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      I didn’t want to be myself tonight.

      As I smoothed down my bridesmaid gown, I looked at the crowd milling around me. My skin felt as though it didn’t fit, as though something inside me was clawing to get out.

      Actually, I did want to be me, but I wanted to be less of my usual responsible, tranquil self. I wanted to drink too much, eat too much, laugh too loudly, and kick off my shoes and dance until I was exhausted. I wanted to exist authentically for a night without worrying about the potential consequences.

      What better time to cut loose than my best friend’s wedding day?

      The newlyweds had their first dance, dinner had been consumed, the cake cut and served, and all that was left was the bouquet and garter toss. I fully intended to be far away from the dance floor when those occurred. I wanted to meet someone I could love and possibly get married, but I didn’t want to deal with the attention that came with the bouquet toss, especially if I caught it.

      There was a tap on my shoulder, distracting me from my plans to hide before the singles awareness tradition.

      I turned to face Marcus Flynn. My friend, Lucy, interned for him during college. He was a famous photographer and gorgeous. If he didn’t act just like an overprotective brother, I would have had a screaming crush on him. Then again, maybe not, because he was always with Elijah. He introduced him as his friend, but they were always together when I saw them. It was none of my business, but I wondered if they were in a relationship. And if they were, why weren’t they open about it?

      God, I didn’t know why I cared, but I couldn’t stop myself from wondering.

      Elijah was standing next to him as usual, a wide smile on his face and his bright blue eyes twinkling.

      “Hi, Marcus. Hi, Elijah,” I greeted them.

      “You look gorgeous,” Marcus said, leaning down to kiss my cheek.

      “You both look handsome, too,” I replied.

      Elijah stepped in front of me when Marcus released me and pulled me into a hug. His body was warm and hard, and I sighed to myself. It really was too bad because Elijah was even more gorgeous than Marcus.

      “Hi, Grier,” he said, brushing his lips over my cheek.

      “Hey.”

      Someone called Marcus’s name. He glanced at Elijah. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      With that, he disappeared in the crowd heading toward the man who’d called his name. Elijah turned toward me, tucking his hands into his pockets.

      “Hey, there,” he said. “Come here often?”

      I laughed, shaking my head. The champagne I’d been drinking all afternoon had finally gone to my head making me dizzy. He took a step toward me, his hand landing on my hip when I nearly lost my balance. Our bodies swayed and moved with the beat of the music. I was just tipsy enough not to care if I looked silly or graceless.

      “Oh, sure,” I answered. “I crash weddings in this hotel all the time.”

      His grin grew wider as he chuckled. “Sounds like fun. Can I come with next time?”

      Before I could answer him, a firm hand clamped on my bicep.

      “It’s time for Lucy to throw the bouquet,” my friend Chelsea stated, tugging at me. “Let’s go!”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Elijah gave me a little nudge until I stumbled behind her. Shooting him a narrow-eyed glare, which got me another chuckle, I caught my balance and almost jogged to keep up with Chelsea.

      “I wasn’t going to⁠—”

      Chelsea didn’t let me finish. She dragged me behind her, even when I tried to dig my heels in. Unfortunately, the stilettos I wore gave me no traction.

      With a clatter of my heels, I found myself in the open space on the dance floor, directly in front of the low stage where the DJ was set up. Lucy grinned at the small group of women in front of her.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      I tried to take a step back, to disappear back into the crowd, but Chelsea shoved me forward again. Just as Chelsea pushed me, Lucy turned her back and launched the bouquet over her head. I stared in horror, my jaw slack, as the cluster of roses soared in a high arc above us. As though in slow motion, it started the downward trajectory, headed straight for me. Panicked, I retreated a step as two of the women tried to grab it simultaneously. The stems bounced off their grasping hands, sending the bouquet into a tailspin.

      I gasped as the tightly clustered roses slammed into my face. Without thinking, my hands flew up and grabbed the stems. A roar of laughter and cheers went up behind me as I yanked the bouquet away from my mouth, spitting out a couple of rose petals as I did.

