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The muscles in his arms, shoulders, and upper back flexed appreciably when Max pulled the pallet jack to get it rolling. Once it was moving, he spun and tugged it along behind his tall frame. His short-sleeve uniform shirt had come loose in the process, the hem of the dark blue material lifting free of his black cargo pants, flashing lightly furred skin as he pulled. Nessa quelled the leaping of her heart at the sight as she surreptitiously watched her assistant manager work from the top of the stock room stairs. 

She didn’t move until Max’s lean body disappeared through the double doors that led out onto the sales floor. Skin prickling with lambent desire, Nessa hurried down the stairs, through the small stock room of the grocery store she managed, and into her office. It wasn’t until she had the door shut tight behind her that she was finally able to let out the breath she’d been holding. Flopping into her desk chair, she spun around to goggle at the security monitor and its sixteen different camera angles, hoping to catch a glimpse of the workhorse she was dying to saddle up and ride. 

There he was, maneuvering the pallet of two-liter soda bottles he’d just pulled out onto the floor into a slot near produce. She leaned back in her chair, eyeing the strain etched deliciously onto his scruffy cheeks and jawline. His arms worked the pallet jack’s controls smoothly, dropping the pallet into place and then stepping back to prop his arms over the handle to catch a breather. He wiped a forearm across his forehead before scrubbing a hand through the stiff, coarse bristle of his buzzed hair. Nessa would have done anything for the privilege of running her hands through that thatch, or, better yet, feel the scrape of his scruff across her lower belly. 

Her belly and sex clenched at the thought. Alone in the privacy of her office, Nessa dared to reach between her legs and press down on the seam of her slacks where it hugged her clit. The hooded nub was so swollen she felt like she had a mini-erection of her own. Rubbing it through the material made her catch her breath; none of the tension eased. She realized she was only making it worse and stopped massaging. It would do no good to get herself even more worked up. She couldn’t afford the distraction that Max’s good looks and irresistible sex appeal presented. There were still another six hours left in the shared shift, and more than enough work to fill them.

Appetite thwarted, Nessa swung away from the monitor to her computer screen, where a dozen emails from corporate were waiting to be read, responded to, and printed for the following morning’s meeting. She clicked into the first with a groan and went to work. 

A knock on the office door yanked her from her concentration. A flash of irritation brought a rough epithet to her lips before she remembered where she was, bit it back, and affected her cheery, welcoming voice. 

“It’s open!” She called. It would take whoever had knocked at least ten seconds to open the door, another twenty or thirty to state their need. Nessa had plenty of time to finish typing out her response to the quarterly earnings report and click send before needing to pay any real attention. Therefore, her head was bent low, eyes riveted on her computer screen, when the office door swung open, and a body slipped through to quietly close and shoot the lock. It was the sound of the lock clicking into place that made Nessa look up from her task prematurely. 

“What?” It was an immediate, spontaneous expression of confusion; any further questioning was choked off when she realized who had joined her. Her whole body flooded with heat in the moment of recognition. Had she turned red with it as well? 

“Hey, Nessa,” Max said, leaning a shoulder against the door. He cocked a hip in her direction. Sitting, his waist was at eye level, and in this small enclosed space, Max’s proximity made Nessa’s heart race. 

“Hey, Max, what- what’s up?” She stuttered as her voice cracked in her nervousness. “Did you get the pallets switched out?” Nessa scanned his rugged features briefly before averting her gaze, fear of his reading how much she desired him prevalent. 

“Yeah. Just finished up, actually. Thought I’d come see what you wanted me to do next.” Was she mistaken, or had his voice dipped a notch into the husky range? Nessa swallowed roughly and pretended to look hard at her computer screen. She knew what she wanted him to do, had the command sharp on the tip of her tongue. Nessa didn’t dare say it, though; twenty years with the company wouldn’t mean shit if he brought her up on sexual harassment charges. 

Instead, she voiced her next wholly more professional thought. “Why are you asking me what to do next? You should know the routine by heart.” She braced herself in her authority, speaking now as a manager and not some horny housewife craving the pool boy’s affections. Max flushed, skin blooming red under his scruff. Damn it, why did that have to make him even hotter? She fake-concentrated on her computer even harder, a fiery pulse of desire throbbing in her midsection. 

