

Contents



  	Title Page

  	Copyright Page

  	Dedication

  	Nikki

  	Chapter One

  	Chapter Two

  	Chapter Three

  	Chapter Four

  	Chapter Five

  	Chapter Six

  	Chapter Seven

  	Chapter Eight

  	Lily

  	Chapter One

  	Chapter Two

  	Chapter Three

  	Chapter Four

  	Chapter Five

  	Chapter Six

  	Chapter Seven

  	Cassie

  	Chapter One

  	Chapter Two

  	Chapter Three

  	Chapter Four

  	Chapter Five

  	Chapter Six

  	Chapter Seven

  	Olivia

  	Chapter One

  	Chapter Two

  	Chapter Three

  	Chapter Four

  	Chapter Five

  	Chapter Six

  	Chapter Seven

  	Chapter Eight

  	Willow

  	Chapter One

  	Chapter Two

  	Chapter Three

  	Chapter Four

  	Chapter Five

  	Chapter Six

  	Chapter Seven

  	Need More?

  	Review Request

  	About the Author

  	Also by R.C. Wynne

  	Writing as Robbie Cox

  	Merchandise Store





  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  









Fangirls:

The Collection




By 

R.C. Wynne













[image: SandyShoresLogo- Black]





Fangirls: The Collection




By R.C. Wynne







First Edition

Copyright © 2017-2021 R.C. Wynne




All Rights Reserved




Cover art by Beautiful Mess Graphics

Editing by CTS Editing & 

Weis Editing/Proofreading Services

Formatting by CJC Formatting







www.rcwynnebooks.com







This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, locations, and incidents are strictly products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be reproduced in any form, except in assisting in a review. This book may not be resold. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.




For up-to-date news on R.C. Wynne’s latest releases, book signing events in your area, and giveaways, follow his newsletter - CLICK HERE! 




You can also join R.C. Wynne’s reading group one Facebook, Wynne’s Romance Hideaway, for more updates, extra giveaways, and even more fan involvement - https://www.facebook.com/groups/wynnesromancehideway 











To all fangirls everywhere


[image: Fangirls---Nikki-B&N]






CHAPTER ONE




SHE DIDN’T NEED this. Standing inside the entrance of the Perk & Grind, Nikki Sanford repositioned her briefcase’s strap over her shoulder, the weight digging into her flesh. She scanned the busy interior as her well-laid plans deflated like air let out of a child’s balloon. She really didn’t need this. She had too many reports to complete for work and her neighbor’s apartment was full of boisterous people whose party was bleeding through her walls. She hoped the Perk & Grind would offer her a quiet table as well as a hot cup of coffee or two to see her through the drudgery of the quarterly reports. The coffee house, however, was jammed with a diversified assortment of trendy folks. As she stood there, fighting the urge to scream, all she could see was her night going to hell in the proverbial hand basket. I wonder if the hand basket would at least be quiet.

Nine tables lined the outside of the brick-and-mortar building, each one already filled with couples playing footsie under the table or a gaggle of college students pretending to cram for the next round of finals while trying to start a new fashion trend with their hodge podge outfits. Nikki understood that some people liked to express themselves through their clothing, but all these kids were expressing was that they were poor and color blind.

Inside, the coffee house was just as bad. Couches were filled with gossiping couples, tables surrounded by friends sharing stories or people lost in their laptops. On a makeshift stage, a twenty-something kid with dreadlocks pretended to play the guitar while everyone around ignored him. Even the counter bar was full of couples talking or people reading while sipping overpriced coffee. A line of people at the register needing caffeine told her that the place wasn’t going to empty out anytime soon.

Letting out a frustrated sigh, Nikki scanned the noisy crowd again, hoping an empty table was hiding somewhere, waiting for her to claim it. No such luck. She did not feel like hauling her heavy bag back out to her car just to go in search of somewhere else to work. Not only was it a pain in the ass, but she didn’t have the time to lose. She was going to be up late enough as it was, trying to get the reports completed so her boss, Peter Mills, didn’t string her up as a sacrifice for his boss. Besides, she didn’t even know if there was another place open at this time of night where she could go and work. Why in the world were so many people out on a Tuesday night anyway?

