

Chapter One 

			Perry opened her eyes, instantly alert, nearly a full second before her alarm chimed and her smart house assistant, or SHA, greeted her.

			“Good morning, Perry. It is oh five thirty Eastern Daylight Time. Today is Friday, July 15th, 2022.”

			Perry rolled up to sit on the side of the bed, stretched her arms above her head, then stood to perform several more stretching exercises during the next ninety seconds. “Good morning, SHA. Four minutes, please. On my mark.” She dropped to the floor and began counting out twenty-five push-ups. “…twenty-three, twenty-four, mark,” she said, cuing SHA to start timing her four-minute plank, arms straight, after completing the twenty-fifth push-up.

			“SHA, weather?”

			“It is currently fifty-three degrees and clear,” SHA’s disembodied female voice recited. “Today is forecast to remain clear with a high of seventy-four. Air quality is moderate.”

			“Well, that’s unusually nice weather to start off the weekend,” Perry muttered to herself.

			“The air-quality improvement is unusual before the weekend respite from commuter traffic,” SHA noted.

			Perry slipped in her earbuds, keyed her favorite exercise music, and ignored the computer’s unsolicited response. Her mind was already on next week’s podcasts—organizing your personal life so you’re more productive at home and better rested for the next workweek. She smiled to herself. This idea could generate another best-selling book for her.

			“Four minutes.”

			Perry was so engrossed in her thoughts, SHA’s announcement was like yanking off headphones that had been blocking the scream of her abdominal muscles. She dropped to the floor, sweating and panting for breath. No pain, no gain. She’d be sore, but she would stretch her abdominal muscles out later while she prepped for today’s podcast that would set the stage for next week.

			“Shower at optimum temperature in ninety seconds,” SHA reported.

			Perry rolled to her feet and dashed to the kitchen to grab a pre-prepared breakfast from the freezer and pop it into the microwave. “Start microwave in six minutes. Cook three minutes on high temp,” she said as she headed back to the master suite.

			“Confirmed,” SHA responded.

			Nine minutes until her breakfast would be ready. On Mondays and Fridays, she doubled her three-minute shower time to allow for shaving armpits, legs, and, um, private areas that might need shaping up. That left three minutes to dress, semi-dry her short hairstyle, and return to the kitchen as the microwave buzzer sounded the end of its cooking time.

			She multitasked—mentally cataloging the studies she’d bookmarked on the most efficient work schedules—while she completed her morning grooming ritual.

			Some podcasters trying to gain subscribers would pay “boosters” to call in with prepared questions if real-time stats showed listeners were getting bored and dropping off to click onto something else. Perry never needed to do that.

			Today’s Timed for Success podcast would give her steadfast followers something to think about over the weekend so their questions could stimulate Monday’s discussion.

			Before her framed master’s degree in business needed its first dusting, she’d already built a solid reputation in the business and manufacturing industry as an efficiency expert. While still in graduate school at Columbia, she began building teams that traveled to factories and business complexes to evaluate and advise them on how to streamline their workflow.

			She also was in high demand as a speaker at business conventions. In fact, requests for her expertise were so frequent, she hired a production company to video a series of her training workshops that she sold from her website to small businesses that couldn’t afford her team’s consulting services.

			Questions generated by samples of those videos on her company’s website were the catalyst for her two very successful books and, eventually, Timed for Success.

			The timing of the new podcast—just before the pandemic locked down travel and office buildings worldwide—couldn’t have been more perfect. While her teams became busier than ever helping businesses transition their operations online so their employees could work from home as much as possible, the reduction in travel and speaking engagements mostly freed her to handle the twice-weekly podcast and begin research for a third book.

			Even when the pandemic lockdown basically ended, businesses were still rethinking their workflow. Having employees operate from home had saved the companies and the workers valuable time and dollars. Organizations would still need smaller main corporate offices and have occasions when a project team would need to come in so they could physically work together, but the no-longer-commuting employees were happier, sick days were significantly fewer, and overhead expenses were shrinking. So many firms were taking the next step and exploring flexible working hours and more work-from-home positions, making next week’s podcasts a hot topic.

			She shook the last of the shaving cream from her razor and rinsed before shutting off the shower.

			“Initiating microwave,” SHA recited.

