Emory weak with exhilaration. “I don’t deserve you.”
“I’m not even going to waste breath arguing about that.”
He nudged her onto her back and began kissing his way down her body. The barely leashed desire simmering between them flared to life. Her skin tingled beneath his lips as he brushed the hollow of her throat. He used his tongue to trace her collarbone, and her pussy clenched in anticipation.
“I’m going to show you exactly why we’re meant to be together,” he said.
He captured one erect nipple between his teeth. She gasped and arched her back, demanding more. When he licked a circular pattern around her areola, she thought she might die of anticipation. No longer shy about her wants, she pushed her breast into the contact.
Alex’s chuckle made her shiver. Then he sucked low and hard, and she forgot everything else. Each tug at her sensitive nipple created an answering jolt between her legs. Damp heat curled through her pussy. The blood rushing through her veins made her sex hot and swollen.
He moved to her other breast and repeated the torment. Every lick and suck made her more desperate for the satisfaction Alex could provide her body. Her clit burned with every touch. She moved restlessly, trying to ease the ache between her legs.
“I’m going to taste you, Emory.” He forged a path down her belly, nipping the sensitive skin above her mound.
He gently pushed her legs apart. She squeezed her eyes closed, the expectation making her light-headed. Smoothing his palms over the insides of her thighs, Alex used his fingers to hold her pussy wide open. Cool air teased her hypersensitive flesh. She squirmed and waited, dying for the first touch of his tongue to her cunt.
The first long, slow lick from anus to clit made her moan with ecstasy. He lapped her entrance and the tickling sensation compounded when he used the tip of his tongue to push inside her. She tangled her fingers in the sheets. Pleasure thrummed in her spine, and she felt her body begin to coil tightly together.
He tugged her clit with his teeth. Pulling the tiny nub into his mouth, he sucked until she could feel her heart beat inside the bundle of nerves. Pressure built inside her. A heavy feeling settled in her legs. She curled her toes and let it climb higher. She was through fighting the sensations. Jessa had taught her the secret of letting them fly.
Her pussy clamped down, and Alex responded by pushing two fingers into her tight canal. She cried out in surprise, but her muscles quickly responded. She bore down on his fingers and flexed again, and again, until she was suddenly flung over the threshold of release.
Climax rushed through her veins. Emory let it come. Fierce and sweet, her body convulsed. Alex didn’t pull away. He continued to lick and suck at her sex, as if savoring every last bit of her pleasure.
 
 
 
Alex’s dick was about to explode. Tasting Emory’s pleasure had been every bit as satisfying as he’d known it would be. Her personal fragrance had been tinged with the spice of their previous coupling, and when she came, the erotic tastes had nearly overwhelmed his self-control.
Her breasts rose and fell with each shaky breath, but he couldn’t wait any longer. Rising to his knees, he positioned himself between her legs. He glanced down at her face. Her eyes were hazy with passion, bemused with her recent orgasm, and sexier than any aphrodisiac.
“I need to be inside you, love.” His voice was ragged with the effort of holding back.
“Make me come again.”
He didn’t bother to hide his grin as he reached between her legs and fit his cock to her entrance. She was wet and slick with her fluids and his saliva. Alex savored the feel of his crown rubbing against her opening before pushing inside. Tight, hot, and blessedly familiar, she was the only thing he would ever want again.
He pushed as far as he could go, claiming her body until he bottomed out against her G-spot. She arched her back and he slid farther, until they were locked together.
Backing out of her sweetness was not an option. He didn’t want to lose the closeness. Instead, Alex began thrusting against her. He flexed his hips and felt her depths welcome him over and over again. She grew wetter, hotter, her moans making his balls clench tight.
The scent of sex filled the room. He wanted to watch her expression, but his eyes slid shut as stars burst before him. At that moment he could have believed their hearts were beating in unison. He gripped her hips with his sweat-slicked hands. She began to quiver around him, the tight walls of her channel growing liquid.
“Fuck, Alex, I’m coming!”
She hadn’t needed to tell him, but the words pushed him over the edge. Emory melted around him as Alex’s cock throbbed its release. Warmth spilt from his body into hers, their scent intensifying until there was nothing else in Alex’s world.
Spent and sated, he collapsed to the bed beside Emory. “Perfect for each other, just like I said.”
She turned her head and met his gaze. “I think I might need a little more convincing.”
 


Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“Why can’t they make real roads out here, Chris?” Fox cursed as the road took another abrupt ninety-degree turn to nowhere.
Braced against the rear passenger door, Alex tightened his arm around Emory. She’d been sleeping for over an hour, snuggled against him in the small backseat of Fox’s SUV.
“I told you I’d drive.” Chris’s voice never wavered from its mild tone.
“Are you kidding? You drive like an old woman. We’d never get there.”
“How long has it been since you’ve seen your aunt?” Alex asked the question primarily to distract the men from the ongoing argument about driving habits.
“Emory and I stayed with her briefly after our father threw us out of the house.” Chris rubbed a hand down his face. “Since then I’ve kept in touch via letters.”
“Snail mail, can you imagine?” Fox shot Alex a cheeky grin in the rearview mirror. “The old lady doesn’t even have a computer.”
“Things are pretty old school down here.” Chris’s response was given automatically, as if his mind were far away.
Alex gazed at the scenery. It was breathtakingly beautiful in a wild, untamed way that reminded him strongly of the pixie sleeping by his side. He could picture her in a place like this, growing a garden, tending her flowers, and raising a house full of kids.
Was he ready for that kind of thing? He’d taken the first step, admitting to himself and Emory that he wanted to be with one person. What about the rest of it? What if she got pregnant? Could he be a father?
He thought of his father, a man he’d not given a second thought to since his passing. Alex’s folks had been the hands-off type. They’d let him do his own thing, something they’d both mentioned repeatedly when it came time to join the army. He’d had nothing else to do, so he’d joined up. His father had been proud. Alex remembered that, but beyond that tenuous bond, there had never been much of a relationship.
If he was going to settle down and have a family, Alex wanted more than he’d had growing up. He wanted his kids to be self-sufficient, sure, but he didn’t want them to get stuck in the apathetic rut that had been his stock and trade since high school.
Rolling green meadows gave way to thickly wooded hills. Fox slowed the SUV. When a dirt track opened up to the left, he swung the vehicle onto the gravelly surface. He was grumbling something about GPS and modern technology beneath his breath when they drove up to a rambling Victorian-style home painted bright purple with pink and yellow accents.
Fox shut off the engine. “Look at that, a touch of San Francisco right here in Deliverance.”
“Don’t start, Foxy. I really can’t take it.” Chris gave his lover a hard look.
“Baby, relax. I’m just trying to make you laugh. I can behave myself, as you well know.” Fox cupped Chris’s cheek. “I’m here for you. I’m not going to make this worse than it already is…for either of you.”
“I know. I do. You’ve been my rock. When we get home, I’m going to marry you.” Chris leaned forward and gave his partner a gentle kiss. “I’m sorry I made you wait this long.”
To his credit, Fox didn’t burst into song, which is what it looked like he wanted to do. He grabbed his lover close and hugged him as tightly as the center console would allow.
“Did that just happen?” Emory’s sleepy voice drew Alex’s attention from the drama playing out in the front seat.
Alex pushed a stray strand of curly hair away from her face. “It would appear you and Foxy need to go shop for wedding dresses, if that’s what you mean.”
Fox swung around and pegged him with a stare. “Dresses? Like more than one? As in you’re going to marry our Emory?”
Was he absolutely nuts? Emory’s expression said she wondered the same thing, but Alex had suddenly never been surer of anything in his life. “If she’ll have me. Although I didn’t intend to put her on the spot like that with all this insanity going on.”
“Can’t think of a better time.” Emory dragged his head down to hers and kissed him full on the lips.
She tasted sweet and fresh and familiar. Everything he’d ever looked for without even knowing it. He pulled back far enough to search her face. “Are you saying yes?”
“Yes. As long as you promise to keep kissing me like that.”
He did it again just to prove he meant what he said.
 
 
 
Emory’s head was spinning like a top. Fox and Chris were getting married. She and Alex were getting married. Hell, she was marrying a guy she’d met less than a week ago. If someone had ever told her that would happen, she’d have said they were full of crap. A week ago she wouldn’t have believed it possible for her to keep the darkness at bay long enough to have sex with a guy, let alone fall in love with one.
She was still reeling when the four of them mounted Aunt Maude’s front steps. It was Chris who knocked on the screen door. The thing was hanging crooked on its hinges, the springs creaking every time Chris’s hand struck it.
“Did you call ahead?” Fox whispered.
“I tried, but she never picked up.”
“Did you leave a message?”
“No machine.”
Fox swung around to look at Emory and Alex. “Who doesn’t have voice mail in this day and age?”
“Shut up, Foxy.” Chris nudged him, and Fox promptly snapped his mouth closed.
Alex was a calm presence beside her. Emory was so thankful he’d come with them. Somehow things didn’t seem so scary with his confidence to bolster her. If he was apprehensive about meeting her aunt, he didn’t show one ounce of it.
“Christopher? Is that you?”
A tiny woman was peeking around the far left corner of the house. Chris turned away from the door and held his hands out, presumably to show he had no ill intentions.
“Good Lord above, it is you!” Aunt Maude stepped into full view and Fox gasped. The lady was toting a 12-gauge shotgun in her hands. “Just look at you, all fancy and well-to-do.”
Maude shared her sister Liza’s slight build and dark complexion. The hair tethered in a long braid, once the same shiny black as Emory’s, was shot through with gray. Chris waited until their aunt set the shotgun aside to give her a hug.
“You come for your mama’s funeral, I expect?” Maude brushed her gnarled hand against Chris’s cheek. “You’re a good boy.”
“I brought Emory with me.” Chris finally found his voice.
It had been so long since Emory had seen her aunt. Maude looked so much like Emory’s mother. Like Chris and Emory, Liza and Maude had been twins. It was hard to imagine that one was dead and one was not.
“Why you hiding back there, sweet girl?” Maude peered around Fox and Alex. “These boys are taking care of you, hmm?”
She hadn’t realized it, but they had been. Feeling tight with pent-up emotion, Emory stepped away from Alex toward her aunt. The little woman drew her close, folding her into a hug that smelled of freshly turned earth from the garden and the herbs she grew there. She smelled like Emory’s mother.
Without warning, the tears came.
“Hush, sweet girl. Your mama’s gone on to a better place. Somewhere that bastard can’t hurt her anymore.” Maude smoothed her hands through Emory’s tangled hair. The touch was soothing, reminding Emory of a mother she thought she’d forgotten.
 
 
 