What frustrated her even more was that at a table perched against an exterior window sat a lone man taking up the entire table for four all by himself. An entire table! He sat there, oblivious to his greediness, scribbling notes down into a notebook from a book he was reading on…faeries? He had an extra pen tucked behind his right ear pushing his dark hair over and out just a little, but it didn’t seem out of place on him with how tousled the rest of his hair was. The man was thin, but not scrawny, with dark hazel eyes, which were staring intently at his book as if he were studying for a test. Why someone would be studying faeries with such intensity, she didn’t know. What she did know, however, was that it didn’t require an entire table to do so.

Taking a deep breath, she decided to claim part of faerie-man’s domain. She hated dealing with strangers, which is why she was in the business side of Meyer’s Ad Agency, instead of the front lines, but she saw no other choice. She needed a place to work. Her back straight with determination, she weaved her way through the crowded establishment to the prize she intended on claiming. “Excuse me,” she said as she approached the table and the disheveled looking man. “Would you mind sharing your table?” She gestured around the coffee house when he glanced up at her. “Every other table is taken, and I really don’t have time to go anywhere else.”

He stared up at her, his face a mask of confusion. Glancing around the coffee house, it seemed he had completely forgotten where he was. His brows were pinched together as his gaze bounced from his books to her, back around the crowded room, and finally settling back on her. Nikki wondered if the bizarre man even heard her. She waited for another moment, noticing the other patrons glancing her way, before gesturing to the empty chair in front of her. “May I?”

“Oh, sorry, yes, please, have a seat.” His words came out in a rush of clipped phrases as he gestured to the chair she was indicating. She still didn’t think he knew what was happening. He glanced around the room again as she dropped down into the chair, tossing her briefcase into the empty seat beside her. “I guess this place has gotten busy,” he said. “I hadn’t noticed really. Strange.”

Nikki doubted that it was strange at all for him, but rather a natural occurrence. “You did seem lost in your faeries,” she said, tucking a stray strand of her dark hair behind her left ear.

“My what? Oh, the book.” His expression went from confused to embarrassed as a blush colored his cheeks. “Yes, well, I’m in the middle of some research.” He kept his eyes on her as she pulled a legal pad and a stack of stuffed manila folders from her briefcase, setting them in front of her. “It’s amazing, some of the legends that are handed down and people’s beliefs. It’s equally interesting how those stories have changed throughout the years. Mermaids, for example.”

“Mermaids?” Nikki sat back in her chair, her hands folded in her lap as she stared at him. “Bare-breasted women who chase after men? I’m not surprised you’d find that interesting.”

“Huh? Oh. No, no. I meant the differences in how people see them. The movie The Little Mermaid has given them a sweet, cutesy image, but really, mermaids are vicious creatures. They lure men to them and then devour their victim’s hands, feet, and genitals, leaving their half-digested corpses on the shore for others to find. They truly are ferocious creatures.”

Nikki stared at him, wondering if perhaps she should have just turned around and went home to work instead. The man before her was not all there, it seemed. “And mermaids are a hobby of yours?”

His eyebrows bunched together over his nose as he gave her another confused look. “Hobby? I don’t…Oh.” He laughed as it dawned on him what she meant. Or perhaps he laughed at himself for not getting her little joke. Nikki couldn’t tell, because she was having a difficult time figuring this frail-looking man out. “Actually, as I said, it’s research.”

“So, you’re a mermaid professor.”

He closed the book he was reading, using the pointer finger of his left hand as a bookmark. Leaning back in his chair, he gave her what she took as a patient smile. “I’m a writer. Besides a blog, I also write fantasy novels. I’m considering using mermaids in my next book and wanted to stick as close to the established legends as I could.”

She was staring at him, she knew, but she couldn’t help it. Why would an author be in the Perk & Grind? “You actually write books that can be found in bookstores? I could pop into a Barnes & Noble, Books-A-Million, and see your name on the spine of a book?” She didn’t believe it. The man across from her did not look like a writer. There was no Ernest Hemingway or James Patterson vibe about him.

