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          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four Years Ago

      

      

      “Speech! Speech! Speech!” Liam chants, and the fellas follow suit.

      I pull my attention from the unread text message I sent Laney an hour ago and look up at the celebration happening around me.

      I plaster a fake smile on my face and set my phone on the bar, then stand as Liam makes his way toward me. He pulls me into a backslapping hug, the whiskey in his tumbler sloshing over the side and splattering against my shirt, but he’s none the wiser. If he keeps at this pace, he’ll be three sheets to the wind before the party’s over.

      “Let’s have it, best man. What words of wisdom do you have to bestow upon me on my final night as a bachelor?” Liam boasts, not a lick of slur to his speech.

      “I thought the speech was for your wedding day, not the bachelor party?”

      “Now it’s time for the real speech,” he chides. “Not the speech about all the sunshine and rainbows, mushy shit; I want the raw, gritty shit.”

      It sounds like he wants me to give him a pep talk to either prevent or encourage his ass from making a break for it–I’m not sure which one. Hell, given my current relationship predicament, I couldn’t tell you which I’d be in favor of: the departure or the follow-through.

      I sigh loudly and turn back to the bar, motioning to the bartender to pour me a shot. Her smile reaches her eyes, and she grabs a bottle from the top shelf, pouring a double shot. Her eyes burn with challenge as she slides the glass across the bar to me. She’s been looking at me like that all night, and I’m not really sure what to make of it. I break her intense stare and turn my attention to the groom and the rest of these assholes. I thrust the shot glass in the air and call out a quick "Cheers," before consuming the drink.

      I'm not much on hard liquor, although I only need to stand within a foot of Liam for a minute, and I’ll be buzzed due to the amount of whiskey seeping through his pores already.

      “Only prepared one speech, but what I can tell you is this… There is no way in hell you’re gonna watch Layla walk down that aisle tomorrow if you don’t slow down on the alcohol and stuff some bread in your system to soak that shit up.”

      Liam nods and sets the rocks tumbler on the bar and takes a step back. "Only if you promise to put Laney in your rearview and live up the night, man. It's my bachelor's party. Let's celebrate."

      “Come on, Liam. Don’t bring her into this,” I plead.

      Liam pulls me closer and says, “How long’s it been? Three weeks? A month? No phone calls, no texts. She’s gone, Carter. You know the chances of her showing up for our wedding tomorrow are slim to none. Layla has accepted that, so when will you? You don’t always have to be the good guy, Car.”

      My eyes flicker toward the bar like a magnet is pulling my focus to the bartender. My heart is telling me not to give up on Laney, to not accept her silence as the finality of our relationship. But Liam is right. Laney has run more times than I can count, and I’m done chasing after her.

      “It’s alright, man. The night is young. Plenty of time for a little sin.”

      Liam nods over his shoulder with a chuckle. He grabs his drink off the bar, and then he leads me toward where the rest of the guys are waiting for the dancers to take the stage. Of course it’s a failed attempt to get him to pace himself with the liquor.

      The lights dim as glass shattering rends the air, and my eyes instinctively turn to the bar. The bartender’s laser focused on polishing a glass, and as the club fills with a thick haze of fake smoke, I realize it was a sound effect meant to grab your attention and pull you toward the stage. However, I can’t seem to pull my eyes away from the breathtaking beauty behind the bar. There’s just something about her. Maybe it’s the fact that at first glance she almost looks ordinary, she isn’t overly made up, but this woman needs none of that. She is absolutely stunning in her natural state.

      The distinct sound of a woman's heels echoes around the room, almost as if being played through the sound system, then they emerge through the thick gray haze. Three scantily clad dressed women crawl toward the center of the stage to give Liam the attention he deserves in true bachelor party fashion. The fellas are all enamored by the dancers' presence, but I’m not. It’s taking all the willpower I have to not immediately turn my attention back to the bar.

      Stealthily making my escape, I head toward the bar, needing something cold to drink to wash the taste of whiskey out of my mouth.

      The bartender is still polishing glasses as I take a seat, but she notices me immediately and makes her way toward me.

      “What can I get you?”

      "Can I get a glass of water please?"

      Her brow wrinkles as she smirks. I immediately know that look of judgment, but I don't call her out on it.

      "Sure…" she draws, her smirk suddenly replaced with a megawatt smile.

      She slides the glass across the bar top then asks, "Need anything else?"