      Still shocked, I looked up to find Lucy grinning at me. When our eyes met, she winked.

      “Looks like love is going to smack one of the bridesmaids in the face!” the DJ chortled.

      I was too busy rolling my eyes to notice the mixed reactions of the other women as I turned and walked straight into the firm body of Elijah.

      “Looks like you’re next, Brown Eyes,” he said.

      I blinked up at him. “I didn’t even want to catch it,” I mumbled.

      “Then why were you out there?”

      I shot a sideways glance to Chelsea, who was no longer next to me but headed over to one of the bar areas set up in the corner. “I’m pretty sure you saw exactly what happened with Chelsea, right? You were standing right there.”

      He laughed, his light blue eyes sparkling. “Good point.”

      “Okay, single guys. Time for y’all to catch the garter!” The wedding planner’s voice came over the speakers.

      I arched my brows at Elijah. “Looks like it’s your turn.”

      Before he could do more than shake his head, I called out, “I found one!”

      Heads all around us turned toward Elijah. Lucy appeared next to us, latching onto the sleeve of his suit jacket. “Let’s go, buddy,” she said.

      His expression promising retribution, Elijah let her drag him toward the dance floor. Feeling smug, I gave him a little finger wave before I blew him a sassy kiss. He shook his head at me as he turned to face Lucy. I could see his mouth moving rapidly, but she just pointed to the group of men loitering on the dance floor in front of Chris, stomping her foot when he didn’t move fast enough. Marcus somehow avoided being dragged into the fray. I searched for him, but he was nowhere to be found.

      Finally, Elijah rolled his eyes (much like I had) and joined the small group of men. Only a couple of them looked happy to be there, which made me suppress a smile especially since the ones who looked most annoyed had dates nearby calling encouragement.

      Lucy sauntered over to her new husband and lifted the skirt of her wedding dress to reveal the garter on her leg. The DJ began playing a raunchy tune, reminiscent of a burlesque song, as Chris slowly worked the garter down her leg, grinning lasciviously as he did. Lucy smacked his shoulder, her mouth moving as she said something, but I couldn’t hear her over the music. After she did, his movements became a little quicker and less titillating.

      Once the garter was free, Chris straightened, twirling the satiny band around his index finger. Then, he pulled it back and released it, sending it shooting straight toward the men. Copying my strategy, Elijah was loitering at the back of the group. It was petty as hell, but I hoped that it worked out as well for him as it had for me.

      I bit back a laugh as the men all stepped to the side, parting like a pair of curtains and leaving Elijah standing alone at the rear, his mouth agape. I couldn’t control my laugh as the garter smacked him between the eyes. No wonder people laughed when the bouquet got me earlier. It was damn funny to see the gobsmacked expression on his face.

      Considering how amused he’d been by my predicament, I thought it was a fitting punishment that the same thing would happen to him.

      “Well, that was unexpected. Seems the bachelors didn’t learn from the ladies at the bouquet toss,” the DJ said, his voice quivering with laughter.

      I snorted, covering my mouth with my hand. As though he heard me, Elijah turned toward me, his eyes narrowed.

      “Time for a picture with the lady and gentleman who caught the bouquet and garter!” the DJ announced.

      That wiped the smile from my face. When he saw my expression, Elijah smirked and crooked a finger at me. I shook my head. He took a step toward me, clearly threatening to come drag me across the room. With a sigh, I lowered my hand and trudged in his direction. It was clear he wasn’t going to let me out of this, and I didn’t want to cause a scene at Lucy’s wedding. Well, more of a scene.

      As I passed one of the single ladies who’d almost caught the bouquet, I heard her murmur, “Lucky bitch.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to stop and ask her if she wanted me to introduce her to him, but Elijah was watching me expectantly, arching a brow when my steps slowed. I could almost hear him say, Too chicken? I squinted across the dance floor at him as I got closer, which made his smirk turn into a huge smile.