He nodded his head and then brushed his bangs out of his eyes with his fingers. “You can. Just look for Theo D. Edwards in the fantasy section. Hopefully, you enjoy the genre.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever read anything in it, but now I’m going to have to since I’ve met someone who writes it.”

He smiled at her, his eyes soft, inviting. “Well, hopefully, I will get to meet you again, so you can tell me what you thought about it.” He pointed to the stack of folders in front of her as he reached for his coffee mug. “And what are you working on this Tuesday night?”

Nikki took a deep breath as she was reminded of the work night ahead of her. “Nothing as exciting as the adventures of a mermaid. I work for an ad agency and have to finish the end of quarter reports. It’s a battle of numbers that constantly fight with me, refusing to balance like they should.”

“Ah, yes, numbers, the vilest villain in the modern world.” His laughter brought a twinkle to his dark, hazel eyes, the light reflecting off the gold flecks around his iris’s edge, and she found herself changing her first opinion of him. He still seemed odd, but now it wasn’t in a creepy, loner, serial killer kind of way. Now, he was a creative kind of quirky as many writers were said to be and she found herself enjoying it.

They continued to talk throughout the evening, only pausing long enough for Nikki to order a mocha frappe. The entire time Theo never removed his finger from the book as it rested on his lap, as if he were ready to return to his reading at any moment. It was almost as if he forgot he was even holding it. His right hand was a series of movements, however, from picking up his coffee mug, to continuously brushing his disheveled hair out of his eyes, to simple hand gestures as he spoke. He asked her a myriad of questions about her work, as well as herself, and every time Nikki attempted to turn the conversation back around to him, he would answer her question and then ask her one right back. “It’s not all that exciting,” he told her when she asked about being a writer. “I live in fictional worlds. You, however, you help sway the real world. Your ads make people buy something or get them to vote a certain way. Now, that’s exciting.”

And she could tell he actually meant it. He wasn’t just being nice. Even after she reminded him that she was merely a number cruncher, he wanted to hear more. He could have ignored her, gone back to his writing, but instead, he kept the conversation going. Before she knew it, they were on their third drink and her reports still had not been touched. She would regret it in the morning, but, at the moment, she didn’t want it to end. It had been too long since she had found someone who actually cared about what she did or how she felt about things. It was a nice change from having someone who only wanted to talk about themselves.

The noise level inside the Perk & Grind started to diminish. Glancing around, Nikki noticed more than half the customers had cleared out, heading for home or wherever else the night called them. A peek at her phone revealed the hour to be almost half past midnight. More than four hours! How in the world had the time slipped away from her that much?

Following her lead, Theo glanced around the coffee house and then at his cell phone. “Wow. I guess I wasn’t a big help with you getting your reports done. I’m sorry. Really. Once I start talking. I don’t know when to shut up.”

It wasn’t his fault. Nikki knew she could have shut him up at any time, but she had allowed herself to become lost in the conversation. She had to admit she needed it. Living alone was too quiet—except for her neighbor’s parties, that is. Oh, it was nice that first hour home from work, but after that, the silence was sometimes louder than the classic rock she played to drown out the quietness.

She let out a quiet sigh, realizing that the night was over. With reluctance and not regret, she slid her stack of untouched folders back into her briefcase. “Actually, it was an enjoyable night. I think I needed the company more than I needed to finish these reports. Thank you for allowing me to interrupt your research.” She stood and he stood with her.

Extending his arm, Theo took her hand into his. A simple handshake, but its warmth sent a tremor of excitement through her body. Human touch was about as scarce for her as conversation. He smiled at her and she felt herself wanting to stay.

“It was a refreshing evening,” he said. “And my research will always be there. I much preferred our conversation. I hope you don’t get into too much trouble at work.”

She squeezed his hand before forcing herself to let go. “It was worth it.” She returned his smile and then turned to leave, even though it was the last thing she wanted to do right then. At the door, she turned to glance back one more time and, to her surprise, he was still standing, watching her as she left. He gave a slight wave, which she returned with a smile before stepping out into the dark, quiet night.