			She took precisely three minutes to dry and dress herself in the clothes she’d laid out the night before, mousse and dry her hair, then brush her teeth, and returned to the kitchen just as the microwave beeped to signal her breakfast was ready.

			She carried her breakfast tray to her office, where an industrial hot-beverage prototype machine was pouring the last drops of a steaming hot chia latte. The amazing machine could produce up to thirty different hot or cold coffee or tea specialty drinks, in addition to regular coffee. She’d already decided to invest in the start-up company that was about to go public to gear up for production and market it as equipment that could replace 90 percent of a business’s human baristas. It would never call in sick, demand health insurance, ask for paid vacations or holidays off, or require payroll taxes or unemployment insurance. Plus, a rent-to-own agreement could be a huge boost for a small business.

			In short, it was another win-win. She was rolling, with no obstacles in sight.

			She shoveled her scrambled eggs onto half of her English muffin to take a big bite. While her multiple computers booted up, ideas for more podcast topics sprang up like the dandelions in her neighbor’s lawn.

			She yawned before she stuffed the last of her eggs and muffin into her mouth. What was up with that? Her day had barely begun, and she was bursting with ideas. Perry stretched her arms left, right, then overhead to loosen her shoulders. She was about to pass the mid-thirty mark. Maybe she should add some quick yoga poses to her morning or before-bed routines. Yeah. Before she made any changes, she’d research which time would be more productive.

			Her breakfast consumed, she returned to the kitchen, quickly washed and dried her plate and fork, and then stowed them in the cupboard. She glanced at her Apple watch. She was actually thirty seconds ahead of schedule, so she gulped the last of her latte and jogged the few steps back to her office to shove her mug onto the coffee/tea altar.

			“SHA, dispense twelve ounces of Earl Grey and three teaspoons of sugar.” The caffeine should bring her up to regular speed and alertness levels.

			She tapped preprogramed keys on one computer to initiate a rotation of top stories from news sites she trusted. She listened as the computer-generated voice read a headline, then followed with a summary of the story before going to the next. While she listened, she scanned her email, which automatically triaged into folders identified as podcast, seminars and events, personal, and “other.”

			Weeks could go by without new personal email, which consisted primarily of a rare note from an old college buddy. Her current friends would text to get in touch. The still-empty folder did trigger a reminder, though, and she quickly texted a time-and-place confirmation to the woman she’d arranged a first date with for tonight. She was pleased to get an immediate “looking forward to it” reply.

			Perry hunched her shoulders and rubbed her palms together before settling her fingers on the keys to peruse the email from her last podcast. Some days, it was hard to focus on the foundation of Chandler INC because the desire was so strong to check the response from a vigorous podcast discussion. It was like having Christmas every day.

			Because the podcast had millions of followers in every time zone around the world, she had three assistants who worked in shifts to read each email and create a spreadsheet that would summarize the subject or question and rank it according to the number of similar emails.

			She eagerly scanned today’s spreadsheets, then dove into the thirty or forty individual emails they considered worthy and unique enough to forward in full. She took notes as she read, her pen slowing after the first dozen.

			Who the hell is Dr. Lee? And what does her woo-woo podcast about Finding Natural Balance have to do with efficiency?

			* * *

			Perry checked her watch again. Her date was six minutes late, but she spotted the tall blonde standing at the hostess station and scanning the restaurant for her. She stood to catch Diane’s attention, then waited as she glided to their table like the runway model she could have been.

			They’d met when Perry attended a men’s soccer match with business colleagues, and she had been instantly intrigued. The daughter of the soccer franchise’s owner, she secured sponsors for the team. If men handed out those sponsorships, Perry imagined Diane was very successful at her work.

			“So nice to see you again,” Diane said as she settled in the chair Perry held out for her.

			“Thank you. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again, too.” It was an overstatement, because Perry hated first dates. She’d had a lot of them, and very few second or third dates, in the past couple of years. “Did you have trouble finding a place to park?”

			“No. And traffic was light for a Friday.”

			“I see.” Perry hated people who were late for no real reason. They demonstrated a lack of consideration for the other person’s time.