      "No thanks."

      I reach into my back pocket to pull out my phone, but it isn't there. As I stand to go in search of it, the bartender grabs my attention. "Hey, looking for this?" She waves my phone in the air. I extend my hand to claim it, but she pulls it back out of reach.

      "You know the party is out there, right?"

      "Yeah, and…" I question, clearly confused.

      "Because you're an attractive man at a bachelor's party, with hot dancers on the floor as we speak. But you, however, are acting more like a babysitter rather than a best man."

      Ouch. She doesn’t hold back, and that is hot as hell.

      "That may be true, but my liver and kidneys will appreciate my efforts tomorrow while the rest of these assholes are dying in the sweltering heat. I'm not stupid. I left hangovers behind in my college days.”

      "That's rather noble of you," she comments, handing me my phone. "I'm sure your wife appreciates the effort too."

      Double ouch.

      "Not married, honey."

      "Okaaayyy…” she draws out, her face twisted in concentration, lifting her finger to her lip as she tries to figure me out. “Girlfriend, then?"

      "Nope. Completely single." I smirk before taking a drink of water.

      She leans her elbows on the counter and props her chin, studying me. "Okay, then. What's her name?"

      And the third time's a damn charm. I school my features and ask, "Who?" nonchalantly.

      She's quick with her reply. "The woman who has you on your knees with your heart on your sleeve."

      I look down then back up, and reply, "I'm currently on my ass, but I can be on my knees if the moment calls for it." I wink and pull back another swig of water in a pathetic attempt to calm my racing heart. Why the hell did I just say that to her? Out of habit, I flip the screen of my phone on and look down at the screensaver, Laney's face smiling back at me. And there’s that familiar ache I momentarily lost.

      When did I start to lose her?

      "And what would she have to say about it, babysitter?”

      Shrugging I just let it fly because hell, why not.

      "I couldn't tell you because she stopped answering my messages and calls weeks ago, the same day she left."

      “What did you do to warrant her silence?” she asks.

      Now if that ain’t the million dollar question. With Laney, the wind could blow in her direction and mess up her hair, and I’d be under fire. I love her more than my next breath, but maybe we aren’t meant to be. I’ve always imagined she’s the one I’d spend the rest of my life with, a house full of rowdy kids making her even crazier. I thought that’s what we both wanted. Until one day a month ago when she left without a word, and she hasn’t answered any of my calls or text messages since.

      “What makes you think I’m to blame?”

      “She left for a reason, right?”

      “You'd have to know Laney for anything she did to make sense. She marches to the beat of her own drum, does things her way.”

      She claps her hands together in celebration of her progress. "And yet, he finally opens up."

      "Well, you're nothing if not persistent."

      "Eh, I’m an Appalachian woman; we’re born strong and stubborn, but however you Southern gentlemen call it will suit me just fine. Y'all are known for proper etiquette and all." And just like that I see an opening to change the topic.

      "Appalachia, huh. So you're a ways from home. What brought you to Hilton Head?"

      She spreads her arms out wide as if her next statement should be on showcase. "Chasin' the American dream."

      I look around the classy gentleman’s club and ask, “And this is just a stepping stone along your pursuit?”

      She shrugs and offers a small roll of the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen. “Maybe. I haven’t quite figured that part out yet.”

      “Let me guess, you were the rebel without a cause?”

      She giggles, and the sound makes my heart beat faster.

      “Yeah, with a cheer skirt on. But you know what they say about a preacher’s daughter–they’re wild enough to shoot at, but too free to be tamed.”

      “Well…” I search for her name tag hanging on the hem of her tiny tank top. “Emersyn, you didn’t go and break the quarterback’s heart now, did ya? You know those small-town romances have a way of mending into second chances, no matter how fast and far you run?”

      She smirks and pulls two shot glasses from the top rack. “I see what you did there, best man. You turned the tables on me. If you want to play hard ball, have at it.”

      Emersyn turns the glasses bottoms down and pours a shot of whiskey into each.

      “Let’s play Twenty Questions... For every question you refuse to answer, you have to take a shot.”

      “And you?” I challenge her.

      “Oh honey, I’m an open book.” She winks. “Plus, I can’t get too drunk that I don’t remember the fun I have planned for you.”