CHAPTER TWO




NIKKI SLUNK OUT of the office of Peter Mills with her head hanging, ears ringing, and her cheeks flushed from his irate reprimand. She knew she was going to be in trouble. She just wasn’t prepared for the actual extent of it. Someone from the upstairs office had to be busting Peter’s balls pretty hard if he came down on her as hard as he did. With stress coming from on high, it was sure to trickle down to her. Of course, if she did her job as she was supposed to, as she always did, she would have avoided the verbal spanking she just received. It was not the type of spanking she enjoyed.

“So, how much trouble are you in? I heard Peter’s yelling all the way out here.” Stephanie leaned back in her desk chair, twirling her pen between her fingers, as she watched Nikki slump her way toward her. The tiny redhead had been sharing the office with Nikki for the past four years and besides the office, she shared most of the company gossip. If there was something going on worth knowing, Stephanie Ledbetter was privy to all the salacious details. Of course, quite often it was because the rambunctious woman was right in the thick of it.

Nikki collapsed into her chair as she let out a deep breath. “Let’s just say I’m glad my year end review is still a few months away. I have enough ass kissing time to get back into his good graces.”

Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Because you’re so good at kissing ass around here.”

“I can learn. After all, I have you as my ass kissing mentor, right?” Nikki flashed the other woman a smile as she leaned forward, elbows on her desk. “Besides, I can get the reports done tonight. Peter, in his benevolence, granted me a twenty-four-hour extension.”

“Considering how often Miss Goody-Goody misses a deadline, I’m surprised he didn’t just faint from shock that the reports weren’t presented complete with a pretty bow on top. So, what kidnapped our little girl’s focus and kept her from getting her homework done?”

“It wasn’t planned, I assure you.” She turned to her briefcase to pull out the folders, annoyed at Stephanie’s teasing. She plopped the manila folders, crammed with the reports she had been ignoring, on her desk, determined to get her work done.

Stephanie leaned forward, her chin resting on her hands, elbows propping her up, oblivious that Nikki needed to work. “Those are the best kind of reasons. Trust me. Come on. Spill it.” Her grin revealed that her persistence was not going to cease until she had the scoop and the full scoop, not just a sampling.

Surrendering, Nikki let out a sigh as she shot a glance toward Peter’s office. She did not need him to come out and catch her not doing the reports. With her hands still holding the folders, she dished out the news. “I went to the Perk & Grind last night to work on the reports and, because the place was so packed, I wound up sharing a table with someone. Instead of either one of us getting any work done, we spent four hours talking and sharing stories. At first, I thought he was the strangest individual I had ever met. He was just…well…odd. But after a while, I just became lost in the conversation as well as his personality.” She continued to tell Stephanie all about her evening, reliving the entire night as she told it. A smile creased her face, pushing her cheeks up at the memory.

“Was it worth it?” Stephanie’s eyebrows were raised as she stared at her coworker. 

Nikki pictured Theo sitting across from her at the coffee house, his disarming smile drawing her into a four-hour conversation when she should have been working. Once again she saw the sparkle in his hazel eyes and his unkempt hair, felt the ease in which they became lost in each other’s company, unaware of the time or the people around them. Her ass was handed to her when she arrived to work that morning for not having the reports completed, but yes, it was worth it, and she told her friend just that. “I haven’t had a night like that in a long time. It was spontaneous, exciting, even relaxing. There was no pressure or expectations, just a quiet evening. He’s a published author without all the ego that you would think goes with being successful. He actually wanted to talk about me more than about himself, which is unusual among the male population. He didn’t even hit on me the entire night. Also unusual.”

“Are you sure he likes girls?” Stephanie gave Nikki a skeptical look.

She shot her friend a look of annoyance. “Yes, I’m sure he likes girls. He just seemed to have this gentleman’s code about him. Nothing about him was inappropriate.”

“That sounds boring. And you’re sure he likes women? How could you tell?”

“Will you stop.”

