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IMPORTANT NOTE FOR READERS

	 

	Hot Behind is part of an interconnected standalone contemporary romance series. While this novel can be read on its own, it contains spoilers for the first two books in the Heat & Horizon collection.

	The Heat & Horizon Series:

	 

	At Boiling Point

	Salt & Smoke

	Hot Behind

	More stories to come.

	 

	Each book follows a new couple navigating love, longing, and the places that shape us, from kitchens simmering with spice to salt-kissed shores. These stories stand alone, but for readers who journey through them all, familiar faces return and deeper connections emerge.

	 

	An interconnected series spanning coasts, continents, and kitchens, where heat lingers, hearts are tested, and love rises like steam.

	

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For the ones who kept asking for his story.

	This one is for you.

	 

	


Chapter 1

	I Just Want In

	 

	Have they even looked at my fucking résumé?

	I skid my skateboard to a stop outside Le Début, the top French spot on this side of San Francisco. My knife roll’s cinched tight across my back, the blades inside worth more than everything in my shitty apartment combined.

	White tablecloths. Wine glasses. Silver set in military precision for tonight’s guests.

	Dark. Quiet. Untouchable.

	You need to work French if you’re going to move up, Kyle, Ritchie tells me—weekly.

	Get the fuck out of this shithole seafood house, Ritchie tells me, also weekly.

	So, I wrote the résumé. Sent the email. Now, I wait.

	“I need four swordfish, three crab—all day!” Vic yells, slapping the ticket into the rail.

	“Heard,” I call, sliding the pan off the flame to check the temp on my fish.

	“Chef, make that five sword, all day.”

	“Heard.”

	Plate. Garnish. Wipe.

	“Order up.” I slide the plates into the pass, wrist flicking with muscle memory.

	“Thank you, Kyle.” Macy sing-songs through the expo window. That smile.

	No, Kyle. Don’t even…

	Ritchie nudges my elbow. “You heard anything yet?”

	“What?” I blink, still plating my crab.

	“Le Début. They call?”

	I shake my head and stab the ticket through the spindle. “Order up.” Heat sticks to my skin as I step off the line and into the walk-in.

	The cold air bites at my lungs, but it’s not enough to kill the fire screaming in my head.

	Butter... butter... where the fuck is the—

	“Incompetence!” I bark, spotting it shoved behind a crate of wilted lettuce. The lid is cracked and barely on.

	“Fucking stoners,” I mutter, slamming the door open into the heat and noise. Back to the line. Same chaos. Same lazy hands.

	I yank out the empty Cambro of butter and drop the full one in its place. Same shit, different shift.

	Ritchie leans close. “Listing still up?”

	“Yeah,” I snap.

	“Kyle, we need two Rockefeller, one scampi!” Vic calls.

	I drop a pan on the burner, toss in a slab of butter. It hisses. So do I.

	“Maybe it’s me,” I mutter. Maybe I’m too scared to admit it.

	Ritchie slides the oysters under the salamander, jaw tight, eyes steady on the broiling mollusks.

	He smirks my way. “No fucking way.”

	~~~

	The street’s mostly empty when I skate past Le Début on my way home. No guests now. Just shadows moving behind those spotless windows—folding napkins, breaking down stations, checking lists. The low light inside glows gold and soft, spilling onto the sidewalk like butter from a hot pan.

	I slow down. I always do. The clink of glassware, a burst of laughter, the faint scrape of metal on metal—closing sounds. Another perfect service wrapped.

	It pulls at me every time: the hum of their night settling, the quiet pride in it.

	I hover at the edge of that glow, close enough to feel the warmth but never close enough to belong.

	Their laughter fades, but I’m still standing there, one foot on the board, one foot off, staring through the glass like it’s a portal between two worlds.

	I picture myself at station six. Chef Henri Vallois calling orders down the line with that sharp, quiet voice that’s already in my head from watching his cooking shorts on YouTube.

	I’d kill it. I’d work like my life depended on it. Because it kind of fucking does.

	But I don’t go in. I just stand there, arms crossed over my knife roll, until the cold starts to creep in under my hoodie. Then I push off again, wheels humming over cracks in the pavement, headlights washing over my shadow as I head back to my shitty-ass apartment.

	When I get home, my fingers still smell like garlic, and there are two new burns on my forearm.

	Still, I grab my phone.

	Le Début posted twenty minutes ago.

	A close-up of tonight’s amuse-bouche—a single seared scallop on parsnip purée, topped with something shaved and stupidly delicate.

	I zoom in and study it like it’s porn. The sauce is clean, not a drop out of place. Chef Theo plated that. I know it.

	Next photo. Two cooks tagged in a back-of-house selfie. Wine in hand, linen aprons streaked with sauce, hair tied back, grins loose and proud.

	I stare too long. I know their names. I know their fucking stations.

	God—who does this? Who memorizes a restaurant’s staff lineup like it’s a goddamn band? What the fuck is wrong with me?

	I toss the phone across the bed and it bounces, screen up, glowing in the dark. It’s open to a photo of the duck confit from last weekend. The one I could taste in my sleep.

	I fall asleep faster than usual. Maybe it was the two glasses of box wine, maybe skipping dinner again, but the dream comes quick.

	A pristine, stainless-steel kitchen I’ve never seen before. Everything gleams. It’s so quiet I can hear the precise click of plating tweezers between my fingers. The cool steel presses into my skin—steady, familiar. Click… click… click.

	I’m garnishing. With actual tweezers. It’s not a fantasy about sex, fame, or money. It’s shaved fennel, microgreens, and truffle curls landing on artful dishes with surgical precision.

	I have tweezers in real life. They’re in my knife roll, top interior pocket, right-hand zip. I’ve never used them in a professional kitchen—too much risk of being called a pretentious fuck.

	But tonight, in my dream, I belong there. It’s quiet and focused. Sacred.

	I come to with my hand still curled like I’m holding the damn tweezers. The room’s too quiet, and my chest is tight. My dick’s hard—I’m not proud of that. But last week, Chef Henri Vallois posted a shot on the Le Début page—a simple dish, elegant as sin, the final curl of truffle placed just so by a gloved hand holding tweezers.

	That hand might as well have been wrapped around my cock.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Heard

	 

	Same window, same knives strapped across my back. Same goddamn disappointment filling my chest. But this time, the golden glow is gone. It’s morning—bright and unforgiving.

	I catch my reflection in the glass. A hoodie, ratty chef pants, beat-up skate shoes. One broken shoelace tied in a desperate double knot. Hair a mess. Face still puffy from sleep and… yeah. Regret.

	I don’t belong in there.

	Down the alley, the delivery truck is unloading for the day. Plastic crates clatter on the cement. I lean against the cool brick and watch—a voyeur, again—into a life that isn’t mine.

	Chefs are out there laughing, slicing open cartons, smelling produce, tasting for freshness. Leather-strap aprons. Fuck. I want leather.

	I’m torturing myself.

	I drop my skateboard, and just as I start to push off, the reflection catches me. I can’t see them clearly inside—but I can see me. And I look like someone who should stop chasing things that were never meant for him.

