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      Judy-Lynn

      “You’re going to pay for selecting this,” Ryu puffed out as he furiously kept up with the dance steps the game prompted him on the screen.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time.” I laughed as I danced to Havana Nights by Devin Blake. It was my favorite song, and I knew the fast salsa rhythm pace would destroy my competition. There was a bet on the line. The loser had to perform a dare. I knew just what I wanted, too—a naked sushi chef to feed me his creations. “And this was your idea anyway. Or are you mad because you’re losing?”

      “Yeah, it was, and I won’t lose.”

      Twenty-one days since we were last together. There was no doubt what I wanted—what we both wanted. I swiveled my hips like my character directed on the screen, then turned to face Ryu. My character salaciously cha-cha’d towards the partner character, pulling at her dress as she moved. I mimicked the move in my pajama shorts, grasping the fabric and pretending it was a long skirt. It worked, judging the intense way Ryu watched me. His honey-tea gaze focused on me as though he were trying to make a mental 3D rendering of my form. “These hips say otherwise.”

      Tall, dark, and handsome, he met my eyes. It was all the warning I had before Ryu pounced, and I ended up pressed into the couch in a soul-searing lip lock. I gripped his shirt and wrapped my legs around his waist.

      He was ready. I was, too.

      Boo.

      Boo.

      Boo.

      I broke the kiss. The game’s feedback on our missed dance steps was too well-timed, even though it didn’t echo my sentiment. I didn’t want to lose. There was a naked sushi chef on the line.

      “Teri, pause the game,” Ryu told the AI assistant on our television.

      “You read my mind.” I leaned my head back.

      He kissed the side of my neck. “I know what my treasure wants.”

      My heart always tap danced when he called me that. It was cute and campy. He was the dragon, and I was the treasure. Ryu was so weird and so mine. “What else does she want?”

      For an answer, he trailed his kiss southward, sliding my shorts down as he went, though he did have some help from my eager libido. We were long overdue for this—three weeks of putting our noses to the grindstone, him in Tokyo, and long-distance meetings.

      I arched my back when he found my center, and then my phone blared to life, and annoyance replaced my sexual bliss. For the love of—my brain fuzzed out as Ryu’s tongue slipped past my folds. That man knew my body. “Baby, I⁠—”

      Clarity doused my sex high. It was one of my best friends’ ringtone. The three of us were thick as thieves. There was no such thing as TMI with us. We knew everything about each other, including when to kick a sister out of the club for her own good. They put me on a twelve-hour information ban. There was no reason for her to call me unless⁠—

      “Baby. Baby. Baby. Stop.”

      I tapped him on the head.

      “Ignore it.” His voice was husky. He kissed my inner thigh. “You girls can chat later.”

      “Something’s wrong.”

      He let me up, and I tackled my phone before it could roll to voicemail. “Hello, Brooke.”

      “It’s me, Brookelynn. My Mimi passed away, and Daddy’s upset,” my godchild announced on the phone. Her voice quivered on the verge of tears. “Defcon1. You have to pull up. Auntie Chantel is already—oh, I have to go.”

      My heart broke. I knew Brookelynn’s grandmother. She was my best friend’s mother-in-law, she was family. “Honey, wait⁠—”

      The call ended. Why didn’t Brooke call me? Or Chantel for that matter? This was important. I shouldn’t have found out because Brookelynn took her mother’s phone.

      “What’s wrong?” Ryu wrapped his arms around me.

      “Marcus’ mother passed away.” I thumbed to my recent calls and selected Chantel’s name. There was no point calling back Brooke’s phone, I was sure it would roll to voicemail.

      It rang once before the call picked up. “Chantel, Brookelynn just⁠—”

      “You’re supposed to be sexing your fiancé.” Her tone was hard—her attorney questioning the witness voice. “You two are too new for drama during a dry spell. Brooke and I are handling the matter. Take care of your future husband. We can talk on Monday.”

      “But—”

      “Girl, bye.” Chantel ended the call.

      I stared at the phone. My friends—no, my family was hurting. There was no way I could enjoy the weekend with Ryu without checking in on them. We’ve all been through too much.