Peter came out of his office, shoving his arms into his sports coat. Running his fingers through his ash-gray air as he stood there, he informed them he would be back in an hour. “There’s a meeting upstairs and I have to buy us some more time on those reports.” He glanced at Nikki, his stern eyes warning of his displeasure. “Tell me you’re working on them and I’ll have them first thing in the morning.”

Nikki patted the stack of folders perched on the corner of her desk. “They’re all I’m working on today. Promise.”

Straightening his tie, Peter gave her a curt nod and then turned to the office door and the hallway beyond. “I hope so. Now, let’s see if I can keep us out of trouble.” Nikki watched as he disappeared, feeling sorry for the ass chewing he was about to receive, because she knew it was her fault.

Sliding her chair up under her keyboard, she piled the folders on the corner of her desk and reached for the top folder. She needed to get to work and not let Peter down again. It wasn’t like her to be so easily distracted. She knew she deserved her dressing down. Peter, however, did not deserve what he was about to receive. She knew she had to make it up to him.

However, as soon as Peter was out of earshot, Stephanie continued her inquisition. “When are you going to see writer boy again?”

Nikki continued scribbling numbers down onto a legal pad. “What?” she asked without looking up.

“When are the two of you going out again? You know, on a real date as opposed to bullying your way up to his table.”

Nikki ceased writing, her pen still poised over the last number she had written, as she turned and stared at the other woman. It was only then that it dawned on her there had been no comment about getting together again. No phone numbers were exchanged. No email addresses. They had simply enjoyed the evening together, shook hands, and parted ways. That was it. “I…I guess we’re not.” The realization caused her shoulders to slump.

Stephanie just laughed as she shook her head. “Girl, you are definitely out of practice. How in the world did you allow this man to slip through your fingers?”

“I don’t know.” She faced her desk again, staring at her reflection in the computer screen. How had she let the opportunity slip past her? “He even said he hoped we would meet again, so I could tell him what I thought of his books.” Yet, if he really wanted to see her again, why hadn’t he just given her his phone number or asked for hers? He asked her every other question under the sun, why not that one? It didn’t make sense. There was no way she read the signs wrong. Theo had been into her. He had to have been. Why else would he stop his research to spend the evening talking with her? Then why hadn’t he asked to call her?

“Maybe he was needing background information on a new character he plans on killing off in his next story,” Stephanie said as she sat back in her chair and pulled herself up to her own keyboard. Then her eyes brightened as her eyebrows popped up “That’s it! Nikki Sanford will be the crazed fangirl that turns into a serial killer, stalking the brooding author. He looked into your eyes and saw danger staring back at him.”

“I am not some crazed fangirl, whatever that is, and my eyes do not show danger unless, of course, I’ve been listening to you too long. Where do you come up with these ideas?”

“Hey, it’s happened before. Sometimes, fangirls can’t help themselves and just hurl themselves at actors. Look what happens to musicians. Why can’t it happen to authors as well?”

“I would hope that readers behave better. I mean, authors don’t really have groupies, do they?”

Stephanie gave her a slight smirk. “By the way you’re glowing, I’d say I know one male author who has a fangirl. Of course, since you didn’t even know what a fangirl was, groupie fits better in this situation.” She only laughed as Nikki rolled her eyes.

Gripping her pen tighter, Nikki flipped over a piece of paper with a snap and scribbled down more numbers. The best way to ignore Stephanie was to get her work done. At least Peter would be happy.

But why didn’t Theo ask for my number? The one decent date I’ve had all year and it happened by accident. The only explanation she could come up with was that life sucked. She took a deep breath, surrendering to the fact that her Prince Charming was destined to remain a mystery. He never even told her the title of his books. What if he used a pen name?

Stop. It was one night. Get over it. Focus. She just needed to focus on her work. She kept transferring numbers from one column to another, adding them, regrouping, reaching for another folder, and then doing it all over again. Fifteen minutes later, she was still on the second folder, because her mind couldn’t stop returning to last night and the disheveled author who shared his table with her. It hadn’t been a romantic gesture—not at first anyway—but it turned into a romantic evening anyway.