Alex wavered back and forth between feeling included or left out of the conversation in Aunt Maude’s warm kitchen. Yellow-and-white checked curtains hung in the window. The last of the evening light filtered through the glass. Plants filled the room’s corners, and a stenciled border of dancing farm animals decorated the walls. Though he’d never been inside the house before, it held the same homey quality that marked Emory’s apartment. He wondered if it was a trait specific to the women of their family, one of about a million things that made Emory perfect for him.
There was an almost surrealistic quality to what was happening to him. If anyone had told him two weeks ago that he’d be sitting in a kitchen listening to a retelling of years of intense family drama and a history of abuse, contemplating the fact that he was about to marry into this legacy, he’d have told them to fuck off. Alex didn’t do commitments, and he certainly didn’t hang around to solve family problems.
Funny thing was, it didn’t bother him. The idea of settling down with Emory was appealing in every way. She hadn’t just changed all the rules. She was the exception.
“When did she get sick?” Chris asked.
Aunt Maude poured tea from a quaint red china teapot into five cups. “She didn’t say anything at first, but I could tell nearly two years ago that something was wrong.”
Chris’s face was tight. “Did he never take her to the doctor?”
“Your daddy was never one for medicine, Christopher. You know that.”
Emory methodically stirred her tea. “He always said that God would heal, or not, and if the person died, it was because they harbored sin.”
“Don’t you try and take this on yourself, Emmy Lou.” Her aunt wagged a finger in her face.
Alex hid a smile. He could easily picture his little pixie as an Emmy Lou with scraped knees and a gap-toothed smile, but the name hardly covered the sex goddess who shared his bed. As if guessing the direction of his thoughts, she glanced at him sideways from beneath her lowered lashes. Despite the situation, his cock stirred at the provocative look.
Chris sighed heavily, and Fox reached over to rub his shoulder. “So where is the ceremony?”
Maude seemed utterly unaffected by the obvious affection between her nephew and Fox. “He’s holding the funeral service at that demon church of his, but they’ll do the burying at the public cemetery in Aubrey Hollow.”
“I think I’m going to skip the service.” Chris glanced at Emory. “What about you, baby sister?”
“I don’t mind going to the cemetery but it’ll be a cold day in hell before I set foot inside that church building again. Unless I’ve got a torch handy, of course.” Emory’s mouth was set in a grim line.
“Your daddy didn’t think you’d come.” Maude looked delighted that they’d proved him wrong.
Emory wrinkled her nose. “When did you last talk to him?”
The older woman sipped her tea. “I saw him at the hospital. Your mama called me from her room, and I drove up to stay with her until she passed. He refused to go to the hospital with her, even at the end. He spent his days doing God’s work. Said God would heal her if he wanted, and let her die if she deserved it.”
“I’m glad you were with her, that she wasn’t alone.” Chris’s voice broke over the words.
Fox scooted his chair closer and wrapped his arms around Emory’s twin. The obvious love between the two reinforced everything Alex felt about Emory. He’d been so uncomfortable with Connor and Jessa’s tangible connection. It had made him feel inadequate. Now that he’d discovered something so precious of his own, a tangible expression of love was only a reaffirmation that he was the luckiest man alive.
Emory’s hand found its way into Alex’s, and he gave her a squeeze to let her know he was there. A moment later she left her chair to sit in his lap. Wide-eyed, she watched her twin try to bring himself back under control. Alex cuddled her tiny form close and inhaled deeply of her light floral fragrance. The familiarity was a balm to them both.
“It blesses me to see the both of you have found mates,” Maude said. “With all of the hurt you experienced when you were young, I often wondered.”
Chris seemed to find a shred of his composure. “It never bothered you that I was gay. Why?”
“Your mama once told me that God made you like he intended. We both knew you had to live your life as you were made to do.”
 
 
 
Emory knew the precise moment her aunt’s words sank deep into her twin’s psyche. Chris visibly relaxed in Fox’s embrace. That final piece, the knowledge that his mother had accepted his life choices, meant everything to her brother. Her heart sang with the knowledge that they’d both beaten back the past.
Warm and vital, Alex held her as if he never wanted to let go. Emory rubbed her cheek lightly against his T-shirt, idly wishing she could take it off and feel him beside her skin to skin.
“Your mama told your daddy how she felt about that too, Chris. Turned that evil bastard’s piety right back around and tossed it neatly in his face. My Liza could always turn a phrase.” Maude’s dark eyes were sad. “She never meant for you two to suffer like you did. She just didn’t want to raise you to be monsters.”
Emory had never fully appreciated her mother’s balancing act until that moment. The woman had stood like a shield between her children and their father. She had tread a line so thin she was constantly trying to readjust. She’d taught them what they needed to survive, without allowing them to be sucked into a creed that would have left them no better than a man who preached hatred from the pulpit twice on Sunday and once on Wednesday.
“I suspect the lot of you are all worn out.” Maude stood and stretched. “Now, I have some rules here in my house about young lovers.”
Emory exchanged a look of surprise with her twin. Where was this going?
“I don’t hold with courting couples spending the night together without some kind of promise between them. It just makes things too complicated by half. Don’t you think?”
Emory couldn’t resist nudging Alex in the ribs with her elbow.
“We’re engaged,” Fox announced happily. “Chris and I are going to marry as soon as we get home. And these two” —he jabbed a thumb in their direction— “are also engaged, though they haven’t set a date just yet.”
“Well then, I suspect ya’ll will be just fine up there without me chaperoning.” Maude clapped her hands together. “You boys can take the bedroom at the top of the stairs to the right. Emory and Alex can have the one to the left. Just keep it down up there. An old lady needs her beauty rest.”
Emory managed to wait until her aunt’s bedroom door had snicked shut before covering her mouth against the giggles threatening to burst forth. Foxy did the same, the both of them suppressing peals of laughter that were a result of the stress as much as the situation.
“I think I’m relieved we don’t require chaperoning,” Alex drawled.
Chris chuckled. “Me too. As much as I appreciate your looks, Alex, I don’t relish the thought of sharing a bed with you.”
Fox stopped laughing. “Damn straight.”
“I think you mean, I’m straight,” Alex quipped.
“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I need a shower.” Fox stood up.
Alex nudged Emory to her feet. “And I need to call Gabriel. We’re expecting a shipment of hard liquor, and I need to tell him where it goes. Last time I let him handle a delivery solo, we ‘lost’ three cases of top-shelf vodka.”
Emory’s heart gave a little lurch when Alex pressed an affectionate kiss to her brow. “Don’t stay away too long,” she said.
He gave her a heart-stopping grin on his way out the door. “I’m not sure I’d make it more than a few minutes.”
Chris waited until the front door closed behind Alex. “With all of the family drama, I haven’t even had a chance to process this thing between you and Alex.”
“And now that you have?”
“I don’t know what to think.” Chris looked pensive. “It’s hard to reconcile that guy with the one I’ve seen tending bar at the Phoenix for the last several years.”
“Alex has his own share of issues. I think the reason this relationship works is that our baggage just kind of fits together.” She laughed, reminded of the twisted path that had led to this moment. “He’s taught me to let go, Chris. I never thought I’d be able to do that, but he’s changed how I think about things, about the past.”
Chris reached over and tugged a loose curl. “Then you belong with him.”
“God knows I’d never make it through this without Alex’s support.”
“I know what you mean, Emmy Lou. I’m not sure either of us would’ve had the balls to come back down here and face that bastard until now.”
She knew her twin was right, but Emory couldn’t help but worry that facing her father was going to push her courage past its limits.
 