	~~~

	“Where’s Louis?” I look over at the empty raw bar, then back at Vic.

	“I don’t know, Kyle—something about his car… running late… Who the fuck knows.” He shrugs, hoisting plates onto the shelf.

	I hold my hands out. “Who’s running the goddamn raw bar tonight then?”

	“Looks like you and Ritchie-boy,” he calls over his shoulder as he disappears into the back.

	I pinch the bridge of my nose. Why don’t I tend bar while I’m at it?

	Fuck.

	The ice dumps from the bucket with an aggressive crash, burying the oysters.

	“What are you doing?” Ritchie asks, confused.

	“Icing oysters. What does it look like I’m doing?”

	“Did Louis not show up again?” He takes the empty bucket from me.

	“Yeah, the guy needs to go. This is total bullshit.” I spread the crushed ice around the oysters, keeping them organized by variety.

	“No call, I take it?” he leans in.

	I shoot him a glare before pushing past him into the walk-in to search for… What the fuck was I searching for? Lemons. Of course. Next to the goddamn beef tenderloin—right where they belong.

	It’s like working in the dementia wing of a nursing home.

	Fuck.

	The night goes according to plan: fast, furious, and with a menu that underwhelms me as much as spreading margarine on stale wheat toast.

	Harsh fluorescent lights beat down while Alice in Chains’ “Man in the Box” blasts through the speaker. I scour the flat top with my grill brick like it’s going to transport me to another universe if I scrub hard enough. Hopefully, it takes me to a better fucking lifetime.

	My phone vibrates in my back pocket and I stop the madness.

	It’s my roommate, Collin. He’s a bartender over at Glass and Brine. As much as he claims to be a sommelier, boasting about his “training,” I know better. He’s a bartender.

	“What’s up?” I answer.

	“Hey, man. Come out tonight?”

	I glance at my watch. Then at my pants. My shoes. The whole outfit screams “line cook on life support,” and I know for a fact Collin’s crew will show up looking like they’re hosting the goddamn Catalina Wine Mixer.

	“Yeah, sorry. Not tonight. It’s been a shit day, man. Thanks, though.”

	“Aww, come on, Kyle. You haven’t come out in over a month. One drink. We’re just shooting pool at Lizzy’s. You don’t even have to change.” He says it softly, glasses clinking behind him, some moody lounge bass line playing.

	I sigh. “Lemme think about it. I’ll text you if I change my mind.”

	“Sweet—that’s a yes,” he says, and hangs up before I can correct him.

	Dim lights. Soft music. God, I want that. I stare at the screen for a second, still leaning against the counter, then start scrolling.

	I swipe to GigPro. Let’s see what’s out there.

	Prep—no.

	Dish—hell no.

	Sous—hello.

	Oh… Vellium.

	Collin dragged me there once. No sign, just a black door with a single brass “V.” Inside? Silence. Servers in thigh-highs and three-inch heels. I actually thought it was a secret high-society strip joint at first.

	The plates looked like museum installations, and one bite of a roasted beet almost had me reevaluating my entire culinary career.

	Nope. Not my style. Even if it’s definitely tweezer-worthy.

	“What are you looking at?” Ritchie hands me a Bud Light.

	I take it. It’s a far cry from the back-office merlot at Le Début I daydream about, but cold is cold.

	I crack the tab and take a sip. “Opportunities… I dunno.” I shake my head. “You almost done back there?” I point to his station, or whatever you’d call it. We all do everything here.

	“Yeah, almost.” He nods toward my phone. “Anything good?”

	I hold it up and down half my beer before answering. “Nah. Just that Vellium place. Sous. I guess I’ll have to beat the streets. Go hunt for what I want.” I shake my head, voice lower. “Maybe I’m fucking Red Lobster material after all.” I laugh. “I mean, I can make scampi in my sleep… and those biscuits? They’re the fucking bomb, man.”

	He claps a hand to my shoulder. “There are hundreds of fine dining gigs in this city. Go get you a piece and stop that shit.” He pushes off the counter and walks off. “The French are snobs anyhow.”

	I stand there, twisting the can in my hand, flipping the tab back and forth until it weakens and snaps off.

	What I really want to cook is Asian, but I can’t just walk into a dim sum house and apply. Look at me—I have zero Asian training, and the language barrier would wreck me. I need to start in French. It’s the base. All culinary training starts there—we know this.

	Maybe I need to suck it up, take the fucking money, and go to school.

	I grab the grill brick instead and scrub that thought out of my mind. Scrub the thoughts of my father, my inheritance, my inability to make it up the ladder with skill alone.

	I’m fucking determined. I don’t need his help.