      Damn.
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          EMERSYN

        

      

    

    
      We fire off the first round of questions in rapid succession, to which we both reply without a care in the world. I mean, they are all basic get-to-you-kinda-questions. Ice breakers.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Georgia,” he replies.

      “Oh, a good ol’ boy.” His smirk is cocky and confident.

      “Is that a question or a statement?”

      “Definitely a statement. You have that classic Southern charm.”

      “So you find me charming?”

      “Among other things,” I admit, and his smirk expands into a bashful smile that is freakin’ adorable. Unlike most men who come into the club, this man has a genuine personality that caught my attention immediately. While his friends were drinking and waiting for the girls to take the stage, he hung out and messed around on his phone, his heart bleeding out on his sleeve. He wasn’t drinking his sorrows away, like most people would do. I don’t know the backstory of his broken heart, but how do you still care about someone who left you without a word? This Laney sounds like a selfish bitch, but really I shouldn’t be judgmental.

      There was a gravitational pull toward him the moment he sat at my bar. But I couldn’t be so forward that I climbed in his lap and propositioned him. What kind of girl do you take me for? I have to get him to warm up to me first. So I watched him. His mannerisms when he asked for a drink, his body language as he scrolled through his phone, how he interacted with his friends. I was completely enamored with his presence, and I needed more than a single interaction of getting him a glass of water.

      I want to greedily absorb every second with him, get to know who he is as a person, then I want to make him forget.

      We continue tossing simple questions back and forth, friendly conversation flowing with ease. He’s comfortable with me, finally smiling, even laughing at times.

      “Tits or ass?”

      He smirks and says, “That’s where I’m greedy. I like a handful of both.”

      “Just a handful?”

      “I’ll take as much as I can get. I don’t have a specific type. I love all women.”

      Damn good answer.

      “Blue collar or suit?”

      I roll my eyes; I can’t believe he’d even ask that.

      “100% blue collar, without question. I wouldn’t give a suit the time of day.” I’ve seen too many of the skeletons those expensive suits hide.

      He flinches like he’s been smacked and says, “Damn, guess I’m out of the runnin’, then.”

      “Whatever.” I laugh.

      “What are you laughing about?”

      I wrap my fingers around his hand and turn his palm up. I trace the callouses along his palm with the pad of my thumb, ignoring the spark as we touch. The small jerk of his hand alerts me that I'm not the only one who felt it. When I look up and meet his gaze, his pupils are lasered in on me, and that look in his eyes… It’s intense. I swallow the lump in my throat and force my confident bravado.

      “A suit’s hands would be soft, delicate even, and perfectly manicured. Your hands are hard, rough, strong.”

      “I thought the question was what I preferred to wear, not my job category.”

      Ah ha, so he's clever.

      “So you like wearing suits, but you're blue collar,” I state. He shrugs, offers me a small wink, and picks up his glass. “I like to look good.”

      He’s just taken a sip of water when I ask, “What do you think about when you masturbate?"

      He quickly spins the bar stool to the side and water spews from his mouth, then his eyes turn on me, round with shock.

      He clears his throat and wipes his mouth as he mutters, “Sorry about that.”

      I quirk my brow, impatiently waiting for his answer as I pour a shot of whiskey. I don’t expect him to answer that question. A bit personal? Maybe. But I like to push boundaries.

      I scoot the shot glass toward him and ask, “Drink?” He throws the shot back without looking in my direction. The pang of disappointment barely spreads through my stomach when he speaks up.

      “There hadn’t been a need to masturbate until recently… But now, I think about her. The way she watched me as she sucked my cock. The way her fingers scraped against my chest as she rode me.” He shakes his head as if to wipe the memory from his mind, then he scrubs his hand over his face.

      “Sorry if that was TMI, but I’m nothin’ if I ain’t honest.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to know.” I shrug then pour myself a shot. I wouldn’t typically drink on the job, but we’re hosting a private party tonight and each of our guests are otherwise occupied with the entertainment.

      A beat of silence hangs in the air between us as he considers his next question.

      “Have you ever had a one-night stand?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell…” I wink, and he grabs the bottle of liquor, pouring a shot.

      “Then drink up.” I toss the shot back and pinch my eyes closed as that familiar burn trails smoothly down my throat.

      A dark shadow catches my attention, and I look up at the man approaching the bar. He claps his hands down on the best man’s shoulders, and I quickly clear away our shot glasses to make myself busy and give them a moment of privacy. Bartenders have a way of appearing as if they're giving you privacy when they're still listening to everything you say. Disappointment fills me as I realize the night is coming to an end.