Chapter Nineteen
 
 
The drive through their tiny hometown was beyond surreal. Scrunched into the backseat between Fox and Alex, Emory tried not to dwell on the unpleasant memories. The town was only four blocks long and three blocks wide. The paved main street wound its way past a squat municipal building that functioned as the local sheriff’s office, post office, and meeting place of the village council. There was a grocery, a gas station, and a barbershop all built from the same dull brown stone, with faded lettering on their weathered signs.
“Good Lord, Chris, is that your school?” Fox pointed at the tiny A-frame schoolhouse.
“That would be it,” Chris murmured. “K through twelve all in the same place.”
Emory was glad for Alex’s strong arm around her shoulders as she watched children playing in the yard of the white clapboard building. It looked exactly the same as it had the day the twins had left town.
“Oh, God.” Emory couldn’t choke back her whimper as they drove by her father’s church.
The pristine stone structure shared the quaint style of the schoolhouse save for the whitewashed cross firmly planted in the neat green square between the buildings and gravel parking lot. A flat-roofed structure sat slightly behind the church building. The fellowship hall had been the site of many potluck dinners, youth activities, and her father’s torturous revival meetings.
“It’s just a building, love.” Alex’s soothing tone helped her to breathe. “There’s no power in a building. It’s just a pile of stone and wood.”
“Your young man is right, Emmy Lou,” Aunt Maude added. “It’s your daddy that thinks that place has power. And we all know what he’s full of.”
The buildings abruptly stopped just beyond the church, the town giving way to the encroaching wilderness. Chris slowed as they approached a break in the thick trees. A wide clearing opened up to their right, and he turned the SUV onto a lane between two crumbling stone pillars. They drove beneath a wrought-iron archway, and Emory could see acres of cleared land studded with tombstones.
“Looks like we’re right on time.” Maude gathered up her handbag and smoothed her floral-patterned skirt.
Chris parked Fox’s SUV alongside the road at the tail end of a long line of dusty cars. Alex climbed out of the vehicle, and Emory was hit with a wave of admiration. He looked amazing. His suit fit as if it had been tailored to show off his gorgeous physique. He’d opted not to wear a tie, the neck of his bright blue dress shirt open to show a hint of the glorious tan chest she knew so intimately. His golden curls were artlessly tousled, and his blue eyes were alight with concern directed at her.
“You look amazing, Emory.” He took her hand and helped her down.
She’d agonized over what to wear to her mother’s burial. Her desire to wear a dress to please her mother and yet thwart her father’s sexist views had made it almost impossible to choose anything. In the end she had opted to wear a skirt for the first time in years. The clingy pastel blue material swished lightly around her thighs, resting above her knees. Her top was snug, the neckline showing a hint of her cleavage. Her yellow cashmere wrap covered the dainty cap sleeves of her blouse. Bare of any jewelry, she’d secured her hair into the semblance of a ponytail on top of her head, intentionally letting the mass curl wildly around her shoulders. It was a style guaranteed to make her father grind his teeth.
Alex took her hand and pressed his lips against her palm. “Since we don’t have a proper ring, I thought we might make do with this.”
He’d removed the thick carbide ring from the middle finger of his right hand. As she watched, he slid it down over the third finger of her left hand, where it sat, a little loose, below her knuckle.
Things had happened so fast between the two of them. It was so important that she understand what this meant. “But I thought this was a connection to Gabriel, to the no-strings-attached life the two of you shared.”
“You’re right. The rings were meant to be a reminder not to give a fuck what anyone thinks.” He cupped her face and stroked her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “But I’ve realized that I might not care what anyone else thinks, but your opinion of me matters a lot. I love you. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I want everyone to know it.”
Her heart was thumping out of control. His declaration had swept away all of the tension and horror of this day and turned it into something beautiful. She flung her arms around his neck and hugged him for all she was worth.
“I know it isn’t on the correct finger, but I’ll be damned if I let you go without something marking you as mine.” He gave her a hard kiss.
“As if my heart doesn’t have your name tattooed on it.”
“I want something that bastard father of yours can see plain as day,” he muttered. “Other than the fist I’ll plant in his face if he pisses me off.”
Emory clasped his hand tightly as they followed Chris, Fox, and Maude toward the decent-sized crowd gathered at her mother’s gravesite. Part of her was still in total shock that she’d come back at all. It was a little bit like walking into the fiery furnace featured in one of her father’s Bible stories.
An unwelcome tingle slid down her spine as they drew closer to the group. A man stood at the head of the open grave. The Reverend Jonathan Banks still carried himself as though he were God’s mouthpiece on earth. His hair had once been the same burnished copper as Chris’s, though it was now shot through with strands of silver. He stood with his spine ramrod straight, a closed Bible in hand as he spoke to his congregation.
“To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.” The reverend’s eyes swept the assembled group.
Emory’s skin began to crawl. She knew the verse from Ecclesiastes. It had been one of her father’s favorites, something he pulled out whenever he wanted to back up one of his decrees with a bit of Scripture, mostly because it could be twisted to any purpose. Her grip on Alex became so tight that he shifted to put an arm around her shoulders. His warm presence kept the demons at bay, but just barely.
The reverend continued his recitation. “A time to be born, and a time to die. A time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted. A time to kill, and a time to heal. A time to break down, and a time to build up. A time to weep, and a time to laugh. A time to mourn, and a time to dance. A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together. A time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing. A time to get, and a time to lose. A time to keep, and a time to cast away. A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak. A time to love, and a time to hate. A time of war, and a time of peace.”
To Emory’s left, Chris made a low sound in his throat as their father’s gaze settled on them both. It had been so long, but inside she knew it would never be long enough. Years of conditioning sent cold fear rushing through her veins. Her fingers grew icy where they rested against Alex’s warmth.
A smirk twisted the corner of the reverend’s mouth. “And t’would seem that this is the season in which a man’s prodigal children return to the fold.”
“Like hell,” Fox muttered darkly.
Emory had never seen her brother-in-law look so tense. It was ironic really, that her father had spent so much time ranting about how homosexuality turned men into women. There was nothing remotely feminine about her brother’s lover at the moment. Fox was ready to throw down and brawl in the tradition of every other angry male throughout history.
“We came to pay our respects to our mother,” Chris said.
She’d never been so proud of her brother. Everyone was staring at them. The expressions were varied, but most bordered on hostile. Her heart began to pound frantically against her ribs.
“Is that right?” Their father stared down, judging them with one look. “In light of the circumstances, I might offer you absolution for your sins if you repent and come back to a godly existence.”
Fox snorted and Chris laid his hand on his lover’s arm. “I didn’t come here to make peace with you, old man.”
“Are you certain you and your sister both feel that way?” Their father’s smile grew snakelike.
Maude puffed out her birdlike chest. “I’m nigh certain we all feel that way, you old windbag.”
“Don’t press me, old woman. You took my wife to the hospital against my will. It is for God to decide our fate, not men and medicine. Liza was made to suffer for her sins as we all should.” The reverend drew himself up as if he had been the one to suffer a slight and not their mother.
“Don’t you dare talk about my sister in such a way! Liza’s only sin was that she didn’t murder you in your bed.” Maude started forward, as if she might forge right through the crowd and smack the self-righteous reverend with her handbag.
Several of the men at the back must have thought she had ill intentions toward their religious leader, because they began to crowd Maude in an attempt to push her back. The Chrises took immediate exception to this, but Emory didn’t get a chance to see how it all played out.
Their father’s gaze settled on Emory, and she began to tremble. His eyes—she’d never forget his eyes. The way he would stare as he stood over her kneeling form while she prayed endlessly for forgiveness. Her breathing grew ragged. She tried to block it out, but the memories came fast, like a film she couldn’t stop. She recalled his hands, probing, prodding, and hurting her delicate flesh as he examined her relentlessly for signs of impurity.
“Emory Louise, come forward.”
The order sank into her consciousness, her feet jerking into action as she pulled away from Alex. Her legs carried her forward, through the congregation as they parted to allow her to go before her father. Tears stung her eyes as their collective venom scalded her with its derisiveness.
“Kneel, Emory. Pray for forgiveness, and I shall grant it.”
She sank to her knees in the wet grass. Tears burned hot trails down her cheeks. So many years, so much hurt and pain, and the darkness began to seethe and swirl like a living thing. She closed her eyes and squeezed them tight against the whisper of her mother’s song spinning so sweetly inside her mind.
 