	I scrub.

	~~~

	I walk into the sound of pool balls cracking. Nirvana’s playing on the jukebox, and there’s no stress, no heat lamps, no expo tickets stabbing me in the gut. No shucking Louis’ oysters while tossing shrimp scampi at the same time. No kitchen heat. Just stale beer and the sound of my shoes sticking to old linoleum.

	“Holy shit, he lives!” Collin yells across the bar, cue in hand.

	I love Collin—I really do—but he’s, well… Collin. He’s wearing a blazer. A fucking blazer. Looks like he just left a finance bro mixer, not in a dive bar with duct tape on the barstools. His cuffs are rolled, his collar’s popped, and his whole vibe screams, “I text women ‘You up?’ at 2 a.m.”

	The kind of guy who owns six pairs of Armani dress shoes and still can’t get laid—probably because he talks about wine like he invented the grape.

	I wave, and he meets me at the bar. His cologne drags behind him—cedar and sandalwood. Probably eighty bucks an ounce at Saks.

	Me? Garlic, fish, and stainless steel cleaner—three bucks at restaurant supply.

	“What are you drinking? I’ve got a tab. Put it on mine.” Collin gestures toward the bartender.

	I glance at his glass… Stella. In the signature chalice. I’m honestly shocked they have it here.

	“Can I get a PBR, please?” I ask, placing a five on the counter.

	“Ahh… moving up from that boxed varietal you’ve been drinking at home, I see,” he jokes, taking a sip.

	“Actually,” I say, taking the can from the bartender, “it’s a box of Côtes du Rhône—just a red blend. Bright acid, little thyme on the finish. Went perfect with the sourdough I made last night.” I shrug. “But yeah, no cork.”

	Collin’s expression freezes for half a second, like he’s buffering.

	I nod toward the pool table. “Let’s play.”

	It doesn’t take long before I’m leaning over the table, lining up the eight ball, when someone slaps my ass with the cue stick.

	“Jesus, Collin.” I glare behind me.

	“That was an encouragement tap, Berkley. Good luck.”

	“I’m gonna shove this PBR can up your ass, man.” I point at him with my cue. “Don’t get shitty ‘cause I’m winning.”

	One of his yacht rock buddies calls from the far end, “Hey, Chef Daddy… tonight’s special’s coming in hot… one o’clock.”

	I look down the line of the cue and spot Macy standing at the bar.

	Collin leans against the table, his voice low. “Still seeing her?”

	“No.” I tap the right side of the table with the cue tip. “Right pocket,” I say softly, eyes on the ball as I sink the eight.

	Laughter erupts, and I slap the twenty clean out of his hand with a shit-eating grin.

	“That’s right,” I say, chalking the cue. “Chef Daddy knows how to finish.”

	“Bet Macy knows that too,” someone mutters.

	The laughter turns to ooooohs and shoulder slaps. My jaw ticks before I down the rest of my beer and grab a new one off the table.

	“I don’t shit where I cook, thanks.” I lie, scanning the group.

	At least I put a stop to it months ago. She fought me on it—God, did she ever. The texting, the calling, the seductive eyes in the pass. The sneak-grab bullshit in the walk-in.

	All it’ll take is a good buzz, those lashes, and my dick’s back in her mouth. Then I’m starting from scratch… again. Peeling her off me, out of my bed, out of my kitchen while I’m trying to eat fucking toast.

	“Do you want to go to a movie, Kyle?”

	No. I don’t want a relationship. I don’t need a relationship. I’m not made for one.

	Collin toasts me. “You’re tense, Berkley. You need to get laid… or hired. Preferably both.”

	“You offering?” I smirk, taking a long pull of my beer.

	“I’m a generous man,” he winks.

	I toss a bar napkin at his stupid popped collar and check my phone. One missed call. My world stutters.

	Unknown number.

	I’ve said “heard” a thousand times. But staring at that notification, for the first time in my life it feels like it’s being said back.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	The Pass

	 

	I step into the alley beside Lizzy’s, back pressed against the cold brick wall, my breath fogging in the air.

	One missed call. Unknown number.

	I tap the voicemail with a thumb that’s suddenly gone sweaty.

	“Hi, Kyle Berkley? This is Natalie from Le Début. Chef Vallois has reviewed your résumé and would like to offer you a stage—starting this Wednesday. Please call us back tomorrow to confirm if you are available. Merci.”

	My stomach drops straight through my shoes. The alley’s silent. I swear even the distant hum of traffic cuts out for a second—like the world hit mute just to let me have this moment.

	I blink. Rewind it and listen again.

	“...would like to offer you a stage...”

	I laugh. Just once. One of those stupid, breathless half-laughs that escapes before you can stop it.

	I didn’t fuck this up. They read it and they called.

	I stare down at the phone like it’s holding the blueprint to my future.

	Then I whisper and smile to no one.“Holy shit.”

	~~~

	I burst back through the door like a guy who just got laid, found a hundred bucks, and hit every green light all at once.

	Collin’s lining up a shot at the pool table, eyebrows furrowed like he’s solving global hunger with geometry, when I slap him on the ass.

	“Yo,” I say, trying not to sound out of breath or manic, or like someone whose entire life just changed.

	He glances up, shocked. “What the hell? Did you leave your balls out there or something?” He points to the table with the cue.

	“I got the call.”

	He straightens. “Wait—what call?”

	“Le Début. They want me for a stage. Starting Wednesday.”

	For once, he’s speechless. Then, “No. Fucking. Way.”

	I nod. “Yes. Fucking. Way.”

	Collin tosses the cue stick onto the felt. “Barkeep!” he shouts into the air. “This man needs a real drink!”

	“I’m still drinking PBR,” I say, folding down his ridiculous collar, smiling.

	“Shut up. You’re going to be a fancy French bitch now.”

	“Well, not yet. And… ‘barkeep’? Who are you, Dean Martin? You’re a bartender, for fuck’s sake. Why did you say that?”

	“I’m a sommelier, man.” He narrows his eyes.

	I drape my arm over his shoulder. “Okay, let’s grab a beer, Dom Pérignon, and celebrate. Rack the balls again, and let me shake you down for another twenty.”

	I stand at the bar waiting for our beers and swipe to Ritchie’s contact.

	Kyle: I got the call. Stage starts Wed.

	I slide the phone into my pocket, toss the cash across the bar, and head back to the pool table with our drinks.

	“So,” Collin says, “when you get it, will you even give that shithole notice?”

	I take a long draw from my beer. “I don’t burn bridges, even the crappy ones, so yeah.” I shrug. “Vic’s terrible at running that place, but I’m the one who chose to stay too long. I should’ve left a year ago.”

	Collin claps a hand to my shoulder. “You’re going to kick ass, man. You’re ready for this. You’ve been training in our kitchen like you’re auditioning for Top Chef for years.”

	“Thanks.”

	The table clears, and he nods toward the sea of green felt. “You ready for me to humble you?” he says, smirking over his fancy-ass Stella glass—now missing half its lettering. Reads more like Sle la.

	I laugh low and throaty. “Game on.” I chalk up the lesser of the warped cues in the joint.

	Collin lifts the triangle rack gently off the balls, moving out of my line of sight, and I line up the break. Then my eyes lose focus on the shot, shifting upward… to her.

	Macy.

	Jeans hugging the lines of her legs and ass. Blonde hair waterfalling over her shoulders. I can still feel the way it wrapped around my hand, slipping like silk between my fingers.

	Her eyes meet mine. Navy blue.