      A flower wall had been set up near the dance floor so people could have pictures taken together by the photographer she’d hired. It was a fun activity Lucy wanted for the guests and wedding party so she could look at the photos in the future to see all her friends and family enjoying themselves at her wedding. The photographer was setting up a chair in front of the wall. She smiled at both of them as they approached.

      “Okay, gentleman, you’re going to sit in the chair.” Once Elijah was seated, she smiled at me. “And bridesmaid, you’ll sit in his lap.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her no way when Elijah reached out and snagged my hand, tugging me forward. I tried to pull away, but he kept a firm grip on me and maneuvered me in front of him.

      “Have a seat, Brown Eyes.”

      I looked down at him, hesitating.

      Chuckling, he released my hand and grabbed my hips, turning and positioning me until I settled on his thigh. I clutched the bouquet in one hand, keeping it close to my chest, as he wrapped an arm around my waist, letting his hand rest low on my hip.

      The heat of his palm all but burned through the thin, satiny material of the bridesmaid dress, and I could feel each of his fingers against my body.

      “Relax,” he murmured, his cheek brushing my bare shoulder.

      I made the mistake of glancing back toward him, our eyes clashing and locking together, only a few inches apart. This close, I could see the striations of light blue in the indigo of his pupils.

      “What?” I asked. I’d completely forgotten what he said because I was distracted by how pretty his eyes were.

      His arm tightened around me. “Grier, you need to relax.”

      “I’m too⁠—”

      “Just take a breath and lean against me,” he said, interrupting my statement that I was too heavy to sit on him for long.

      Considering he wouldn’t release me when I tried to regain my feet, I decided to play along and get this over with faster. I leaned back, trying to ignore the heat radiating off his body beneath the thin dress shirt he wore. I also tried to ignore the faint scent of his cologne mingling with a hint of sweat. I failed miserably at both those endeavors, my back stiff and my body tense.

      Elijah reached up and tugged lightly on one of the curls framing my face. “You’re too tense, Brown Eyes.”.

      I turned my head, my mouth open to say something, and found myself nose-to-nose with him.

      “Relax,” he whispered, repeating the word again.

      His warm breath puffed against my lips, and every thought in my brain vanished. I did as he demanded, all but melting against him as the photographer set up her shot. I didn’t even blink as the flash went off.

      “All right, you two. Stay exactly like that, but turn your heads toward me,” she called.

      I heard her voice, but her words didn’t register. Elijah released a quiet chuckle and cupped the back of my head, turning my head toward the photographer.

      “Smile, Brown Eyes,” he whispered.

      Somehow, I managed to focus enough to curve my lips into a semblance of a smile. The flash went off again, this time nearly blinding me.

      “Great. You’re a lovely couple. Enjoy the rest of the reception!”

      Before I could tell her that we weren’t dating, firm hands clasped my waist, and I was suddenly on my feet, swaying again. Elijah stood so close that our bodies brushed, like a tease.

      “You need to cut loose,” he murmured, looking down at me.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze away from his bright blue eyes, but no words came to me.

      “Let’s get a drink.”

      Without waiting for me to reply, Elijah released my waist, slipping a hand in mine, and tugging me along behind him as he headed toward one of the three bars set up in the room.

      I followed in his wake without a single argument.
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      The door to my hotel room burst open behind me, and I stumbled backwards, nearly falling. Hard hands gripped my hips, keeping me from crashing to the floor. I laughed as I regained my balance and kicked off my pumps. Was it Elijah that made me so clumsy or was I just drunk?

      “Oh, God,” I groaned, leaning against Elijah. “That feels soooo good.”

      He chuckled as he pulled me closer. “Thanks. I try.”

      I rolled my eyes before I looked up at him. “I was talking about taking off my shoes,” I stated. “It felt almost as good as taking off my bra.”

      “Don’t let me stop you if that’s next,” he murmured, his blue eyes twinkling as he stared down at my upturned face.

      “It would be if I was wearing one.”

      We both laughed, swaying together. I wasn’t sure how many tequila shots I’d had, but it was more than I’d drunk before. Ever.