 
 
Alex was stunned when Emory knelt before her father in utter humility. Chris tried to intervene but was rebuffed by several members of the church already in a huff over Maude’s forthright behavior. A few of the men in particular seemed more than happy to flex their considerable strength against Chris. Alex met Fox’s gaze, reaching an understanding. Fox nudged himself between Chris and the others, using his taller, muscular form to intimidate and giving Alex a chance to slip by.
Weaving through several layers of women dressed in prairie skirts with their hair pulled into tight buns covered with lacy caps, Alex didn’t hesitate to place himself right in the reverend’s line of fire. For the moment, Banks was too focused on his daughter to note Alex’s presence.
“Repent your sins, Emory Louise.” Her father took a step toward her tiny form kneeling in the grass. “We will welcome you back into our community. You will have a home and a husband here in the safety of the church family.”
Alex wavered, knowing he had to intervene but not quite knowing how to best approach the bizarre situation.
“You will be made clean again, a woman worth a man’s notice. You will gain a place here with a man, to be his helpmate, the mother of his children, as he will be your spiritual leader and disciplinarian.”
Anger snapped Alex from his indecisiveness. “You really think that’s what she wants?”
It was as if his words shattered some strange word spell. The congregation began to murmur, and he heard the men harassing the Chrises fall silent.
Reverend Banks focused away from Emory and pegged Alex with a hard stare. “Who do you think you are to come here and disrespect me?”
“I’m the man who is going to marry Emory.”
The murmurs grew louder, punctuated here and there by sounds of discord. The reverend held up a hand to quiet his followers. “And how do you propose to do that? According to church law she cannot marry unless I give my permission. Is that why you’re here? Do you think I would ever give my permission for you to marry my daughter?”
The undiluted arrogance of the man made Alex grit his teeth in irritation. Taking a deep breath, he remembered that the only important thing was Emory. “I realize that down here you think you’re the shit.”
Shocked whispers rippled through the gathering.
Alex wasn’t finished. “Truth is, you can’t stop her from marrying me. In fact, you can’t stop her from doing anything. She’s her own person. Emory can choose what she wants, do what she wants, be who she wants, and has been doing so ever since she stopped believing you could tell her no.”
The reverend waved a hand at Emory’s hunched form. “Look at her. She’s only a woman. How can someone so weak possibly make good choices for herself? She needs a good man, a righteous man, to see that she behaves.”
“She’s got a man.” Alex growled to keep himself from shouting. “But I sure as hell don’t need to tell her any of that shit.”
“Then what good are you?”
“I love her. And that’s all that’s required.”
 