	Fuck.

	I drop my gaze back to the table and break. Hard. So hard it redirects the blood flow that’s rushing south.

	I play like I’ve got something to prove—precision, silence, full focus. Until I miss it and it’s Collin’s turn. I step back, and Macy’s there. Right beside me, like Velcro.

	“Hey. How was work tonight?” she asks, voice light—like she didn’t once have her mouth on me in the walk-in. Her perfume hits—tropical and sugary. She smells like the beach, and I want to be the sand stuck to her skin.

	I reach past her for my beer. “Sucked. Short staffed like usual.” I shrug. “But it’s over.”

	My eyes take a slow tour—head to toe, toe to head. “You were off tonight?”

	She seems surprised I even noticed. “Yeah. Helped my mom with some errands.” She sips whatever fruity drink she’s holding. “Nothing exciting.”

	That’s the thing—she’s not exciting. Not really. Just pretty and available and sweet when she wants to be. But there’s nothing under the surface. Nothing real. And I’ve spent too many nights letting nothing climb into my bed and pretend to mean something.

	The sex? Fire. The connection? Paper-thin.

	I want more. I want substance. I want someone who looks at me like they want to know everything. I want to sink into someone like smoke—be felt, not just used.

	Collin misses. “Damn, I set you up, Chef Daddy.” He winces, chalking his cue like he thinks he’s getting another turn. He won’t.

	I wink and run the rest of the table. A light tap with the cue tip. “Right side pocket.”

	Then I sink the eight… again.

	“Damn, he kicks your ass every time, Collin,” someone calls from the peanut gallery.

	Collin slaps another twenty into my hand.

	“Always a pleasure, friend,” I smirk.

	He glances at Macy, then at me, lowering his voice. “Should I stay out longer?”

	I scoff. “Nah. I’m heading home in a minute.”

	“Alright.” He claps my shoulder. “Good game, asshole,” he says louder, smirking as he heads toward the bar with the guys to settle his tab.

	I turn toward her—her hand wrapped tight around an empty drink, her blue eyes slowly untying my chef pants without touching me.

	I reach around her for my beer on the shelf. Her hair sweeps past my chin. Her scent hits me again, and suddenly I’m lying next to her at the damn beach, watching her polished red nail trace over the ink on my arm. Long, slow strokes.

	My pulse kicks. My dick follows.

	I’m so fucked.

	“So… I was thinking.” Her voice drops—soft, sweet, already sliding into my mouth. “You want to come back to my place?” She looks up at me with those damn eyes—full of fire and every reason I should walk away.

	I’m caught between the red nails, the plump lips, the daring eyes. The trifecta. The Bermuda Triangle of sexual frustration I call Macy.

	Goddamn it.

	This… this is the line. Between being stupid and sinking into something familiar—someone hot and willing. Or actually being smart and going home alone to jerk off in the shower.

	“I… I don’t know if that’s a great idea, Mace,” I stammer, borderline daring her to change my mind. “You know what we talked about. I just—”

	“I know, Kyle.” Her tone shifts—serious, soft, knowing. “I know what you want. I’m not standing here for that.”

	Her nail drags lazily over my chest, flicking across my nipple like she owns it.

	My breath stutters. “Mace…” I shake my head, swallowing hard. “I don’t—”

	She presses a finger to my mouth. “Shhh… just come home with me. It’s been a while. We both want this. It’s okay.”

	I can’t stop staring at her lips—the way they part, her tongue slipping out slow enough to ruin me.

	And then—they’re on mine.

	Soft. Warm. Familiar. She tastes like orange, mango, pineapple. Like a goddamn sex on the beach.

	While my dick books a flight to Jamaica, my hand’s already in her hair, my mouth pressing deeper into hers. Her tongue finds mine—choreographed, practiced—like we’ve done this a thousand times.

	Because we have. But then—

	That moment in the walk-in flashes in brutal HD.

	“Macy, this just isn’t working. Us. I’m sorry.” Her face when I said it. The way it carved something sharp down the middle of me.

	I tear my mouth away, forehead pressed to hers, hand still gripping her hip like muscle memory won’t let go.

	“Macy… fuck, baby. I—I just can’t.”

	She studies my face. She’s not disappointed. It’s something sharper. Hungrier. Challenge.

	“I get it. Just not tonight.” She kisses me softly—one last brush of lips, then drags her thumb along my jaw, gentle as a sigh, before turning and walking out, leaving me standing there hard as hell and heavy with regret.

	“I’m out,” I call to Collin, lifting a hand as I head for the door.

	He raises his arms. “What happened? That looked like a sure thing.”

	I shake my head. “Nah. Heading home, man.”

	I flip my hat backwards and push off into the night. The California air is cool against my face as I carve down the winding streets. Just me, the swoosh of my wheels, my breath, my heartbeat—and Natalie’s voicemail looping in my head like a brand-new playlist.

	I fly through a quiet intersection and nearly get clipped by a Prius. The horn blares, and I throw up my hands. “Sorry, dude. Chef Daddy’s got places to be.” I laugh—loud, full, and maybe a little unhinged.

	Back home, the dim light on the entryway table greets me. I toss my keys into the ceramic bowl, and they clatter like a bell announcing something sacred.

	Shoes off. Backpack on the chair. Knife roll on the counter. I unbuckle the flap and roll it open like a ritual. There they are—my lineup. Each one tucked tight in its slot—six years of hustle, gifts, trade-ups, and late-night obsessions. My two chef’s knives. The Japanese blade Ritchie gave me for my birthday. My santoku, which feels like an extension of my hand. Filet. Paring. Bread. Offset spat. My plating tweezers—fuck yes.

	I grab a beer, crack it open, and put on some music. Low and dirty. Industrial beats and basslines. The perfect soundtrack for sharpening.

	I lay out the stones, add water, and get to work. Long, even strokes. A rhythm builds—steady, entrancing—and my mind drifts: Dishes I haven’t made yet. Sauces I haven’t reduced. Proteins I haven’t seared. A life I haven’t lived.

	But I will.

	When the blades are gleaming, I dry them, oil the handles, and wipe down the roll. One by one, I slide them back in—rested and ready. I roll them up and strap the flap tight. No gaps. No fuckups.

	I dig into my bag and pull out my clogs. Greasy and grimed.

	I scrub them in the sink with dish soap and a utility brush until they look almost respectable.

	I check my watch. 1:25.