Why didn’t you just give him your number, dumb ass? Why not indeed. 











CHAPTER THREE




NIKKI LUGGED HER briefcase into Barnes & Noble, hoping there was an empty table at the small coffee shop located in the middle of the bookstore. She really needed to invest in one of those briefcases with wheels and cease the increasing damage to her shoulders and back. It was ridiculous how much stuff she crammed into her briefcase on a regular basis. Add her overloaded purse and it was a wonder she could walk at all under the strenuous weight. She was going to have severe back problems when she was older, if not sooner.

Wednesday night was quiet in the brick-and-mortar bookstore, which was lucky for her since she had only managed to complete half of her reports while she was at work. Between Stephanie drilling her with questions and her own mind flooding her with doubts and what-ifs, she was surprised she accomplished that much. She finally had to leave just to cut the distractions in half. If she didn’t get this report finished, Peter would skin her alive, and to do that, she needed solitude. She grabbed a chicken sandwich at the golden arches and then beelined it to the bookstore, believing it to be less crowded than the coffee house on a weeknight and quieter than her apartment. Her neighbors took Hump Day very seriously.

Passing a display of Jack Sutherland’s latest romance of a couple tossed overboard and lost at sea. She forced herself to keep walking and not browse the new release. She’d pick it up on her way out if she finished her work. Nikki breathed in the quietness of the bookstore. In the small café in the middle, she found a table for two, gave her briefcase the empty seat and stacked her manila folders in front of her. She loved how the bookstores had taken to adding small coffee shops to their businesses, making it cozier to hang out there than the local library. College kids loved it as they had access to research material, as well as caffeine, all at their fingertips.

Before settling in, she ordered a coffee—two sugars and a drop of cream—and a sesame seed bagel. Now she could focus. 

And she needed to focus. If she didn’t get the reports done by tomorrow morning, Peter was going to do more than give her a reaming. He was going to offer her head to the corporate guillotine, so he could spare his, and she would deserve it. She had never been the slacker at work, always the industrious one, which was probably why everything was dumped on her. Give it to Nikki. She’ll get it done. It never mattered that she was already spinning enough plates as it was. Stephanie, on the other hand, had the right amount of nonchalance that kept her employed, but never overwhelmed. Nikki needed to take a few lessons from her, and then Nikki would be able to enjoy the gossip Stephanie was always spewing.

Popping the lid off her coffee, allowing it to cool enough to sip, she reached for the first folder. However, with the folder open and the numbers staring at her, she found the last thing she wanted to do was work on the damn reports. Her attention kept being drawn to the section of books labeled Sci-Fi/Fantasy. He did say he wrote fantasy books, right? She stared at the section, her pen held useless in her hand. Did he even tell me the names of his books? If he did, she didn’t remember. I could find him by his last name, though. Except, she didn’t remember that, either. Crap! He only said it once. Think, Nikki, think.

She glanced back down at the spreadsheets in front of her. No, don’t think. Work. I have to get these done.

She blew a breath of frustration out as she picked up her coffee and took a sip, staring at the column of numbers. Edwards! Theo D. Edwards. I think. She jerked her gaze back to the Sci-Fi/Fantasy section, as if she could see the books with the authors’ names printed on the spines.

But what if he had lied? Maybe that’s the reason he didn’t ask for her number. He made the whole thing up because he was busted fantasizing about mermaids and spit out the first story that popped into his head that wouldn’t make him look like a pervert. Men had been concocting those flimsy fabrications for centuries in order to cover that fact up. Being a writer would be a great alibi for what he was doing. Definitely creative. He didn’t give her his number or ask for hers because then, if she ever discovered he lied to her, she would never be able to confront him about it. That sneaky son-of-a-bitch.