 
 
The sound of Alex’s voice penetrated the black hole in Emory’s psyche and fanned sparks into flame. The inferno built, scorching away her doubts, burning her inhibitions to ashes, and sending a pillar of fire through her soul.
Alex loves me. Unconditionally, totally, without any strings attached.
The thought gave her courage far beyond anything she’d ever thought possible. Taking a deep, shaky breath, she said the one thing that had been on her mind for so long. “I only ever wanted your love.”
The reverend seemed surprised. “I didn’t give you permission to speak, Emory Louise.”
The grass was damp and springy beneath her fingers as she pushed herself up into a standing position. “I said that I only ever wanted you to love me.”
“I did love you.” Jonathan Banks seemed surprised by his own admission. “When you were obedient to me.”
“Love doesn’t work like that.” Emory gazed at her mother’s simple pine casket. “She only wanted your love too, you know.”
“Your mother was an obedient woman and I loved her well.” Her father looked aghast at his own admission.
“Love isn’t about obedience. Even God knew we humans would fail at that. You told me all my life that we should try to emulate God, to aspire to be like him. God accepts everyone, the way they are. I hope in the future you’ll try to do the same.” Emory reached out blindly, feeling suddenly complete when Alex caught her hand and held it. “Maybe if you get down off that pedestal, you’ll appreciate how much my mother gave to you. She even loved you, you know, though it’s too late for you to really understand that.”
Feeling the telltale burn of tears, Emory bent down and swiped up a handful of rich earth. She held her hand over her mother’s casket, letting the soil sift through her fingers until it made a tiny mound on the wood.
“I’ll be waiting for you, Momma, down by the Greenwood Side.”
 


Chapter Twenty
 
 
“Where are you going? The party is over here.”
Emory laughed as Morgan literally skipped her way down the street toward the festival set up in the grassy area before the courthouse. Her friend’s bustier, black leather skirt, fishnet stockings, and combat boots were totally at odds with her carefree movements.
“I’m going to run in and see what’s taking Alex so long,” Emory answered.
“You can’t miss this party!” Morgan let her voice slip into a cute singsong. “You’re the guest of honor.”
“No, the mayor is the guest of honor.”
Morgan snorted. “Whatever. We all know this festival is really a celebrate-because-MacIntyre-got-indicted-for-blackmail-and-the-mayor-is-coming-out party. And you’re the girl of the hour who made all that possible.”
Emory sighed. Morgan was right. Things could not have turned out better where the saga of Captain Downtown versus Mayor Strand was concerned. “I still need Alex if I’m going to have a good time.”
Morgan stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and made a little shooing motion with her hands. “Fine then! Go screw his brains out. Have fantastically awesome sex with your seriously hot fiancé. I’ll just go suppress my sexual frustration with funnel cakes and cotton candy.”
Emory pushed open the heavy doors of Phoenix Rising. “I’m not going in here for a quickie, Morgan. I’ll meet you there in just a minute. I promise.”
Morgan scoffed, “Whatever!”
Not that Emory had any intention of grabbing some afternoon delight before Mayor Strand’s big speech, but the idea did hold a certain appeal. She sighed and slid the latch on the unlocked cage door separating the front entrance from the main room. Alex had his back turned to her, dusting bottles of liquor, as he got ready to close early.
It was cool and soothing inside the empty bar. Emory always marveled that the bar itself could seem so seedy and yet be so very welcoming all at the same time. She supposed there was just a little bit of down and dirty in everyone, which was why having a place to let it all hang out was so important.
Alex spotted her over his shoulder. “I’ll be done in just a minute, love.”
Emory walked around the bar. She could remember a time in the not so distant past when another woman had done the same, right before kneeling in front of Alex and taking him in her mouth. Emory had wondered what it would be like to have that kind of confidence. There was only one way to find out.
Striding forward before she lost her nerve, Emory nudged her way between Alex and the back wall of shelves.
He turned, giving her the necessary access. “What’s wrong, love?”
Kneeling, Emory first unbuttoned and then unzipped his worn jeans. Already sitting on the tilt of his hips, the jeans parted to reveal that Alex wasn’t wearing underwear.
“Emory, love, what…”
His soft cock popped through the opening in his jeans. It was already growing when she took the entire length in her mouth. He tasted so wonderful, like a favorite treat you never got tired of. She made a little purring noise, letting it vibrate against his petal-soft skin as she pressed him against her palate.
“Fuck me.” Alex moaned as he relaxed back against the counter.
Glass shattered somewhere to her right, and a splash of something cold hit her bare calves. It took Emory a moment to realize that Alex had been holding a bottle in one hand when she started her impromptu seduction.
He was now fully hard and too big to hold inside her mouth all at once. Emory sucked hard, bobbing her head back and forth as she mimicked the rhythm of sex with her mouth. Saliva dampened her lips and she enjoyed the slick feel of it on his hard shaft.
“I heard a bottle crash. Are you…?” Jessa’s voice came from behind her, but Emory didn’t even pause. “Okay then, I’m guessing everything’s fine. Wow, nice technique, Emory. You guys have fun. I’ll just go finish these receipts or—or something.”
Alex wound his fingers into her hair. She gazed up, meeting his eyes as she continued to suck his cock. She tickled the flange, letting her tongue skate over the tiny hole at the tip until he shivered.
He hissed when she nipped the sensitive skin around the crown. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to come in your mouth.”
She pulled back far enough to speak. “Then come.”
“I’d rather fuck you first.”
Her lust roared its approval of that idea. Hot and achy, her pussy was slick and damp with creamy juices that coated the insides of her thighs. Her breathing grew ragged as she contemplated the idea of Alex spreading her legs and pushing deep into her body.
Alex took advantage of her momentary indecision by pulling her upright. His clever fingers made quick work of her belt and pants. The loose garment slipped down over her hips and made a puddle on the floor. He lifted her free of her clothing and set her on the countertop. Nudging her legs apart with his hips, he found her lips for a kiss.
Hot, drugging, and intimate, the kiss seemed to expand like a living thing. Their tongues clashed, teeth clicking as they struggled to meld their mouths together. Heat shimmered through her limbs, making her want more.
He broke away, his blue gaze enticing her to follow. “Watch me, Emory. I’m going to stroke your cunt.”
His fingers brushed her sensitive inner thigh and she convulsed with need. Sucking in a breath, she held it as he slid through the slippery juices coating her skin and gently touched her short pubic hair.
Delving deeper, he found her slit and spread it open. Holding her swollen labia open, he let her suffer the anticipation of what would come next. Squirming desperately, she made tiny noises in the back of her throat.
“What do you want?” he asked.
When he dragged his index finger from the tightly puckered star of her anus to the hood of her clit, she sighed in delight. Using just his fingertip, he began circling her engorged flesh until she closed her eyes and let her head loll backward.
Heat lanced through her body as the tension began to build. His fingers teased her opening before slipping inside. Two slender fingers stroked the thick pad of muscle just inside her opening. Emory rocked back, resting her elbows on the bar top.
Just when she thought she might be too close to hold back, Alex slid his thumb along the groove between her pussy lips until it rested against her clit. Working two fingers inside, and his thumb, he sent her spiraling into climax.
 