	I strip down and step into the shower. The water hits scalding hot—steam rising, fogging the mirror, fogging everything.

	I brace against the tile, one hand flat to the wall, eyes closed. Pressure hits me straight in the chest.

	Her hair brushing past my face—I can still smell her.

	I tip my head back, shampoo sliding down my spine. God, I can still feel her in here—her mouth on my neck, her hand on my cock.

	“You like that, baby?”

	Her, on her knees in front of me. Red lips stretched around me, wet and hot. Blue eyes looking up. Water running down my chest.

	Again, those damn eyes. Distracting me the next day through the pass as I try not to burn garlic, fish—everything I touch.

	You liked that last night?

	But then—something shifts. It’s not her I’m thinking about. Not anymore.

	I’m on the line. The line. Their line.

	Heat. Flash of steel. Flame licking the edges of a sauté pan. The rhythmic whisking of a velvety velouté. The bark of “Yes, Chef.” My towel swipe. The perfect wipe of a plate’s rim.

	The pass.

	“Order up.”

	And then I come hard and fast and silent.

	I lean into the tile, my breath shaking out of me.

	God, I’m such a fucking nerd. Because yeah, I might be twisted, but I know exactly what turns me on.

	 

	


Chapter 4

	Body of Duck, Blood of Cherry Jus

	 

	“Thanks for the ride. I just didn’t want to roll up on my skateboard, ya know?” I shrug.

	“You got this,” Collin says, fist-bumping me from the driver’s seat of his vintage BMW. He’s still in his grandpa pajamas—like, actual matching pajamas. And, of course, driving shoes. Fucking driving shoes. Who even owns those?

	Collin. Obviously.

	I glance down at my watch. 8:15. They said 8:30.

	Perfect.

	I stand at the door—the same pristine glass I’ve been staring through for weeks. Same reflection. But this time, I see something different.

	Hope.

	A smile tugs at my lips as I clutch my knife roll a little tighter.

	It’s dark inside except for a sliver of light bleeding from the back kitchen. The front door’s locked—of course.

	So, I head down the alley toward the soft thump of music spilling from the propped-open back door, held open by a mop bucket that looks like it’s been through some shit.

	I knock.

	“Hello?” I lean into the opening.

	“Yep?” a voice calls. A guy about my age swings the door wider.

	“Can I help you, man?”

	“I’m your stage today?” Not really a question—more like a hopeful confession.

	“Oh—right on, man. Come in.” He steps aside and gestures at the floor. “Watch it, I just mopped. Spilled a whole-ass Cambro of duck fat. I’m gonna get ripped a new asshole when Chef walks in. Fuck.”

	I step carefully—the floor’s still slick.

	“You use degreaser?” I ask.

	“Shit. No.” He smacks his forehead like he’s in a Looney Tunes short.

	I chuckle and clap a hand to his shoulder. “Here—let me help.” I set my knife roll on the stainless and hold out my hand. “I’m Kyle, by the way.”

	“Joe. I’m dish. And clumsy as fuck.” He winces.

	“I gotchu, Joe.” I grin. “Happens to the best of us.”

	We’re mid-clean when she walks in.

	Black chef coat. Dark hair pulled back into a tight braid. A steady, confident presence that hits before she even speaks.

	“Ahh, you must be Kyle.” She offers her hand.

	I shift the mop handle to my left and take it. “I am. Sorry—I got a little sidetracked helping Joe here.”

	She returns the smile, then glances at the clock. 8:30. “Right on time. I’m Natalie. I’ll show you around.”

	Then, to Joe—“Sorry, I’m stealing your new friend.”

	“Yes, Chef. I’ve got it from here.” Joe nods at me. “Thanks for your help, Kyle.”

	“Anytime.”

	My chest tightens—but in the best way.

	I’m here. In the kitchen I’ve watched on YouTube and stalked on Instagram Reels. Post after post. I’ve mentally photoshopped myself into this place a hundred times. I’ve whisked roux, seared scallops, pulled a cassoulet from the oven like it was mine. I’ve already had family meal with Natalie, traded inside jokes—she just doesn’t know it yet.

	As she walks me through the kitchen, she’s all movement and muscle memory—flicking on hoods, firing up ovens, clipboard in one hand, coffee in the other.

	“So, what made you want to stage here?” she asks.

	“I want to be proficient in French,” I say. Steady voice, steady pulse.

	“Good answer. We like proficient here.” She raises a brow—sharp, amused. “Follow me… with that.” She nods to a dishpan full of tiny mugs and saucers designed for people who drink coffee with their pinky up.

	“Sure.” I trail behind her as she moves, stopping briefly at the bar to gesture toward the coffee station.

	I set the pan down. She waves me onward.

	“So—you’ll be working with Felix this morning on prep. He should be here any minute to help with the delivery. You can jump in and unload.” She stops suddenly, turning to face me.

	“You’re here for two days?”

	“Three.”

	Her expression shifts—surprised, then pleased. “Sweet. We’re short-staffed Friday.” A nod. “Cool.”

	She keeps moving, talking as she goes. “You’ll be with Chef Theo tonight and tomorrow. Friday…” she pauses, lips twisting.

	I catch it. “Is there something I should know?”

	She tilts her head. “Not necessarily. He’s just… Vallois. Strict and particular. Just don’t fuck up.”

	She flashes a smile—right as a head pokes into the dining room.

	“Chef, the truck’s here.”

	“On the way,” she calls back, then looks at me. “Let’s get this day started, Kyle.”

	~~~

	“Fine, even chop on that onion, Kyle.” Felix doesn’t even slow down—barely a glance as he passes behind me.

	“Yes, Chef.”

	I’ve been chopping for three hours—onions, porcini, more onions. It’s beaver bootcamp. And I fucking love it.

	I’m not zoning out—I’m tuning in. The soft thud of the walk-in door. The clinking of pans. The rhythm of the line.

	Discussions of recipes swirl around me, and I’m mentally filing every detail like I’m running the Dewey Decimal System in my brain. The voices I’ve only ever heard on podcasts, seen on reels, watched on food TV—they’re right behind me.

	I’m fucking giddy with electricity and waiting for my next order.

	The kitchen hums with a quiet rhythm—knives tapping, fans whirring, music playing softly in the background.

	Then Chef Theo walks in.

	Like the Messiah, if the Messiah wore tailored chef whites, smelled faintly of smoked paprika and cedarwood, and moved like a man who’d already plated his final dish and set down his knife for the last supper.

	He’s younger than I expected—maybe late thirties, but he carries a quiet authority that makes time feel slower when he enters.

	Someone reaches over and turns the music down. Not off. Just… enough. Not because he asked, but because it feels like the right thing to do.

	The chatter trims, and the air sharpens. Not with fear. With presence.

	Chef Theo doesn’t command the room. He invites it to rise to a new level—excellence.

	He moves through the kitchen, checking stations, nodding once at Felix, another time at the saucier, before stopping directly in front of me.

	I freeze, half a shallot in.

	He scans my board, then meets my eyes. “Nice work,” he says. “Good knife discipline.”

	“Thank you, Chef,” I reply, heart doing stupid gymnastics in my chest.

	He gives the smallest nod—the ghost of a smile, then moves on. No drama. No theatrics. Just… Chef Theo.