      My body felt loose, and my thoughts were hazy. I hovered on the edge between pleasantly tipsy and plastered. My arms were wrapped around Elijah, my hands clutching the back of his shirt beneath his shoulder blades.

      Without my heels, he was nearly a foot taller than me. I felt dainty, something else I’d never felt before. While I was short, I wasn’t thin or delicate. I also wasn’t strong or toned. Mostly, I was just soft. The men I dated tended to be a few inches taller than me and worked desk jobs like I did. They couldn’t keep me from falling with ease or lift me off my feet without grunting.

      “You smell good,” I murmured, burying my nose against Elijah’s chest.

      When he chuckled, I could hear the low, delicious rumble in that chest.

      “I smell like tequila and sweat,” he answered.

      I tilted my head back. “A little, but you also smell like you.”

      “And how do I smell?” he asked, his blue eyes twinkling as he stared down at me.

      “Warm and tingly.”

      I laughed as I said it, but the smile curving his mouth slowly faded as he studied me.

      “God, you’re so pretty.”

      I blinked at him. “I am?”

      His hands smoothed up my sides and around to the small of my back, making me excruciatingly aware of the heat and weight of his touch. Wait. What was happening?

      “You are.”

      Through the haze of alcohol, I felt the dull throb of embarrassment. I wasn’t sure what to say because I wasn’t used to compliments from men, particularly men as gorgeous as Elijah Lawson. Then again, he might not be interested in women, so his compliment could be one coming from a place of platonic sincerity.

      Even though he was just as drunk as I was, he saw my disbelief.

      “Every time you smile at me you have a dimple right here,” he said, releasing my waist with one hand to touch my cheek with the tip of his index finger. “And your eyes sparkle. Everything about you is bright and sweet.”

      I couldn’t look at him anymore. To hear this beautiful man say these things to me…I couldn’t handle it. I tilted my chin down, lowering my eyes to break away from his intense gaze.

      The finger touching my cheek hooked me beneath the chin, forcing me to lift my face. When I tried to turn my head, dull heat spreading across my cheeks, his other hand tangled in the long tail of curls that draped down my back. His grip was gentle but inescapable.

      “Look at me, Grier.”

      I couldn’t resist his command. I tilted my chin back so I could meet his stare.

      “You’re gorgeous, inside and out.”

      I opened my mouth. I had no idea what I intended to say other than to tell him he was being too generous. No words came out because his lips touched mine. Every thought in my brain evaporated into smoke.

      His tongue touched mine, filling my mouth with his taste and heat. The sharp flavor of the tequila he’d had before we came upstairs merged with the warmer taste of Elijah.

      I had no control over my body. My muscles went lax and I all but melted into him. My hands clutched his sides in an effort to hold my weight, but his hands released my hair and my face, moving down my back to my ass. His fingers clenched my cheeks as he tugged me even closer, bringing my body completely flush with his. A breathy moan escaped my mouth when I felt his firmly muscled body against mine. It had been a long while since I’d felt this—a man’s body against mine. A man’s arms holding me tightly. Until this moment, I never realized how badly I needed to be held, how much I yearned for someone to touch me.

      Elijah moved backward, pulling me with him. He sat on the edge of the bed, and I followed him, putting a knee on each side of his hips. A slit ran up the left side of my dress, baring my leg as I straddled him. I rocked my hips forward, feeling the hard ridge of his erection against my center. I moaned again as the kiss spun out of control.

      He fisted my hair in his hand, tilting my head back as his mouth moved down my throat. The edge of his teeth sank into my neck, followed by a flick of his tongue against the sting. I dragged my nails up the back of his neck and up over his scalp, cradling his head close.

      Yes, this was what I needed. Not only to be held tightly, but to feel consumed. To feel desired. Maybe even craved.