      “We gotta get Liam out of here before he does something he’s gonna regret tomorrow.”

      “Fuck…” The best man swivels on the bar stool and then takes quick strides across the room where the groom is living up his last night as a single man quite precariously with his face in Cass’ cleavage. It isn’t the first time this has happened at a bachelor party, and it sure as hell won’t be the last. Cass paid damn good money for that cleavage, and she wants everyone to show the ladies some love–her words, not mine. He's gentle in how he guides Cass up off his friend’s lap. She’s barely clothed, but his eyes don’t linger, he doesn’t cop a feel; he handles her delicately. He helps her to her feet before he reaches into his back pocket, pulls out his wallet, and tips her. She smiles and prances off toward backstage, and the other girls follow her. An electric dance mix still pumps through the speakers, but this party is officially over.

      The best man latches his hand around the groom’s and pulls the drunk bastard up, quickly catching him as he sways on his feet. That is going to be one painful walk down the aisle tomorrow for sure. He motions to two of his friends for help, and they flank the groom’s side as they make their way toward the exit. But he doesn’t follow.

      Seconds later he braces his hands on the bar and looks at me expectantly, “Thanks for keeping me company tonight, Emersyn.” He reaches into his wallet and pulls out a few bills and places them on the bar. I wrap my hand around his and push the money toward him. I’d feel dirty accepting a tip, filthy even. My skin crawls just thinking about taking his money.

      “I appreciate the gesture, but no tip is necessary.”

      “Look, I wouldn’t–”

      I cut his words off and lean over the bar. “Your money's no good here, best man. But there is something in there I’d like instead.”

      He looks at me confused as he slowly places the bills back in his wallet, so I help myself. I slip the black keycard from its pocket inside his wallet and tuck it inside my bra. Lust flickers in his smoldering hazel eyes. “I get off in an hour. We’ll finish our little game then.”

      He slides his wallet into his back pocket and says, “Room 1209.” With a wink, he confidently strides out of the club. I watch him go; how can I not? And once he's out of sight, I take in a long, deep breath. I want to pat myself on the back or let out a hoot–who was that sexy as hell vixen who just propositioned him?
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      Walking out of the club is hard as hell. I immediately felt an intense connection to Emersyn, which was completely unexpected. She’s sassy and brazen, a woman who seems to meet any challenge with a ferocity I haven’t seen before. I was completely taken aback when she removed the keycard from my wallet, and the promise of seeing her again is the only reason I’m able to climb into the back of the limo.

      Liam is hanging out of the sunroof, drunkenly flirting with women walking along the boulevard, while Rhys tries aimlessly to get him seated so the driver can pull away from the curb. It doesn’t help that the rest of the guys are spurring Liam on, but I’ve always been the voice of reason when he gets out of hand. It’s the very reason I’m his best man. I have a responsibility to ensure Liam’s prepared to meet his bride at the altar without staggering through his vows hungover. He had fun, enjoyed his last night as a bachelor. Now it’s time to get his ass back to the resort so I can pump him full of water and sober him up.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket, and I don’t even bother checking the notifications. “Siri, call Layla,” I say as Rhys grabs Liam’s belt buckle and yanks him through the sunroof.

      Liam scrubs his hand over his face and slurs together a sentence that is oddly coherent. “Not cool, man.” I toss my phone on the seat beside me and laugh.

      “Party’s over, my man. Let’s get you back to the hotel and get some food and water in you. Maybe a shower. Right now you smell like liquor and bad decisions.”

      “Bad decisions.” Liam chuckles. “That’s rich coming from the king of bad decisions. Laney. Need I say more?”

      “Don’t be a dick, Liam. You told me to put Laney in my rearview and have fun for the night, and I did. But because I’m your babysitter and I value my balls, we had to get your ass away from the dancers before you did something you’d later regret.”

      “Laney’s a bitch, Car. You eye fucked Emersyn all night, and can’t say I blame you. She’s  hot as hell. That’s who you need in your life. Not that succubus Laney. I don’t know what the hell you see in her…” Liam trails off when Rhys intentionally drops a bottle of water against his crotch to shut him up.

      “Suck on that and stop your bitchin’, man.”

      I don’t care what anyone has to say about Laney. What’s done is done.