	~~~

	It’s 4:30.

	The air shifts again, different from this morning’s rhythm and hush. Now it’s tension simmering under the skin. The kind that builds before service, before the first ticket drops, when the adrenaline hits, and you’re nothing but knowledge, instinct, and the sheer will to make it through the night.

	Theo steps into the center of the kitchen, clipboard in hand. Not a yell, not a clap—just a look. And everyone comes.

	Line cooks. Prep team. The hostess with the septum ring. What I’m guessing is the pastry chef, already stress-eating a baggie of almonds. Even the dish pit crew dries their hands and drifts in like summoned altar boys.

	I find a spot in the back—haven’t earned my way up front. Try to look casual while basically vibrating out of my skin.

	Chef Theo clears his throat. “Alright. Tonight’s specials.”

	Silence falls like a damn curtain at a kids’ dance recital. Even the dishwasher hits pause on the rinse cycle—some kind of collective, involuntary reverence radiating from Theo like steam off a balsamic reduction.

	“We’re 86’ing the cassoulet—cod came in pristine. We’re doing it with a champagne beurre blanc, confit lemon, roasted leeks. Tight sear—don’t let it steam. Let the sauce do the talking, chefs.”

	He flips the page.

	“Duck breast. Smoked cherry jus. Don’t go heavy on the acid—let the endive do the balance.”

	Someone in the back murmurs a soft, “Amen.”

	I want to laugh. I feel like I’m having a religious experience. What’s next—holy eucharist?

	Theo keeps rolling. “Flat iron’s on. Steak frites. We’re going traditional—maître d’hôtel butter, shoestrings, bordelaise. Don’t overthink it. Just cook it right.”

	I’m nearly breathless. The sacred service rundown. The Gospel According to Theo. Spoken with quiet authority, absorbed like scripture. No flair. No theatrics. Just truth.

	He finishes and looks up. “That’s it. Clean hands, clean minds. Let’s go.”

	And just like that, the congregation disperses to break bread—a cheap, buttery Italian loaf served with lasagna. Family meal. Something we don’t get at High Tide. There, you eat the fuck-ups. And if you have time, you make a fuck-up—just so you can eat.

	I’m still buzzing as everyone drifts back to their duties, disposable cutlery and biodegradable plates clattering into the bin.

	I stand jobless and without a purpose, still high from Chef Theo’s rundown—those dishes etched into my brain like the Ten Commandments. Duck with smoked cherry jus. Steak frites. Bordelaise. I’m ready. I’ve never felt more ready.

	Part of me expects someone to thrust a tray of scallops into my hands and say, “Show us what you’ve got, rookie.”

	Instead, I get Felix. He slides up beside me, arms crossed, smirk already locked in.

	“You look like you’re about to be knighted. Or sacrificed.”

	I blink. “Was just… taking it all in.”

	He scoffs. “Well, un-take it. You’re with me now.”

	I follow him toward the back, trying not to look too eager.

	“What station?”

	He laughs—actually pauses to laugh at me. “Station? Oh no, no, no. You’re floating.”

	“…Floating?”

	He starts counting on his fingers. “Runner. Fetcher. Ice guy. Plastic wrap. Hotel pans? That’s you.” He taps my shoulder like a coach sending in the second-string.

	It hits like a wet rag across the face. All that prep. All that “good knife discipline.”

	“But I thought—”

	Felix cuts me off without even looking back. “You thought you were getting garde? Vallois would sooner hand you his firstborn than a cold plate.”

	I bite the inside of my cheek and nod. “Got it.”

	He stops, finally looks at me—like he’s scanning for cracks. “You’re disappointed.”

	I shrug. Yeah. I am.

	Then he says it. “But you’re here.” He lets it hang. “You’re still fucking here.”

	And he’s gone, calling over his shoulder, “I need lemon wedges, ice, and your dignity—in that order. Let’s go, stage boy.”

	And just like that—I move. Not because it’s what I wanted. But because it’s exactly what I came for.

	 ~~~

	“Thanks for helping me mop, man,” Joe says as we roll the bucket toward the back door.

	One last swipe of the now deep-gray mop before I dunk it in the filthy water.

	I wipe the sweat from my forehead. “Anytime,” I say, just before we kill the lights.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	Mistakes & Milk Crates

	 

	His voice is right behind me. Low, measured, disappointed.

	“Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

	I don’t want to. If I do, I’ll flinch. And he hates it when I flinch. But I turn.

	We’re in the garage. I’m holding a springform pan.

	Why the fuck am I holding a pan?

	Burnt remnants of cheesecake cling to the sides. I don’t remember baking anything.

	“Did you think that was good enough?”

	He says it calmly. That’s the worst part. Calm means it’s already over.

	I want to explain. Say I didn’t mean to burn it. Say that I’m sorry. That I can do better. That I will. But I just stand there, the pan shaking in my hands. Like my bones are weak. Like I’m nine years old again, about to cry over dinner.

	He scoffs, voice low and clipped, his jaw locked tight as the words slice out clean, sharp, surgical. “She left to fix your mistake, Kyle. It’s your fault. Look what you did.”

	Then—BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP.

	My eyes snap open.

	~~~

	I’ve run so many hotel pans today, I’m starting to think I am one—stacked high, slightly warped, emotionally cold to the touch.

	“Kyle, take over these beans,” Felix barks.

	I spot the massive Cambro. I’ve seen the episode. I sigh. “Yes, Chef.”

	I’m pretty sure I left part of my soul somewhere between the foil and the ninth pans. Maybe it’s buried in the sliced lemons, peeled garlic, or these green beans.