			“How’s your day been so far? Mine has been total crap, so I’m looking for tonight to make it better.” Elbow on the table, Diane propped her chin in her hand and gave Perry a once-over like she was on the menu. Hmm. Although she hadn’t scheduled time for sex after dinner—it was only their first date—schedules could always be revised. But dinner first.

			“Let’s hope so. But we should order, then talk while the food is being prepared,” Perry said. That was a more efficient approach and could make up the six minutes of lost time.

			“I haven’t eaten here before, but I love Greek food.”

			“Excellent. Their service is very prompt.” She handed Diane a menu. “I can recommend several small plates.”

			“I love gyros.”

			Perry cringed when Diane mispronounced the word. “Yee-row,” she said, carefully rolling the r, before she could censure herself.

			“What?”

			“The g is silent. Greeks pronounce it yee-row.”

			“Whatever.”

			Okay. Perry wasn’t a social idiot. It was rude to correct her date, and she wouldn’t even blink at the lack of a rolled r, but she expected someone with Diane’s family money and assumed education to be more knowledgeable. And she cringed at Diane’s “whatever.” Maybe she’d overestimated her age, or possibly just her maturity. Still…that body, naked under Perry’s. She could make some allowances.

			“No matter. We’re not in Greece, are we? A lot of Americans pronounce it that way.”

			Diane waved off her pseudo-apology. “The caterer for the skybox buffet makes little mini ones that are about two or three bites. I think it’s the cucumber sauce I like so much. I forget what it’s called.”

			“Tzatziki.”

			“And that soft bread. So good.”

			“They do have gyros, but I find so much more to try on the menu.” Hoping to impress, Perry had chosen this restaurant because of the extensive, authentic menu.

			“I’ll stick with what I know. The chicken gyro sounds good.”

			Perry nearly groaned. Not even the lamb. She could have taken this woman to a food-truck roundup instead. She ordered a grape-leaves appetizer, hoping to at least get Diane to try something else, and the Lebanese-fried-trout entrée.

			As soon as the waiter brought their drinks and took their order, Diane launched into a recounting of her terrible day.

			“Is it my fault that I’m so good I sold the sponsor spot on front of the guys’ jersey to two different companies? I told Daddy to put the one that bid the highest on the jerseys and give the other one the shoe contract. He said the lower bidder didn’t make soccer shoes. I said, well, there you go. It’s a perfect opportunity for them to expand.”

			Diane’s story of her terrible day was growing past movie length to that of a ten-day miniseries. Luckily, Perry was practiced at multitasking and was making mental notes for her next podcast while Diane prattled on in the background.

			“Daddy didn’t like that idea either, so I told him to break the contract with the lower bidder if they didn’t want their name on something else, like the warm-ups or equipment bags. His lawyers always write contracts so they can get out of them if they want.”

			Perry tuned back in to Diane’s story at the mention of this disreputable business practice. “I’m not saying lawyers don’t routinely try to slip in termination clauses and other lawyers always try to catch them before they sign, but your father will damage his business reputation if he breaks contracts often.”

			Diane gave her the same bored stare as when Perry had corrected her earlier. Time to get this date back on track. Diane had ignored the appetizer, and Perry had nearly finished her trout while Diane talked and didn’t eat her dinner. She didn’t want to think about how much time they’d wasted on Diane’s bad-day diatribe.

			“How about we get to know each other better?”

			Diane’s glare transformed to a near leer. “I’m all for that.”

			“I’ll go first to give you a chance to eat. You know that my company is built on helping businesses be more efficient.”

			Diane broke off a small piece of the gyro wrap and nodded as she slipped it into her mouth.

			“Well, you can’t make a business more efficient without studying the humans involved—the owners who started the company, the employees, and the customers. So, I’ve read a lot of studies on human nature.”

			Diane’s attention span appeared short because she had turned her attention to eviscerating the gyro so she could pick out pieces of tzatziki-covered chicken to eat. Perry preferred to think she was simply multitasking.

			“Anyway, studies have shown that when people are on a first date, they want to know five basic things about the other person. Can you guess what they are?”

			Diane looked up. “Five things?” Though she spoke while she was still chewing, she had the good manners to cover her mouth.

			“Yes.” Maybe they could salvage this date.