      For once, I don’t even want to think about it. Or her.

      The limo is quiet for a few minutes, and Rhys moves to sit next to me.

      “Didn’t enjoy the show?”

      “Huh?” I ask, my mind reeling through the game of Twenty Questions.

      “The strippers? You hung out with the bartender all night.”

      “You know me, Rhys. Not big on partying. But yeah, Emersyn was cool.”

      “So why are you going back to the resort to babysit this asshole?”

      “Best man duties until his ass is safe and sound in his suite.”

      Rhys shakes his head and hits the call button for the driver, instructing him to turn around.

      “Rhys, it’s fine–”

      He cuts me off with a curt wave in my direction.

      “You gotta live, man. I could feel the energy around you two, hell everyone in the club could. You deserve some good. Take it.”

      He's right–I never just live. And right now I want to do just that.

      Five minutes later I’m climbing out of the limo. I approach the club just as security is about to lock the door.

      “Excuse me!” I call out to grab his attention. He recognizes me instantly.

      “Hey, we're closing up for the night.”

      I nod. “Is Emersyn still here?”

      He smirks and says, “She’s just about to head out. Tell her I’ve locked up. Make sure she gets to her car safely.”

      I clap him on his shoulder in appreciation and step inside the club, pulling the door closed behind me.

      The only source of light is a couple of dim bulbs that hang above the vast array of liquors lined behind the bar.

      Emersyn's standing beside the bar, her long brown locks hanging in wild waves down her back instead of the messy updo she wore earlier. When her eyes meet mine, it's as if all the oxygen is sucked out of the space. "Forget something?" She looks surprised, but a devious glint burns in her hazel eyes. She’s fucking stunning. There's no other way to put it. I nod. I sure as hell did forget something–her.

      My strides are long and quick before I even realize I'm moving. This woman has a pull on me I can’t explain. I'm worried about nothing other than getting my hands on her. I place one hand on her cheek and wrap my other in her hair, tilting her face up to look at me. Her hands land lightly on my chest as she exhales a ragged breath. She inches her face forward, and that's all the clearance I need. I drop my mouth to hers, kissing her hard and fierce. Passion ignites between us as she rakes her fingers up the back of my head, returning the kiss with vigor. Emersyn lets out the sexiest groan, and I use it to my advantage. My tongue slides into her mouth, massaging hers passionately.

      Pulling away from her, she lets out a small whimper and places her hands around my shoulders to regain her balance. I take her bottom lip between my thumb and forefinger and tug it just a little; I want to make sure I have her full attention.

      “What do you want, Emersyn?” She sucks in a sharp breath as her grip around my shoulders tightens.

      “To make you forget.” Her voice is breathless and seductive as I crash my mouth against hers. I grip the backs of her bare thighs and lift, and her legs wrap around my back as she devours my mouth. We move forward so I can set her on top of the bar. She moans as I break the kiss and trail my lips down her throat, her pulse a rapid staccato against my swollen lips. My hands roam down her sides and under her tank top, my fingertips grazing her bare stomach. I lightly stroke my fingers across her abdomen as I wrap my other hand through her hair and tilt her head back to give me full access to the slender column of her throat. My nose grazes the length of her throat, inhaling her intoxicating scent which makes me dizzy with lust. She smells like strawberries, fucking delicious, and I want to ravage her. I pepper kisses up her throat and move my hand to lightly run the back of my knuckles over her pert nipples. She leans into my touch, and I palm her full breast in my grip and squeeze. She moans and squeezes her thighs.

      “Emersyn, your tits fit perfectly in my hand…” I squeeze a little harder, eliciting a heady whimper from her. “You like that?”  She nods eagerly as she grips my hair with both hands and brings my mouth to hers. My hands continue to roam until I meet bare skin again, and the realization finally hits that she’s wearing a skirt. I jerk back and look down. Fuck me. Her tanned, tone legs lay before me, bare. I rub my thumbs back and forth slowly along her inner thighs. My dick is so hard because this woman is sexy as hell.

      “Fuck, Emersyn, how’d I miss that you’ve had this skirt on all night?”

      She giggles and throws me some sass. “You don’t like my skirt?”

      “I’ll like it even more when my face is buried beneath it.”