	I’m almost looking forward to going back to the line at High Tide. The line where I actually cook. Where pans matter. Where heat means something.

	I round the corner by the line—hands full, head down, and that’s when I see it.

	A mistake.

	Those same dream-words flash through my brain before I can stop them.

	Saucepan. Back left burner. Bubbles threatening to boil over. A slick sheen rising. Shit. It’s emulsified and seconds from breaking. No one’s at the station. Saucier’s empty.

	Before I can think, my body moves—shifting my grip on the hotel pan, sliding the saucepan half off the flame, hitting it with a quick whisk. Just enough to bring it back. Then I walk away.

	No theatrics. No ego. Just a half-second save.

	I stack the pans, turn—

	“Who touched this pan?” Chef Theo.

	My stomach drops.

	Felix answers before I can. “Your stage. On his fifth hotel pan run.”

	Theo looks at me. Calm and unreadable. Then, “Nice catch.”

	Two simple words, but they brand me.

	Felix tosses a towel at me. “Careful, Stage. Keep that up, and someone might ask you to cook.”

	~~~

	From the sidewalk, I can see it through the front window—the dim lights, chairs flipped onto tables like tired limbs, a lone shadow pushing a mop in slow, heavy strokes across the dining room. The smear of water reflects the EXIT sign in a way that makes the whole place look smaller than I remember. Quieter. Like it’s exhaling without me.

	I round the corner—the familiar smell of fryer oil and day-old heat sticking to the air like static, and find him right where I expected.

	Ritchie.

	Perched on a busted milk crate, hoodie half-zipped, smoke curling from his lips. He doesn’t flinch when he sees me. He smiles. “Thought you forgot about us little people.”

	I huff out a laugh. “It’s been two days, man.” I hold up the six-pack. “Brought peace offerings.”

	He exhales. Nods. “Holy shit. You remembered my religion.”

	He drags another milk crate beside him. I pop two beers and hand him one. No cheers. Just the long pull and the foghorn in the distance.

	“So?” he asks. “How’s the sacred temple?”

	I slowly peel the label from my bottle. “Intense. Beautiful. Maybe above my pay grade.”

	“Bullshit.” It’s automatic. “You’ve been ready.”

	I shake my head. “I’m staging. One more day. Nothing’s guaranteed.” I gesture to the back door. “I could still end up back here.”

	He snorts. “You’re at the finish line, man. Just finish the race.” His hoodie sleeve slides up revealing the faded matching tattoo we got after bourbon and a very bad idea.

	He sees me looking. Shrugs. “Still here.”

	I nod and take a sip, a small smile pulling at the corner of my mouth. “Still fucking here.”

	For a second, we’re quiet. A good quiet. The kind that carries history. The kind where a six-pack means I love you.

	Ritchie tips his bottle at me, grinning like we’re still kids. Like nothing changed. Like we’re still two broke-ass dish rats dreaming about getting out.

	I grin back, because he’s Ritchie-Boy. But underneath it, a whisper: He’s a High Tide chef. He’s not Le Début material.

	And I hate myself for thinking it. And I hate that it’s probably true. I don’t want to leave him behind, but maybe I already have.

	He lights another cigarette. I don’t stop him.

	The foghorn hums again, low and distant—as if it’s calling someone home.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	Walk-ins & Weakness

	 

	I’m starting to hate the color green.

	Haricots verts—another big-ass Cambro full of them, of course. It’s actually starting to become meditative now. At least garlic and shallots are next. It’ll be a nice change of pace.

	I’m standing at the same prep table I was on my first day. Same towel over my shoulder, and same dull ache in my back. And I’m thinking, Yeah. Back on prep. Good run, Stage Boy. Was this even worth my time?

	The office door cracks open behind me. Low voices—Felix, Natalie, and Vallois. A shift in energy. The kind that makes people stand straighter without realizing.

	Felix emerges first, holding the clipboard like it’s a weapon. He starts barking stations. “Danny—fire. Zoe—sides. Nate—fish. Weston—garde.”

	He keeps moving.

	Then, he stops and turns to me. A small nod. Almost a smile. “Kyle—Garde with Weston. There’s your shot. Don’t embarrass me.”

	I freeze. A glove half-peeled, heart stuttering so hard I nearly drop the bin. I’ve been snapping beans all morning, but now? I get to plate something cold and clean. Something mine.

	I finish my prep and wipe down my table just as Chef Vallois enters—yellow legal pad in one hand, espresso in the other, commanding the room without even trying.

	Music instantly goes off. Silence doesn’t just fall gently; it’s sucked out like a vacuum. A spoon falls to the floor somewhere behind me, and nobody even looks. Sara, the pastry chef, swallows too loud next to me, and I think my asshole sealed shut.

	Vallois clears his throat and begins like he’s delivering a eulogy instead of tonight’s menu.

	“Cod is in. We’re running it with saffron nage, confit fennel, and citrus ash. If it flakes too early, you’re off the station.

	“The duck is staying. Charred endive, smoked cherry jus. The jus should whisper, not scream—watch the acid.”

	My mouth is watering.

	“Flat iron with pommes anna and sauce foyot. No creative liberties. No flair. For the amuse—compressed melon, pickled shallot, and a basil foam. Foam should hold. If it dies on the spoon, so do you.”

	He pauses.

	“Don’t ask me to repeat it. If you didn’t listen, you weren’t meant to plate it.”

	Vallois doesn’t dismiss us. He just walks away—like the room will either rise to his standard or die trying.

	My pulse spikes. Not the inspired holy-shit feeling I got with Theo yesterday. This is sharper. Hungrier. A jolt straight to the sternum.

	Wake up, Kyle. This is the big time. Don’t fuck this up.

	Natalie brushes past me on her way to the line, muttering just loud enough, “You heard him. No mistakes.” Her voice needles straight into my spine. And suddenly I’m wide awake.

	~~~

	Weston has the personality of wilted endive in August and refuses to let me touch anything that isn’t leafy and cold. He handles every other part of the station like I’m an OSHA violation waiting to happen. Even at that, he watches me plate salads like he’s spotting a toddler with a knife.

	I watch him assemble the amuse-bouche with so much finesse it feels like a sin to send it out to be eaten. His basil foam holds like a damn miracle.

	Foam didn’t die. I guess he lives another day.