			“I know what I’d ask.” Diane swallowed her food and raised a finger as she cited each answer. “One. Do you live with your parents? Two. Do you currently have a job or some kind of steady income? I’m okay with trust-fund girls. Three. Which social media are you on? Four. Do you like to shop online or at the mall? Five. Have you ever been in prison? I don’t mean overnight for drunk driving, but sentenced and dressed in an orange jumpsuit. Daddy makes me ask that one.”

			Perry sat back in her chair. Wow. She cleared her throat. “Uh, those weren’t exactly the questions noted in the studies.”

			Diane tore off another small piece of gyro wrap. “Can you answer them for me?”

			Perry held up her hand to mimic Diane. “I haven’t lived with my parents since I was seventeen and left for college. I’m the chief executive officer of my own company, among other things, and have a seven-figure annual income. I started and host a very successful twice-a-week podcast, but my marketing manager pretty much handles the rest of my company’s social media. I don’t have any personal social-media accounts. I shop almost exclusively online and hate going to the mall, even though I can be lured into almost any sporting-goods store. And I’ve never even had a traffic ticket, much less spent time in prison.”

			Diane shoved her plate and mostly uneaten food aside. “Wow. What do you do when you’re not working?”

			“I enjoy my work and spend a lot of time researching the things I need to keep it relevant and successful.”

			“No. I mean, what do you do for fun? Please don’t say you organize your closet.”

			“I go out with friends. You and I met at a soccer game.”

			“Don’t forget that I work in business, too. Those weren’t friends. You were schmoozing business contacts.”

			Fun? She had fun. “I run most Saturdays with a friend and go to dinners and parties at friends’ houses. I follow professional women’s soccer, the WNBA, and several NCAA sports.”

			“Do you hit the clubs much—dancing and stuff?”

			“The nightclub scene became too boring and juvenile by the time I hit my mid-twenties.” Perry discreetly checked her watch.

			Diane gave her a long look, then folded her napkin to place it on her plate to signify she was done with the meal and shouldered her purse.

			“Wait. You’re leaving? I haven’t asked my questions.”

			Diane’s smile was a mixture of disappointment and condescension. “No need. The lesbian world is pretty small. I called around and checked you out before tonight because I couldn’t believe someone so attractive was actually available. What I learned turns out to be true.”

			Perry stiffened. People discussed her? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You were nearly red in the face when I was deliberately six minutes late without offering an explanation. You’ve checked your watch at least five times during our meal because I wrecked your schedule of order, eat, answer your scripted questions, then plan a second date that is scheduled to allow for possible sex afterward. You’re too gallant to schedule sex for the first one.”

			Was she so predictable the entire Fresno lesbian community joked about her routine? No. She wasn’t.

			“That’s not true. I had already considered changing my plans for later tonight in the hope that you wanted to follow through with the seductive looks you’ve been giving me all night.”

			Diane laughed. “I’m flattered. And I am tempted. But I know I’ll take offense if I want a second orgasm only to have you announce time is up and show me the door.” She stood, then stepped forward and took Perry in a sizzling kiss.

			Stepping back, Diane touched her fingers to her lips as if to hold the kiss there. “I might regret this, but the reality is, even though I work for Daddy’s organization, I hate sports, love shopping at the mall, live on social media, and enjoy club-hopping. We’d never be compatible.”

			Hot body or not, Perry had to agree. Scratch off another first, and only first, date.

			





Chapter Ten 

			It’s not officially mine until my former partners add their signatures to the contract and transfer the first payment into my account so I can close on this property Wednesday, but all the pieces are lined up to fall into place.” Ming watched the emotions battle across Perry’s expressive face and wondered again if she was aware how much her features revealed.

			“It’s beautiful property, Ming. But I see a lot of work here.”

			“I see a lot of potential and, finally, a labor of love instead of just labor. Because that’s what my life has become, Perry. I’ve been going to work every morning lately because I have patients scheduled, not because I look forward to seeing them.”

			They both turned as a dusty pickup came slowly down the drive toward them.

			Perry spun around, scanning the yard. “Where are the dogs?” The words were barely out of her mouth when a chorus of barks and yaps drew their attention to three dogs speeding their way from the barn.

			“Doing what that pack does best. They were hunting for vermin in the barn.” Ming laughed when Perry put one hand over her chest and the back of her other hand against her forehead. “They’re going to be my death if they keep killing things in front of me, but I wouldn’t want them to get run over.”