 
 
Alex was certain his dick was going to strangle to death. Every bit of his bedroom prowess seemed to be useless to him where Emory was concerned. His desire for her went beyond known limits and made him a desperate, raving lunatic bent on sinking his shaft into her hot little body.
As her channel convulsed on his hand, Alex inhaled deeply of her erotic scent. He loved the way it changed as she came. No perfume could ever compete. Finally drawing his fingers from her body, he licked them clean as she watched.
“Sweet,” he told her. “But I’m ready for more.”
“I want you, Alex.”
Her words set him on fire. His hands shook as he pushed his jeans farther out of the way. He slid her delectable ass a little farther off the edge of the counter, until she was suspended at the perfect height.
He grabbed his erection, letting the crown tease her slick opening. She shuddered and sighed as he continued the mutual torment. His balls were near to exploding. His hands were shaking, tremors rippling through every one of his muscles until he felt weak as a kitten.
Breathing deep and trying to keep steady, Alex steadied himself at her opening and began to push inside. She was hot, wet, tight, and so fucking sweet. He groaned, letting her welcome him in while he slid deep.
Perched on the edge of instant orgasm, Alex glanced up and realized that Gabriel was watching them from the shadows. His friend leaned against a pillar, his heavily muscled body tense. Gabriel’s shirt was hiked up, his washboard stomach muscles starkly outlined. Twin grooves created a V that ended in a nest of dark hair and the thick erection Gabriel was pumping in lazy strokes.
The sight of his friend masturbating gave Alex a much-needed grounding. Watching was a turn-on, participating was heaven, and being watched was the ultimate titillation.
“We have an audience, Emory,” Alex managed to whisper.
Her eyes popped open. “Who?”
“Gabriel.” Alex nodded his head in the direction of his friend.
“Let him watch.”
“As you wish, love.” Her words sent him over the edge of reason.
Alex bottomed out inside her pussy, pressing the head of his cock against her G-spot and feeling her shudder around him. Backing out only as far as he needed, he began to fuck her in earnest. Thrusting with his hips, feeling her build as the heat enveloped them both.
Lifting his gaze, Alex watched Gabriel’s pace increase. The head of his friend’s dick grew dark as blood rushed to the shaft. Gabriel’s face grew taut, the veins in his arms popping out as his adrenaline surged. Alex felt his own desire, saw Gabriel’s, and felt Emory begin to tremble as she perched at the edge of her second orgasm.
“Fuck!” Alex shouted when he came.
Across the room Gabriel convulsed. A thick stream of semen erupted from the head of his cock, bathing his stomach even as Alex ejaculated deep into Emory’s body. She undulated around him, milking the last of his essence.
Alex nuzzled her cleavage, kissing her chest and sighing with satisfaction. “Have I told you today that I love you?”
“Nope.” She sighed. “But you sure as hell just showed me.”
He helped her upright and set her on the ground. Too short to see over the bar and all the way across the room, she was standing on tiptoe while trying.
“He’s gone,” Alex said, referring to Gabriel.
“Does he date or anything?”
Alex thought about what Gabriel had told him of the woman he’d thought to spend his life with. “It’s complicated.”
A soft smile lit her face. “As sorry as I am for his troubles, it’s good to see you invested in someone.”
“I’m invested in you.”
“And we are invested in our little downtown, which is why we should get our butts to that festival.” Emory stepped into her pants and drew them over her hips.
Alex decided now wasn’t the time to sweep her into his arms and run around the block to her shop. Fortunately, this woman was his forever, and there would be plenty of time to show her exactly how he wanted to spend that time.
“Alex?”
He took her hand and kissed it. “We’ll finish cleaning up later. Time to go mingle.”
As they headed out the door, Alex knew he was done running from commitment. He’d never found a cause worth taking up until he’d met her. Emory had more courage and tenacity that anyone he’d ever met. It was something he intended to devote the rest of his life to preserving.
 