      Brooke and Marcus must be so hurt about Mama Thompson dying. She had been on the mend after her stroke six months ago. We all thought she would return to the independent, vibrant person she had been. I even joked with her that she would be running the annual church yock-a-mein fundraiser in no time and that it would be better than ever. Neither the saucy noodle bowl dish nor the charity event would never be the same without her.

      And now she was gone.

      Ryu took the phone from me. “Get dressed. For my peace of mind, I’ll drive you.”

      I kissed him. “Thank you, Baby. Call the guys, too. They know Marcus. We’re all family.”

      I moved from his embrace then he pulled me back into it and stared at me as though he was trying to peer into my soul.

      “What?”

      “Can’t a man enjoy his fiancée momentarily as he centers himself?”

      “Am I your rock, Ryu Tsuki? The treasure of your dragon?” I teased him, but inside, my heart did flip flops. Ryu knew just what to say to make me a puddle. Of course, that came from being an uber romance novel fan—second to me. It came with the territory.

      “Would I get quick shower sex if I said yes?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “No, but I would feel conflicted.” I touched his face. “This is important to me. Marcus and Brooke were always there for me. They were there for us.”

      If not for them and Chantel, my relationship with Ryu might not have gotten off the ground. They were there with us through it all.

      He kissed my palm. “I know. I just wanted to chase the sadness away.”

      I pulled him toward the bedroom at the back of the house. “You do. Just being you makes me happy.” Though I loved the sex, too. Not going to lie.

      He walked to his closet and grabbed a pair of jeans. “Now you have me conflicted.”

      I opened my travel bag. There were slim pickings. It was a fashion triage situation. I only had one set of clothes at Ryu’s house, my outfit for Monday morning. It hung in the closet. The rest of the weekend, I planned to lounge or be naked. The shorts were out. The October chill during the week called for something to cover my legs. “I have to stop by my house on the way back.”

      “You wouldn’t have to pack a bag if you lived here.”

      I stole a look at him. He continued to dress as though he didn’t passively ask me to live with him, but his hands shook, and his skin was flushed. Ryu wasn’t half as nervous when he asked me to marry him seven months ago. Maybe it’s because he proposed in cosplay, and I sexed him really good just before he asked.

      “True. It would be easier.”

      I had expected our situation to change when we got engaged, for us to be closer. Ryu got down on one knee before my family and our friends. I thought he was serious. Instead, it was the same old us with a ring and no wedding date.

      Being engaged was a milestone in his life project. Me moving in was another. He was almost as bad as Tristan, the romantic lead from one of our favorite Dani Bond novels. That character had an insane need to plan life. Ryu wasn’t quite as bad, but he was stalling.

      I still needed to meet his family. In hindsight, I should have done something sooner. The distraction of work, my family, and him made me lose focus—no more. Moving in together meant no more hiding for either of us.

      “Yes, it would,” he replied.

      Ryu finished dressing, and we lapsed into the awkward silence I hated. It always appeared between us when one of us made the wrong response. Something else for us to move past as a couple.

      Moving in with him was complicated, but I was ready. I knew his habits from our weekends and vacations. Those were not the hidden bombshells that I worried about.

      I pulled off my bonnet and shook out my curls. It would be the carefree, tousled look for the evening. “I’m ready.”

      “To leave or move in?”

      Ah. I invoked that Dragon. He went into CEO negotiator mode. That was promising. It was the attitude that built our company. He wanted me to live with him with more desire than I gave him credit for. Which meant my man had ass backward priorities. His motives were more about lockdown and not us growing as a couple.

      Men. Most of them were always happy as long as the sex was steady and available. It was up to me to polish us. I was a closer, and I did say yes to him.

      I’d make us both honest.

      “Depends.” I tied the belt of my sweater blazer. “Does this mean I can meet your family?”

      I’d worry about setting a wedding date later. There was no need to do too much all at once. I might scare him off. Tackling his family had to come first. They would make it hard for us as a couple if we didn’t know what boundaries we needed to set. I would learn from Brooke and Marcus’s marriage mistakes.

      He tugged me into his embrace. “Jason and Teddy are my family. The rest don’t matter.”

      What did that mean? A chill ran through me. Was he ashamed of me? I know my Japanese was terrible when we first started dating, but I was learning during my lunchtime to surprise him. All of the founders of our company spoke at least two languages, so as the newest partner, I had to keep up.