			She waved at Ben as he stopped and grinned at her before climbing out of his truck. Molly and JT raced to him, but Tucker took up position halfway between Ben and Perry. Ben removed his Stetson and carefully let them sniff his hands, then scratched ears until everyone was satisfied that he was a friend. He finally stood and pulled up the gaiter around his neck to mask his mouth and nose.

			“People are careful around here, so you’ll want to put your mask on,” she told Perry. They both had masks in their pockets because they were careful, too.

			Ben approached slowly with one eye on Tucker, and Ming knew he was reading the same body language she was—Tucker was intent on protecting his alpha, and a nervous dog was like a scared young soldier with a quick trigger finger. “Call Tucker to you and slip his harness and leash on him until we’re sure he won’t go after Ben.”

			“Thanks,” Ben said. “I’ve got a Jack myself. They can be fierce protection against strangers, and I’d like to leave here with my saggy butt in one piece.” Ben stepped closer once Tucker was leashed, his smile showing in his eyes. “Come out for a last inspection before the closing on Wednesday, Dr. Davis?”

			“Please, it’s Ming.” She shook his offered hand. “We’ll be neighbors in a few more days. This is my friend, Perry Chandler. I’m so excited that everything is working out, I wanted to show her the property. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Not at all. I’m glad I caught you. I’ve got a few messages I can give you now instead of Wednesday.” He shook Perry’s hand, and they laughed as they both pulled hand sanitizer from their pockets. “I guess we could forgo the handshakes, but that just doesn’t feel natural to me. I’d rather go ahead and shake, then sanitize.”

			“I’m with you,” Perry said.

			Ben took a plastic Ziploc bag from his pocket, opened it, and offered it to them. “Turkey jerky. Make it myself. If you don’t want to try it, I won’t be offended, but I’m thinking it might help me make friends with your guard dog here.”

			They each accepted a piece, and Ben took one himself before squatting and offering a small bit to Tucker, who refused until Molly and JT both ate a piece and looked for more. He chewed and swallowed it, then edged closer for seconds. “Like that, did you?”

			“Yeah. That’s really good,” Perry answered.

			Ming and Ben laughed, but he gave her another piece before handing out seconds to the dogs. He stood after Tucker sniffed his hand, looking for a third piece, and licked it. They were friends now.

			“Your limp is almost gone,” Ming observed.

			“Yeah. My back feels so much better. You’re pretty good with those needles, Doc. And I’m happy that soon I won’t have to drive to Fresno when I need a treatment.”

			“You won’t have to drive to Fresno ever again if all goes right tomorrow. And there’s no reason it shouldn’t. They just have to put their signatures next to mine on their own offer.” She wanted to hug him because she could feel the open-armed welcome of this community deep in her core. This place, these people felt so…right. “You said you have messages?”

			“I do.” Ben replaced his hat to shade his eyes from the sun. “My cousin, Ross Cutter, is a contractor. He says he can meet at your convenience to give you an estimate on renovations to the house and get a team right on them. I’m not saying this because he’s my cousin, but he’s in such demand he’s been turning down projects.” He gestured to the house. “He’d be honored to be the one to update the old family homestead, though, just so he’d know it was done right. He’ll give you a good price, too.”

			“That would be amazing, Ben. Tell him I’d be willing to drive out tomorrow afternoon or anytime Tuesday or Wednesday after the morning closing. I saw my last patients Friday in Fresno, so getting this place up and running has my full attention now. I also need to talk to whoever has been maintaining the fields.”

			“That would be Collin Cutter.”

			“Another cousin?” Perry asked.

			“Actually, my youngest brother. He’s one of those college-educated farmers. He worked on this farm with Papa as a kid and gradually took over managing it when Papa got sick shortly after Collin finished his master’s degree. He also manages two other small farms and leases some acreage that he uses for crop testing for the state agriculture department. So, he’ll be okay if you two don’t hit it off or you want to manage things here yourself.”

			“I’m sure I’ll need his help, at least initially, and maybe permanently. I need to talk with him to see if he’s interested in staying on board, given the changes I want to make, starting with putting up a series of greenhouses next to the old barn.”