Author’s Note
 
 
Hans Christian Andersen once said, “When words fail, music speaks.” Isn’t it ironic that the man is best known for his contribution to the fairy tale genre? He also knew the value of folk music and understood the role it plays in our culture. Folk music is one of those things passed from generation to generation; evolving and speaking to each person it touches. It is up to us to save and preserve that heritage.
The song Emory’s mother sang to her is part of that regional heritage. Though officially titled “Down by the Greenwood Side” it is sometimes called “The Cruel Mother.” Fortunately for me (and for Emory), the music department at Missouri State University and the Springfield-Greene County Library of Springfield, Missouri, has put together an online archive to preserve it. The collection includes over sixteen hundred folk songs from the Ozark region. You can check it out at http://maxhunter.missouristate.edu/
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Sometimes the only wonderful thing about him is his lies.
 
Megan is tired of dating players. Despite the misgivings of her two closest friends, Megan finds her new Mr. Wonderful on the Internet. But the better things get with Mr. Wonderful, the worse things get with her friends, especially her friend Jared, the biggest player of them all. When things start to unravel, she can’t quite tell who’s playing whom, or just what to expect when Mr. Wonderful lies…
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Phoenix Rising
 
 
 
With sex hot enough to burst into flames, what will rise from the ashes?
 
Jessa Kincaid is done with men. After nineteen years, her cheating executive husband has left her for his younger, sexually adventurous mistress, and Jessa can't even seem to care. She's been stuffing herself into the mold of the perfect wife for so long, she can't even remember who she is. Feeling adrift, she finds herself inside a downtown bar in the middle of the afternoon, pounding black and tans like a college kid--had she ever been a college kid?--and letting herself wonder what it would be like to be the kind of woman who went to bars like Phoenix Rising. Or slept with that amazing bad-boy bartender who looked like he could break her in half...or maybe even make her feel...
 
Connor Archuleta is done with women. His last relationship ended in betrayal, broken bones, and jail time. But when the shrinking wallflower enters his bar, he can't tear his gaze away. He can practically smell her sexual repression, but intrigued, he makes it his mission to teach her everything he knows about embracing the wilder side of sex. It doesn't take long for Connor to realize she has just as much to teach him.
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When betrayal has a price tag, whom can you trust?
Dayne Castille is just like any other businesswoman. She provides her clients with a valuable service; they pay her a lot of money. She works alone, and she likes it that way. For a girl from the wrong side of the tracks, being a contract killer has its perks.
When a casual trip to the library lands Dayne in the middle of a kidnapping, she finds herself on the wrong end of someone else’s scope. And face to face with rival assassin Callum McKay, the only man who’s ever made her think twice about being a loner.
Callum isn’t happy with his new set of circumstances. Not only does he have responsibility for his ten-year-old brother, he’s got no choice but to trust Dayne Castille with all of their lives. Mired in political intrigue and greed, events quickly go off the rails, and Callum finds that Dayne is more woman than he ever gave her credit for. Which just might be the most dangerous part of all…
 
Buy Verifiable Intelligence here
 
http://www.amazon.com/Verifiable-Intelligence-ebook/dp/B008V5NIFU/
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Worth the Risk
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Even the hottest sex might not be enough to ease the pain of the past…
Molly Simpson arrives at a beautiful provincial park, ready to spend the May Two-Four holiday camping with friends. This weekend is the highlight of her year—or it was, until Tanner Daivies showed up. Her high school crush is all grown up, sexy as sin, and he’s demanding answers—answers Molly isn’t sure she can give him. She had her reasons for leaving him all those years ago, but now, sex with Tanner is scorching, and when they’re together, it’s clear they were never meant to be apart. But the past doesn’t want to stay buried, and Molly isn’t sure reliving it is worth the risk…
 
Buy Worth the Risk here
http://www.amazon.com/Worth-the-Risk-ebook/dp/B00AWFSZ96/
 


 
 
Stranded Temptation
April Angel
 
 
Stranded together, their passions will run wild.
Kara has a deep dislike for her boss, Max. She also wants him so badly it’s making her nuts. He’s a workaholic, a robot man. And he’s never shown the least bit of interest in her or anything else that wasn’t recorded in the corporate minutes. But when their plane crashes on the way to a meeting, leaving them stranded on a deserted island…just the two of them, all alone with all that ocean around them…Kara decides it’s time to start living. And by living, she means using Max for all the hot sex she’s been denied. 
Max wants Kara—has wanted her for a long time. Unable to come out and cross the line between professional and personal, he makes her accompany him on business trips just to have her around. When they crash land and Kara shows him how much she wants him, he decides to quit being so professional and take the woman of his dreams. After all, what happens in the middle of nowhere, stays in the middle of nowhere. Until they’re rescued.
Back in the real world, things aren’t as easy. Kara is afraid to start a relationship with a man who completely ignored her until she took off her clothes, and Max is afraid she’ll never be able to trust him. But when someone makes it clear that Kara’s in danger, Max has more to protect than Kara’s feelings. And now that he has her, he’s not about to let her go.
 
Buy Stranded Temptation here
http://www.amazon.com/Stranded-Temptation-ebook/dp/B00AK0L9QY/
 


 
 
Sneaking a Peek
Eden Summers
 
 
She's either headed for jail...or for the best sex of her life.
Tarney Jensen has been crushing on sexy firefighter Ethan Reid, her best friend’s brother, since her sixteenth birthday. She knows acting on her attraction will ruin their friendship, but she can’t fight the temptation of his sweat-slicked skin as he works out. Every hot-blooded woman loves to drool over a sexy piece of man flesh, but watching one from the shadows of your porch when he has no idea you’re spying on him? Totally illegal.
For years Ethan has watched men go in and out of Tarney’s life, but how’s a guy supposed to put the moves on his kid sister’s best friend without looking like a perv? But when Tarney lets out an ear-piercing scream from her front yard, Ethan drops everything to rush to her aid. And finds out that the woman of his dreams has been sneaking a peek at his workouts…
 
Buy Sneaking a Peek here
http://www.amazon.com/Sneaking-a-Peek-ebook/dp/B009ZOZKKW/
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