      His answering groan vibrated against my skin, making me shiver. His lips glided over my collarbone then down the center of my chest. I gasped when his tongue ran over the inner curve of my breast, slipping beneath the halter neckline of my dress. Without thinking, I released my hold on his head and reached back to the clasp at the base of my neck. My fingers trembled as I unfastened the rhinestone clasp that held up the dress. The satin fabric slithered from my shoulders into my lap.

      “Fuck.”

      I looked down when Elijah lifted his face from my chest. His eyes gleamed as he looked up at me.

      I hesitated then, realizing what I was doing. Oh, my God. He might be in a relationship or at the very least a friend with benefits arrangement…with my best friend’s friend. What was I doing? Oh, my God!

      I stiffened and started to move off of him, reaching for the top of my dress. He gripped my ass harder to keep me in place, which ground me deeper against the hard ridge of his erection. I had to bite back a moan at the sensation. I tugged the top of my dress up, covering my bare chest.

      “What is it?” he asked, his thumbs brushing the satin that draped over my hips. His fingers squeezed me gently and my clit throbbed in response. His eyes never left my face, even though my bare breasts were still partially displayed.

      “You—you…” I shut my mouth and swallowed hard. I had no idea how to word this, especially since my brain was fogged with tequila. Finally, I just said, “Aren’t you with Marcus?”

      For a moment he looked incredibly confused. “With…Marcus? As in…a couple?”

      I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and nodded.

      The consternation on his face cleared, and he released a bark of laughter. I twitched on his lap, nearly falling backward, but his hands tightened on my hips, pulling me even tighter against his body.

      Once he settled into quiet chuckles, he said, “Marcus is my cousin. Sort of. Our parents are actually cousins, but they were close as kids and then as adults. We were born within six months of each other. We basically grew up together because our parents spent lots of time together. He’s like a brother.”

      I felt heat rush to my cheeks at my assumption about him and Marcus.

      Elijah chuckled again. “Did I spoil your little fantasy?”

      I barely caught myself before I nodded, which made him laugh louder. “Why did you think we were gay?”

      The tequila was still buzzing through my bloodstream despite my embarrassment, so I sighed and answered a little too honestly, “Every time I see Marcus, you’re with him. The way you two talk to each other, it was clear you were close. And Lucy mentioned in passing that she’s never known Marcus to be in a relationship with anyone, man or woman, so I thought maybe…”

      Elijah smirked at me. “That’s because Marcus is married to his job. No one else will ever measure up in terms of importance. As for us always being together—” He paused and pulled me even closer until the backs of my knuckles brushed the front of his shirt which pressed my nipples into my palms, making me shiver. “He’s always gone for work, so when he’s in Dallas, he stays with me. We hang out as much as we can, which means I end up going almost everywhere with him while he’s in town.”

      Well, that made sense.

      His eyes were piercing as they slowly moved down, over my neck and finally to my chest. My inhibitions were lowered from the margaritas, but I struggled not to fidget. I didn’t move as he reached up with one hand and tugged gently at mine until I lowered them to my lap, letting the dress fall back down to my waist.

      With my breasts bared, I felt more naked and vulnerable than I had moments before.

      “Now, before we go any further, I need you to be very, very sure that this is what you want. And by this, I mean us fucking until we pass out.”

      Oh. My. God. Another shiver swept through me. “Why?” I asked, unable to think of anything else to say. Which was crazy because my body was screaming YES! Dick me down, right now!

      “Because I might die if you change your mind once we start.”

      I couldn’t suppress my eye roll. His hand tightened on my hair. A small burst of pain in my scalp brought my attention back to him.

      “You have no idea, do you?” he asked.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You are fucking gorgeous.” His mouth nipped at mine. “Sexy.” Another nip. “Irresistible.”

      My body trembled in his tight hold. Whether from his words or the way his mouth nibbled at mine, I had no idea. “I won’t change my mind,” I whispered. “I want this.”

      His lips traveled over my chest to my nipple, closing over the sensitive tip and sucking. I shuddered almost violently. “I need you,” I moaned.