			Ben laughed. “I mentioned that to him, and he’s already got sketches and ideas he wants to share with you. Here’s his business card with his cell number. He said to call him when you’re ready to talk.”

			This was music to Ming’s soul. “Fantastic. I look forward to speaking with him.”

			“Well, I’ll let you ladies get on with your tour.” He held out the keys to the house. “The key to the Gator, that’s the utility four-wheeler in the barn, is hanging just inside the back door of the house. It’ll be better for driving Perry around the farm than that fancy car of yours. You’re welcome to stay the night if you want. Just leave the keys under the frog by the back door. Electricity comes primarily from the solar panels on top of the barn, and since nobody has been living out here for a month, the batteries should be fully charged.” He tipped his hat, and Ming snagged the collars of JT and Molly to keep them from following as he turned his truck around and drove away.

			“He seems nice,” Perry said, releasing Tucker from his harness after Ming let go of the other two dogs.

			“He really is. It seems a little sinister that most of the people in the town are related, but they are the nicest people I’ve met, and very diverse. They are accepting of same-sex couples and mixed-race couples. Many of the adults and almost all the children are bilingual. The town actually has a civil- and social-rights board, where people can bring complaints if they feel they’ve been subjected to racism or any type of discrimination.”

			“Wow. I can’t believe some New York Times reporter hasn’t found this town and written a story on it.”

			Ming could feel Perry close behind as they walked across the terrace to the back door. “The people in this community wouldn’t talk to a reporter. They’re very private.” She’d barely put the key in the lock when she was spun around and pressed against the door. Perry’s tall body was hot against hers, her breath a caress against her cheek.

			“That’s good, because I’ve been craving some private time with you, Dr. Davis.”

			Her new name sounded strange, yet comfortable spoken by Perry, and Ming wondered briefly if Perry was mocking…no, teasing her. She had to have figured out that Ming was Dr. Lee. But she couldn’t dwell on that subject now, not with Perry’s lips brushing, tasting, then capturing hers. Not with Perry’s tongue, thick and hot, pushing into her mouth and sending tingling jolts of arousal to every sensitive part of her. Perry disengaged, and they gazed at each other with hooded eyes and heaving chests.

			“That should hold me until after our tour and dinner,” Perry said.

			Ming closed her eyes and groaned, barely resisting the urge to grab her own crotch to calm the throb of her sex. Actually, she’d rather grab Perry’s and drag her inside. Hopefully there was still a bed there. The anticipation, however, was delicious, so she would hold out a few hours longer to savor it. “You’ll definitely pay for that later,” she said, touching her lips one last time to Perry’s.

			* * *

			Only sex could be better than this. Sitting in the Gator, Perry closed her eyes and imagined the sun-warmed breeze caressing her face was, instead, the soft fingertips of a lover trailing along her cheeks and lips. Without opening her eyes, she could feel the breeze cool slightly as they crept closer to the small lake. The scent of honeysuckle was heavy in the air, and she sucked in a lazy breath, envisioning how it might feel to stroke her hand down the satin skin of Ming’s bare back—until the cannonball named Molly stepped firmly on her aching crotch and she nearly fell out of the vehicle.

			“Ow, ow, ow.”

			Their transport was like a gasoline-powered golf cart with a small truck bed where the back seat should be. The two boys rode in the bed of the vehicle, with the picnic basket and a thick quilt. After a few false starts where Tucker, then JT was intent on leaping out once the vehicle began moving, harnesses were again deployed and leashes anchored short to a tie-off in the center so they couldn’t jump out or into the front seat, where Molly sat in Perry’s lap. The boys finally relaxed on the blanket and turned their noses to the breeze to sniff the tantalizing scents of forest and wildlife as Ming drove very slowly, which was a good thing because Perry’s near-tumble could have ended her hopes for tonight—a fate more painful than any injury.

			She was injured enough without falling out because Ming was laughing as Perry clutched her throbbing—but not in a good way now—lady parts while holding Molly partially aloft so she wouldn’t step down again. Molly licked her face, but her gaze held no apology.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh.” Ming half covered her mouth with her hand. “It’s just your expression was so serene one minute, and so horrified the next.”