	I’m doing alright… until I’m not. I overdress the frisée—not once, but twice. The walk-in door hisses shut behind me. Cold air hits the back of my neck, crawling under my apron like shame. I press my spine to the steel shelf and try to breathe. But it’s not quiet enough.

	His voice slips in—the one from my dream, low and controlled, the look that always came with it. Did you think that was good enough?

	My chest goes hollow.

	Out in the kitchen, I hear it: the scrape of metal on metal as my salad gets dumped. Nobody says a word. I can’t see them, but I can picture it—Vallois not blinking, Weston’s jaw locking up tighter than the fucking ring mold I mangled plating it.

	I stare at the box of limes like it’s going to answer for my sins.

	This is the part where Tony—this guy I used to work with—would drop his pants and sit bare-assed in here like the walk-in itself could cure humiliation. And for a second, I get it. Like, full-drop get it. Let the cold bite my thighs. Let it punish me for overdressing a frisée like a rookie.

	My legs are hot, my pants feel like a vise. For the first time, I understand exactly why he did it.

	But I don’t. I just stand there. Apron on. Dignity mostly intact.

	Greens were overdressed, but I’m not unraveling. Not yet.

	I step out of the walk-in with a fresh container of microgreens, the cold still clinging to my skin, and there’s Felix—waiting.

	“You good?” he asks.

	“Yes, Chef.”

	“Then fix it.” He jerks his chin toward the station. “You’re still on the fucking line, aren’t you?”

	I nod, swallowing what’s left of my pride.

	~~~

	The shift ends the way it started—quietly brutal.

	No applause. No group high-five. Just the clatter of spent tools hitting metal and the soft hiss of a mop dragging across tile.

	I finish wiping down garde, slower than I should—like stalling might magically undo the fuckups or convince someone to tell me it didn’t count. That I get to come back tomorrow and try again. But then Felix passes behind me—doesn’t stop, doesn’t look, and drops it like it’s nothing.

	“You want it? The spot’s yours.”

	That’s it. No handshake. No clap on the back. Just six words that gut me harder than any “good job” ever could.

	I nod. Just once. Like it’s a shift note. Not the thing I’ve paid for in burns and exhaustion.

	It hits differently in the silence.

	“Hey, Kyle.” Natalie’s voice snaps my head up.

	“Yes, Chef?”

	“This is your locker.” She gestures to the far end, to an open metal door like it’s a portal or some shit. “Welcome aboard.” She smiles and hands me two aprons.

	“Thanks.” It comes out too soft, but it’s all I’ve got.

	She gets a few steps away, then glances back. “Oh—I’ll email you your schedule. Have a good night.” She waves.

	I wave at nobody.

	I pull out my phone, thumb buzzing with nerves, and text the only person who will explode with me.

	Kyle: Where you at?

	~~~

	San Francisco has some legendary rooftop bars. Up Top is one of my favorites—locals only, bartenders who actually give a shit, and, on Fridays, a DJ spinning industrial rock or mellow house that somehow fits the skyline.

	I spot Collin immediately. He’s deep in conversation with the bartender, drinking something fancy in a highball—probably a Manhattan, his go-to whenever he’s trying to look like a man of culture.

	I weave through the crowd and saddle up next to him. “Hey.”

	He turns toward me—dark hair artfully disheveled with way too much product, skin glowing like he spent the whole day getting a facial and a massage. Well-rested fuck.

	“An IPA?” I tell the bartender.

	Collin blinks at me like I just ordered a trust fund. “Upgrading, are we?”

	“I almost took my pants off in the walk-in.” I mutter.

	He smiles over the rim of his drink. “God, I love when you flirt with me.”

	I laugh and take my beer. “I was doing great… then I wasn’t. Totally fucked up two frisée salads, freaked out, almost dropped trow in the walk-in—then they hired me.”

	Collin’s brows practically fuse together. “So, let me get this straight. You bombed a salad and went full Winnie-the-Pooh? And we’re all just pretending frisée is a real thing?”

	“It’s French lettuce. It’s real.” I laugh.

	The second beer hits different. Not celebration—something closer. Relief. Like maybe I didn’t completely fuck it all up.

	Collin’s halfway through another drink he definitely ordered for the glassware. He waves at the bartender like they have shared custody of a plant, then eyes me. “You’re glowing, by the way,” he squints. “Did they let you run the whole kitchen?”

	~~~

	The steam finally fades, leaving my skin smelling like cedarwood and bad decisions. I’m spread out on my bed—towel barely hanging on, brain humming, body loose and slutty from too many IPAs and emotional whiplash.

	My phone’s in my hand. I’m staring at it like it’s supposed to give me permission.

	One eye open. One eye already half-asleep. Perfect combination for catastrophic choices.

	My thumb moves before my brain does—drunk, horny, and reckless as hell.

	Send.

	I blink. Wait. No. Did I actually just—? Sent.

	Suddenly, I’m sober enough to file taxes, and regret floods every pore.

	“I might as well have sent her a goddamn dick pic.”

	I consider throwing my phone into the ocean, but I don’t live anywhere near one. So, I just stare at the screen. Not blinking. Not breathing. Just… dying inside.

	“You up?” Total douche move.

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Sex, Lies, & Videotape

	 

	She’s on me before I can say her name.

	Her heels click across my floor like a threat. And that dress—fuck, that dress—is slit up her thigh, neckline deep enough it makes me dizzy.

	I take one step back, and she’s there, gripping my bare chest, breathing against my jaw like she owns me.

	“Still up?” she whispers.

	Her voice is smooth and controlled, but there’s a tremble in it, too—something she’s trying not to feel.

	“You came,” I breathe against her ear.

	“Well, you texted.”

	Her mouth finds mine, and it’s not sweet, it’s not careful. It’s want. It’s need. All the unfinished shit from the walk-in and that night at Lizzy’s—warm, open, and a little wild.

	My hands go to her hips automatically, anchoring her. Not guiding, but holding. Because if I let go, I’ll lose the thin thread that’s barely holding me together. The thread I cut weeks ago and tied back together with one stupid, reckless text.

	She pushes me. Back, back, until the backs of my knees hit the bed and I sit with a grunt.

	She climbs over me—one foot on the mattress, dress sliding up her thighs, all satin and sin. My hand runs up the back of her leg, her skin so damn smooth it makes my pulse stutter. The fabric shifts, exposing her panties.

	It’s torture. Beautiful, slow torture.

	“Lie down,” she says, low

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