Before she considered what she was doing, or rather, what she was supposed to be doing instead, Nikki bolted out of her seat, abandoning her work to search out the lie she just knew she had been told. She left the small café area and marched straight for the fantasy section, her temper percolating at the assumed insult. The books were stocked alphabetically by author, so it should not be too hard to…

There it was. The books were actually there. The Sword of Zymarilis trilogy. She stared, dumbfounded, unable to believe what she was seeing. He hadn’t lied, after all. She lifted the first paperback from its slot. Enter the Raven. The cover had a dark man wearing a hood that came to a point over the man’s nose, both resembling a bird’s beak. Flipping the book over, she read the summary by the publisher. While fantasy wasn’t necessarily her genre of choice—she much preferred steamy romances to heat up her evenings—she had to admit, the story sounded intriguing. She opened the book to the back flap and there was Theo staring back at her, just as shaggy in appearance as he was last night at the Perk & Grind. She found herself smiling, and without remembering walking back over to her table, found herself standing there in front of her chair. She just laughed at herself as she sat down, opening the book to the prologue. It wouldn’t hurt to just peruse a paragraph or two. As she began to read, she couldn’t refrain from smiling. He hadn’t lied. So, why didn’t he ask for my number? While that particular puzzle annoyed her, she didn’t allow the question to distract her from the distraction that was already keeping her from her work. This discovery was just too exciting not to explore. It was like a new adventure in the palms of her hands and Theo—an author she had actually spent time with—was her guide. Pushing the folders and reports aside, she continued to read.

Time was soon forgotten as she lost herself in Theo’s tale. Her coffee had disappeared over an hour ago and she hadn’t realized the store was closing until she heard someone announce over the PA system that customers needed to please proceed to the cashier with their final purchases within the next fifteen minutes. She had been there for five hours and had read every single minute of it, completely ignoring the reports she was supposedly there to work on that night. Peter was going to kill her. Again. She wasn’t sure she had that many lives left.

She repacked her briefcase, tossed her cardboard coffee cup into the trash bin, and headed back to the fantasy section, not to return Enter the Raven, but to snatch up the other two books in his trilogy. She would finish the series, but not tonight. Tonight, she had to finish the reports and keep her ass from receiving another chewing.

Dropping her briefcase, purse, and the newly purchased books beside her on the passenger seat, she strapped herself in behind the wheel and started her car. It was going to be a long night, she knew, but she did it to herself. Once she arrived home, she’d make some coffee and settle in at the dining room table to finish the reports. Hopefully, her neighbors were quiet tonight, their Hump Day celebration humped out.

Traffic was light, most of the retail stores having closed an hour ago, and Nikki was able to allow her thoughts to wander back to her mysterious writer and the question that kept circulating in her mind. Why hadn’t he asked for her phone number? Why was she even obsessing over it? He had just shared his table with her in a crowded coffee shop. It wasn’t like he had asked her out or even to join him. He had just been gracious enough to give her his empty chair.

Yet, he stopped the research he was doing and spent the night talking with her. He hadn’t been annoyed at the interruption or acted put out. He willingly surrendered his time and research to get to know her. He didn’t have to do that. They both could have gone about their work, ignoring the other, and then she wouldn’t be driving home with three books of a genre she didn’t read, having a debate with herself as to why this stranger didn’t ask her out. Nor would she be in trouble at work and about to stay up another three hours to complete the reports. She wasn’t a vain person, expecting everyone to want to ask her out, so why was the fact that Theo didn’t pursue her bothering her so much?

She didn’t know, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it, either. She had to force herself to focus on work and put Theo D. Edwards out of her mind. At least for a little while. At least for the rest of the night.

However, once she arrived home, instead of a pot of coffee, she poured a glass of wine. Instead of buckling down to work at the dining room table, she snuggled in on her loveseat, blanket draped over her legs, and pulled out Enter the Raven, opening it to where she had left off. While not something she would normally read, she felt that by reading it, she was getting to know Theo a little better. Surely, part of who he was as a man was coming through in the story. Hopefully, he was the good guy and not the evil wizard.

She had to admit, his writing drew her in and she found herself once again lost in the pages of his book, unwilling to put it down. It wasn’t until her alarm screamed at her from the bedroom that she realized she had fallen asleep while reading. Jerking awake, her muscles moaned their annoyance at being cramped in one position all night. She cursed herself as she struggled to the bathroom. The alarm must have been screeching for a while, because she was already thirty minutes behind. She needed coffee, even though she didn’t really have time to make it.