			“I might be really injured. I think she put all of her thirty pounds on that one foot.” Perry preferred to think her voice was tight with pain, not just whiny.

			Ming parked in a clearing next to the small lake. “You’re in luck, because I’m a doctor.” She trailed the fingertips Perry had been daydreaming of earlier along her cheek. They were as soft as she’d imagined. “I promise to give you a full exam later and kiss it better if needed.”

			Perry groaned. “We could spread the blanket out on the ground over there, and you could check now. It feels all wet down there. I could be bleeding.” All is fair in war and flirtation.

			“Nice try. You can spread the blanket over there, but you’ll have to wait to spread yourself or me,” Ming said. “I slaved over multiple online menus to put this lunch together, and I’m starved. It’s almost two o’clock.” Her finger burned a hot trail along Perry’s cheek, down her neck, and into the deep V-collar of her T-shirt.

			Perry swallowed hard. She was normally a top, but this woman was dominating her at every turn. And it felt fantastic. Ming was freeing the boys from their harnesses, so Perry took a deep breath, squeezed her thighs together to calm her libido, then set Molly on the ground and grabbed the blanket. The quicker they ate lunch, the sooner they’d get to tour the house where they would hopefully find a bed, or a table, or…hell, even a floor would do. She just needed to be skin to skin with Ming, to inhale her, absorb her. She made Perry ravenous in a way she’d never hungered before.

			She bent to put her mouth next to Ming’s ear. “Then let’s eat. I’m anxious to sink my teeth into dessert.” She nipped Ming’s earlobe, then her neck, before bathing her tongue over the pink mark she’d made. She was rewarded with a discernable shiver and a slight hitch in Ming’s breath.

			Ming closed her eyes for only a second but pushed Perry back. “The blanket?”

			Perry inclined her head, along with a very slight bow. “Your wish is my command.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” Ming said.

			* * *

			Ming shoved their entire picnic basket into the farmhouse’s empty, but running, refrigerator, then pinned Perry against the kitchen cabinet. She’d been patient throughout the hour-long lunch, where they fed each other sushi and cubes of juicy melon, talked about how Ming had turned her co-op partners’ mutiny around to her benefit, and, much to Tucker’s dismay, had a splashing contest in the spring-fed lake with water so clear you could see the sandy bottom. But she could wait no longer.

			She captured Perry in a hot melding of lips and tongues, then kissed her way along Perry’s angular jaw and down her tasty neck until interfering cloth thwarted her. She peeled the still half-soaked T-shirt from Perry’s lean, sculpted body and accepted Perry’s hummed moans as permission to peel off the underlying sports bra. Her breasts were small and high, with dark-pink nipples and no tan lines. Mental note: Perry sunbathes topless.

			“You, too.” Perry’s words were hoarse, her tone urgent. “I want your skin against mine.”

			As Ming yanked her own damp T-shirt over her head, her skin pebbled at the touch of Perry’s cold hands searching for, then finding, the clasp on her lace bra. When the bra joined the other clothing on the floor, she pressed her chilled skin against Perry’s warm body. Because of their difference in height, her nipples rubbed against Perry’s ribs, so she curled her shoulders forward to tease Perry’s breasts while she drew her into another deep kiss. Perry tasted of sweet ginger, salty soy, and hot wasabi. Pleased that Perry sounded as breathless as she felt when she withdrew from their kiss, Ming clamped her teeth gently onto her earlobe for a few seconds before releasing it.

			“Bedroom,” she whispered as she took Perry’s hand and tugged her through the living room.

			* * *

			Perry was stunned, uncertain, delighted, and powerfully aroused by Ming’s commanding advance. The bedroom appeared recently cleaned, with a colorful quilt covering the four-poster bed. In a martial-arts-style move, Ming tugged Perry’s hand to spin her around and trip her with a well-placed leg behind Perry’s knee so that she flopped faceup onto the bed. Perry did not resist when Ming yanked her shorts and briefs down her legs and dropped them on the floor, then stepped back and dropped her own shorts to step out of them. She stood there for a minute, allowing Perry a good, long look.