      Using his hold on me, Elijah shifted me across his lap, bringing my upper body closer to him. His mouth devoured my breasts, licking and sucking my nipples until I was whimpering and writhing on top of him. The bulge of his erection nudged my pussy, and I angled my hips until my clit rubbed against the length of his cock.

      Elijah groaned, releasing my hair, and gripping both of my hips in his hands. I ground my body into him, following the rhythm he set with his hands and the thrust of his dick against me.

      I gasped as a spike of pleasure speared through me. I’d never had a man touch me like this. Most of my boyfriends or lovers had been gentle. Almost too much so.

      But Elijah was demanding, nearly rough, and it ratcheted the tension inside me to a nearly unbearable level. Before the climax could explode between my legs, Elijah shifted, half standing, before he twisted to toss me on the mattress. He loomed over me, his hands smoothing over my thighs where the silky fabric clung to me. “How do we take this off?” he asked.

      My only answer was to push myself up into a sitting position and reach for the short zipper on my side. He stepped back, straightening, and his hands went to the buttons of his shirt.

      As I wiggled out of my dress, leaving me clad only in a pair of tiny panties, Elijah watched me as his fingers slipped the buttons free. His shirt fell open, revealing his bare torso. The shyness that I was beginning to feel melted away. All I could do was stare as he stripped the material from his upper body and dropped it on the ground.

      “The panties, too,” he commanded as his fingers went to the buckle of his belt.

      I tucked my thumbs in the waistband and lifted my hips. By the time I’d worked them to my ankles and tossed them aside, Elijah bent to shove his pants down. When he straightened, he flicked his wrist, tossing a strip of condoms on the nightstand. Distracted by the motion of his hand, I barely saw a flash of his hard cock, before he leaned forward, shoved my legs wide, and closed his mouth over my pussy.

      A gasping moan escaped me, so loud that I clapped my hand over my mouth to muffle the next one. Without missing a beat, Elijah reached up and yanked my palm away from my lips.

      “I want to hear you. Every sound you make. Every time you can’t catch your breath. Whether you’ll gasp my name or scream it when you come. All of it.”

      I could feel how wide my eyes were as I stared down my body at his face. His bright blue gaze was locked on my face as he leaned down and ran the tip of his tongue from my entrance to my clit, the touch featherlight.

      I couldn’t control the shiver that ran through me or how my nipples beaded tighter and throbbed. He did it again, this time with the flat of his tongue, and my head fell back as a low moan escaped me.

      He slowly released my wrist, as though he wanted to be sure I wouldn’t cover my mouth again. When my fingers moved straight to his hair and pulled his face deeper into my pussy, I felt more than heard the deep sound that rumbled from his chest. Not quite a growl and not quite a laugh, the vibration speared straight through my body.

      Then, he devoured me.

      I wanted to watch him, to take in every sound and expression on his face, but I couldn’t lift my head to see. I was too busy shifting and squirming beneath the onslaught of his mouth, my body clenching as he slid, first one, then two fingers deep inside me.

      Then, he hooked them, pressing hard against a spot that was so sensitive my entire body jolted. His mouth zeroed in on my clit—alternating between licking and suckling it until I was reduced to a babbling mess, incoherent words interspersed with broken moans and groans.

      I couldn’t help it as I lifted my hips, pressing my clit deeper into his mouth, as I felt the sharp edge of my climax rising. It was coming, and it was going to be huge.

      He knew it, too. His tongue flicked my clit harder as he sucked it, and his fingers worked inside me, building the pressure to an unbearable level.

      “Elijah,” I whimpered.

      Then, it hit me. A ragged cry tore from my throat as I convulsed on the mattress. He moved onto the bed, cupping my hips in his hands and lifting me up until only shoulders and head rested on the bed. My thighs locked around his face, and my entire body undulated from the force of the spasms rolling through me. He wrapped his arms around my lower belly, pinning me against his body as he continued to torture my clit, drawing out my orgasm until it was nearly painful.

      “Oh, my God,” I gasped as the orgasm built straight into another, this one so sharp and fierce that I was afraid my soul was going to leave my body permanently. “Please stop,” I
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