“Alright, you caught me.” He waved his hands in surrender, long fingers fluttering. “We’re caught up.” Had he seen how her eyes tracked his hands, how her pulse had sped up, wondering how they would feel three knuckles deep inside her? His voice shifted in timber as if he’d read her thoughts. “How long have we worked together, Nessa?” Max moved away from the door, closing the already minuscule distance between her desk and the door. Just when he was right on top of her and she thought (or prayed, fervently) he was about to cram his crotch in her face, he veered away toward the opposite corner of the room to sink into his desk chair. 

His body filled the folding chair to the point of overflowing, his long limbs taking up more space than her compact frame ever would. He adjusted the chair’s position until he faced her, long legs pulled up, and knees spread to accommodate the small space. Nessa’s eyes immediately found the space between his legs where they met. The sight there confused and excited her. Was he really erect, the length of his arousal causing an extra bulge along his right thigh? She looked away, mouth salivating. It couldn’t be. Max had never shown that kind of interest in her in all the years they’d co-managed this hole-in-the-wall store. 

“Eight years, why?” She returned gruffly, hand fidgeting with the mouse. Nessa double-clicked something she hadn’t meant to open, closed it, then shoved the mouse away when her hand shook so badly she couldn’t control the thing smoothly anymore.  

Max sighed as he answered. “That’s right. Eight long years. They’ve been good, though, haven’t they?” His mystifying tone made her look at him askance. Why was he looking at her that way, with those smoky blue eyes turned so dark and deep like he was plumbing for her soul when their eyes met? She shivered, caught her breath. 

“Sure. I couldn’t ask for a better assistant manager.” She meant it too; this store wouldn’t run half as well as it did without Max’s unique approach to the associates and exquisite attention to detail. Nessa trusted Max more than she trusted most of her co-workers, despite her near-overpowering attraction to him. 

He sounded sad when he queried, “Is that the only way you see me?” Nessa stared at him wide-eyed. 

“I don’t understand. What are you asking me? Corporate would make you a store manager in a heartbeat if you showed even the slightest interest,” she sputtered, confused. His supple, lush lips curled. 

“I know, but that’s not what I meant.” 

“Well, what did you mean then?” He had her off-kilter, a sensation Nessa disliked. The question came out huffy with her discomfort. Max’s forehead wrinkled. He leaned forward, propping his forearms on his knees. 

“I meant on a personal level, Nessa. Just between you and me.” His dark eyes burrowed into her. She froze, feeling the intensity of the spotlight and squirming with it. Her lust for Max had always been a secret guilt, never something to be confessed in the light of day, let alone under a tired old halogen bulb in a dinky cinderblock office. 

“Personally?” She squeaked. “I’ve never spent much time thinking about it,” she lied and felt her face turn blistering hot. Nessa was sure she was as red as a lobster fresh out of the pot. Max looked like he believed her as much as she believed her own lie. Instead of calling her out openly, he surprised her by rising and stretching. He reached his long arms up to the ceiling, which brought his groin thrusting toward her, the hem of his uniform shirt yet untucked and lifting to show her the ripple of muscle under a thin layer of fat and downy fur that was his stomach. He let out a low groan that was all luxurious enjoyment, then dropped his arms. She stared at the swollen lump stretching down his thigh, obvious even through the thick material of his pants. 

“I’ll be in the boiler room checking out the fuse boxes for the next twenty minutes if you need me,” he smirked as he shuffled backwards out the door. The cold draft left in his wake did little to sober Nessa’s heated core. 

What the hell had just happened? Was Max really interested in a personal relationship? It certainly seemed so, she reflected. 

“Why now?” She asked the empty office, then flicked a glance at the cameras. Max was ambling through the back room, his direction clear. He was headed for the boiler room, the only other room in the building with a door and a lock, and enough machinery to provide more than ample soundproofing. 

Was Max serious? Did he really mean for her to meet him in the boiler room, and for what? Nessa suddenly doubted her own confidence
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