      Would his family judge him for bringing home⁠—

      Ryu tilted my chin upward. “Stop. You are my queen. Act accordingly.”

      “Arrogant, much?”

      He kissed the side of my mouth. “Always. I get what I want. So, we can either support our friends or you can be supported by my⁠—”

      “Do not finish that statement.” It had been three weeks. I didn’t need the reminder or the visual of me riding his cock with my legs wrapped around his waist as he... Damn it.

      I unbuttoned his shirt with the fury of a mad woman. “One time, and then we’re⁠—”

      He swallowed the rest of my statement with his kiss.
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      Ryu

      Judy-Lynn knocked on Brooke and Marcus’s door while I played pack mule, balancing breakfast bags and other comfort items. We didn’t make it to their house last night. The build-up of our almost month-long separation, the forlorn look she had when she asked about my family, and her non-answer about living with me did me in. I don’t know what ran through her head, but it was not good.

      It tore at me. All I could think of was that I wanted to be close to her. To brand myself on her so she would not question my dedication to her. She was my treasure, my queen. We ended up riding each other until we fell into pleasure comas.

      I awoke in one of my favorite positions, spooning behind her while she rested her head on my left arm and my right hand cupping her breast. All satisfaction—minor guilt, which was why I had all the bags while she knocked on the door.

      I eyed the doorbell camera. “Is the bell broken?”

      “They can’t feel my sense of urgency with a simple ring.” She stood before the small rectangular surveillance device and spoke into it. “I brought food and comfort items. If you don’t answer, I’m using my key.”

      The door immediately opened. Brookelynn poked her silk bonnet-covered head out to peer at us. “Auntie Judy-Lynn, you and Uncle Ryu are supposed to be on a date. I’m willing to accept a breakfast bag, but then you have to go.”

      I tried not to snicker at the young door guard enforcing my alone time. The kid was after my own heart. I knew the reasoning wouldn’t fly with my fiancée, but she was cute.

      Judy-Lynn kneeled. “Did that statement come from your parents?”

      Brookelynn nodded and held out her hands.

      “It’s Defcon 1. Tell them that we tickled our way in.”

      Brookelynn squealed as Judy-Lynn went after her waist. I slipped past the giggling door guard and into the foyer. Brooke stood in the entrance, holding the youngest member of the family.

      “Good morning.” I kissed her on the cheek. “We took out your guardian, but she fought well. We come bearing breakfast.”

      “I noticed.” She sighed. “You didn’t have to do that. You and Judy-Lynn are supposed to be spending time together.”

      “We are.” Judy-Lynn came up from behind me and hugged Brooke and the pudgy toddler. “And Ryu knows that I couldn’t be a freak for him while worried for you.”

      I watched the trio hold each other momentarily, then went into the kitchen. Brookelynn joined me a few breaths later, peering into the white paper bags. “Hime-chan, are you hungry?”

      “Hai,” She answered in perfect Japanese.

      It was our thing. She could practice her accent and vocabulary on me. Brookelynn was a precocious child. This was something that adults appreciated when kids were smart but steadily grew annoyed by as they aged. I appreciated that Brooke and Marcus encouraged their children to explore their minds.

      “Uncle Ryu, are you and Auntie Judy-Lynn going to break up because you are missing your date?”

      What gave her that idea? No. I knew. She must have misheard something, or she was watching reality television. Brookelynn tended to isolate herself or spend time with adults.

      This kid is like looking in the mirror some days.

      “No, it will take much more to tear us apart, Hime-chan. Don’t worry about us. Your aunt and I are strong,” I told her.

      “Okay.” She hugged me.

      A chorus of “Aw” from the doorway caused me to turn around in time to the clicking sound of the camera shutter. Both women put their phones away.

      Brookelynn grinned and began emptying the bags.

      “I love that you two have a language together. Don’t talk trash about me, though. I will find out.” She smirked as she unpacked one of the bags. She passed me two black plastic dishes. “Ryu, would you check on Marcus for us? He’s held up in his office, and only a dragon can lure him out. Don’t worry, back up is on the way. “

      “Not that I need it. What are you up to?”

      She kissed my cheek. “Taking over your world. Same as always.”

      All the blood in my body rushed south. Thank all that was holy. I still had on my coat. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you
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