Walking into the kitchen, she stopped when she saw the briefcase on the dining room table. Shit! The unfinished work glared at her in silent accusation. This day was not going to go well. She was tempted to just call in sick, but that wasn’t like her either. She was not one to run and hide. Might as well face the music and, hopefully, I can keep my job. Besides, she knew if she didn’t go in, Peter would just keep calling her all day until she surrendered and answered her phone.

Skipping the shower, she grabbed the quickest outfit she could throw together and slipped it on, praying it wasn’t wrinkled. She filled the biggest travel mug she had with coffee and headed for the door, dropping Theo’s book into her briefcase on her way out.











CHAPTER FOUR


“DAMMIT, NIKKI! I need those reports. Hell, I needed them yesterday.” Nikki was right. It was not going to be a good day. Peter’s face flushed red with anger and she could see that tiny vein at his temple pulsing. She thought for sure he was going to strangle himself with his tie the way his face and neck seemed to swell with his barely controlled rage. “I even gave you another day to get them done while I took the heat from the higher ups. I was willing to do that, because I trusted you to get them done. What the hell happened? This isn’t like you.”

“I’m sorry. Really, I am,” Nikki said, meaning every word. Well, sort of. If she had been Stephanie, they wouldn’t even be having this scolding session. Of course, if she had been Stephanie, Peter would have never given her the assignment in the first place. Peter was correct. Not getting her assignment done was so not like her. She couldn’t help it, though. She couldn’t explain it to him, either. Not and keep her job, that is. “I know this is out of character, and I really hope that plays in my favor, that this isn’t a habit of mine. It’s just…well…something…personal came up and I just…couldn’t finish. I’m sorry, Peter. It’s almost finished, though. Promise. Look, my workload is really light this morning. I can get them finished before lunch. Guaranteed.”

“You promised me they’d be done last night. That promise didn’t hold up, why should I believe this one will?” Peter stared at her, his dark eyes narrowed in anger. It was obvious he wanted to scream some more, but he held it in. Finally, he took a deep breath as he ran one hand through his hair and loosened his tie with the other, his temper easing only slightly with his exhale. When he spoke, his tone said he had surrendered to what he couldn’t change, even though he was still far from happy with her. “Just get them on my desk before you go to lunch.” With hands on his hips, he stared at her, his lips pressed into a thin line as he gave a defeated shake of his head. “You’re right, Nikki. This isn’t like you. So, whatever has you distracted, please get it under control. I don’t want to have this conversation again.”

This was a conversation? “Yes, sir. I will. Thank you.” Nikki scurried out of his office before he could change his mind and decided to yell at her some more—or worse, fire her. She didn’t realize she was holding her breath until she closed his office door behind her. She stood there a moment, letting the breath out through her mouth as she threw up a silent thank you to whatever guardian angel was watching over her. They were definitely working overtime to keep her safe.

Walking back to her desk, she noticed Stephanie staring at her, a worried look on her face. Obviously, Peter’s voice carried throughout the office again. Great. Well, at least I know what gossip she’ll be spreading next. “Well, good news is I’m not fired,” Nikki said as she fell into her desk chair. “Bad news is you may be eating lunch by yourself today.”

Stephanie nodded. “So, what was it this time? Another date with your writer man?” She wiggled her eyebrows, hoping for some juicy tidbits to pass around the office break room while she told everyone of Nikki’s verbal spanking and sudden fall from grace.

If only there were some tidbits worth sharing. “Yes and no.” Nikki filled her friend in on her night, how she had really meant to complete the reports, but her mind wouldn’t stop nagging at her about Theo and why he didn’t ask for her number. “So, I figured he had lied about the whole thing. You know, just made it up to sound impressive. I was determined to find out, so I went searching for his books, expecting not to find them. However, there they were. So, I picked the first one  up and started reading. That was my mistake. They’re good.” She reached into her briefcase, pulling out Enter the Raven and tossing it to the other woman. “Damn good. I spent the entire night reading it
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