			Ming’s skin was flawless—smooth and unblemished by scars or birthmarks. Perry widened her legs as Ming crawled onto the bed between them and drew her knees up as she settled her sex against Perry’s. They were both wet when Ming rubbed against her, then captured her breast in her mouth. Perry arched upward when Ming’s tongue flicked against her hardening left nipple, then bit hard before abandoning it to the cold air. But only a second passed before her right nipple received the same treatment, accompanied by another hard rub.

			“God, Ming. Please.”

			Ming abandoned Perry’s breasts to hook her arms behind Perry’s knees to curl her long torso up. Perry started to protest, but the only sounds out of her open mouth were moans as Ming’s hot tongue teased her sex, lingering to massage her clit, then backtracking to plunge into her. Stars! How could that small mouth contain such a tongue? Perry squirmed as a tingling sensation traveled from her breasts to her toes. Ming rose again to spread their folds and rub their slick, hot sexes together. She held Perry in a curled position and pumped against her as she kissed her neck, then captured her mouth in an aggressive kiss. Perry moaned at the taste of herself on Ming’s tongue, then moved with her, grinding against Ming as her climax began to coalesce low in her belly.

			“Let it go,” Ming demanded. “Let it go now.”

			And she did. She gasped as she bowed taut when the orgasm gripped her and every muscle in her twanged with sharp pleasure. She let out a long exhale as her orgasm began to recede, but Ming, eyes closed in concentration as she ground against Perry’s sensitive clit, was yet to reach her own pinnacle. Perry tightened her legs around Ming’s hips and rolled both of them.

			Frustration, surprise, then hot, melting desire flashed in Ming’s eyes when Perry reversed their roles, showering kisses, teasing nipples, and tonguing deep into her sensitive navel before shouldering Ming’s legs. She sucked her clit, scraping the bundle of nerves with her teeth as it swelled to rock-hardness under her tongue. So deliciously salty-sweet. She plunged two fingers inside her wet, slick warmth just as the spasms began, thrusting hard and sucking forcefully. Thrusting and sucking. Thrusting and sucking. Ming rose off the bed, a primal scream bursting from her throat and blasting toward the ceiling. Perry consumed all she gave her, then crawled up to guide Ming’s hand inside herself and pumped her way to a second orgasm against Ming’s thigh.

			Sweat-soaked and sated, Perry flopped onto her back and felt for Ming’s hand. They entwined fingers while they waited for their pounding hearts to calm so they could draw more than a pant of air.

			At last, Ming let out a long, satisfied sigh. “Wow.”

			“Yeah. Wow,” Perry echoed.

			Ming disengaged her hand and rolled away from Perry to the edge of the king-size bed as something scratched the floor nearby. She looked back over her shoulder when Perry gasped. “What is it?”

			“My God, Ming.” Perry had caught a glimpse before, but this was her first real look at the tattoo covering nearly every inch of Ming’s back. She’d never seen anything so beautiful. She traced her finger up the trunk of the cherry tree that appeared to grow along Ming’s spine, then outlined the branches laden with pink blossoms that spread outward across her slender shoulders. Some of the blossoms drifted down onto a strange dragon with huge butterfly wings and gold scales that nearly glittered. Tail curled protectively around the tree’s trunk, the dragon clutched a yin-yang globe in its claws. Only a master artist could have created this work of genius, and only someone with immense patience could have borne such long hours under the tattoo needle. Perry was torn between reverence for the artistry of the work and wanting to cry for the harm done to the satin-smooth skin of this woman to whom she’d just made love. “This is…it’s incredible…amazing. How long did it take to finish?”

			“Two years. My grandfather was the designer and tattoo artist. I could explain the images to you if you don’t care about sleeping any tonight, but honestly—” Ming yawned. She squirmed around until she was nestled in the soft bedding. “You’ve exhausted me, and Molly is trying to make a nest out of our clothes we dropped on the floor. You need to bring their beds in.”

			Perry was exhausted, too, so she grabbed a furry throw from a wingback chair in the corner and spread it across the other side of the bed, then lifted Molly onto it. The boys hopped onto the bed, and Tucker promptly claimed a spot next to the pillow, while JT took several minutes to arrange his portion of the throw to his satisfaction before flopping down to sleep. Perry slid under the covers on the opposite side, planting a few kisses on the cherry blossoms inked across Ming’s sexy shoulders and then settling on her side as a barrier to keep the dogs from disturbing Ming.
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