      I can’t take my eyes off her legs as I caress her soft skin, and my eyes flicker between the treasure beneath her skirt and the piercing eyes that hold me captive. As my hands inch higher, her breathing comes quicker, harder. I continue my descent, and my middle finger grazes the edge of her lace panties. They feel frilly and sexy, and I have to see them, but not before I allow my other hand to glide up her leg. She gasps as I graze the edge of her panties and then slide my finger down the middle of her slit over the lace. This time it’s me who can’t contain the groan as I close my eyes.

      Emersyn peppers my neck with bites that she soothes with kisses. “Baby, you’re so wet.” She is drenched. I can smell her arousal. I push her skirt up until I see the baby blue lace that covers her sweet spot. This is one of the hottest moments of my life. Hands-down. The minute I see the lace, the wetness covering it, I know she may be the sweetest thing I’ll ever taste. I have to taste her just like this–right now, on this bar.

      Making sure there’s nothing behind her, I lean her back on the bar and drop a peck on her lips as I do.

      “Best man … whaaa?” Her surprise soon turns into a moan as I massage her nipple over her shirt.

      “Relax, Em.” I tug her nipple between my teeth over her clothing. “I’m gonna make you feel so fucking good.” I continue to massage and knead her breast, pulling her shirt and bra out of the way to finally get a taste of her skin. My tongue laps at her nipple with quick, long licks as my hand kneads her gorgeous breasts. I hitch her skirt up and run my fingertip along the slit between her legs.

      “Please,” she moans. “Oooh…” Her back bows, pressing her breasts firmly against my face.

      I nudge the sexy lace to the side and rub my finger along her pussy. She pants so hard, it only spurs me on as I continue to suck her nipple. I rub small circles around her clit then glide my finger down her slit, slowly teasing her entrance. She’s so tight. Immediately my dick is even harder because he knows how fucking good this will be.

      I release her nipple with a pop and look up at her as my finger continues to thrust in and out of her. Her head is thrown back, but her eyes are trained right on me. “I need to taste you,” I tell her, and her body shudders beneath me. I lean down, and she rakes her fingers through my hair as she guides my head toward the apex of her thighs, spreading herself wide for me on the bar. I grip her barely-there drenched thong and rip it from her body, stuffing it in my pocket. She’s fucking perfect. Perfectly pink and groomed. I slide my tongue back to front and twirl it around her clit before sucking it between my lips. Emersyn grips my hair while she plays with her exposed nipple. I love that she’s adventurous enough to play with herself.

      “Oh God, don’t you dare stop,” she shudders out.

      I lick down to her entrance and suck on each lip before kissing her there just as I would her mouth, moving my tongue in and out. My tongue probes as I continue to suck her orgasm out of her. She tastes so good, I could eat her for hours. Emersyn mumbles her praise, her body writhing in ecstasy. I need to taste her cum just once before I get her out of here and back to my hotel room.

      I kiss her entrance then glide my tongue up to her clit, lightly stroking it back and forth. I thrust my finger in her entrance and hit her sweet spot as I stroke her clit with my tongue, and she completely detonates. Her legs spasm around my head, her back bowing off the bar as she fists my hair tighter in her grip. I continue to lavish her pussy until she comes back down from that euphoric high she’s on.

      I pull her up from the bar and crash my mouth down on hers. I’m hard enough to drive a nail through a two-by-four, and I can’t wait to feel her walls clamp down around me as I drive into her. I pull back to catch my breath as she straightens her bra, securing the key card before pulling her tank in place. I lift her off the bar and pull her skirt down, then I peck her lips.

      I clasp her hand in mine and pull her against my chest, whispering against her lips, “I can’t wait to get you in a bed.”
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      I’ve never felt as uninhibited as I have in the throes of passion with him. He’s hardly kept his hands off me since he returned to the club, and I don’t know how I’ll walk away from him when the sun rises. No, I can’t, I won’t think like that; this is fun. I push all serious thoughts to the back of my mind as the elevator door closes. He backs me into the corner, a dark and delicious look of wanton glaring down at me as he reaches behind him and stops the elevator. He brackets his arms around each side of my head and leans his body against mine, the thickness of his cock pressing against my belly. And damn, that’s a thick length I should be terrified to experience.

      “I don’t know if I can wait to get you in bed, baby.”

      I grip his dick through his slacks and rise on my tiptoes, bringing myself a hairsbreadth from his mouth. My tongue sweeps against his lips as I squeeze his length and groan, “I can’t resist tasting myself on you.” His eyes darken as I unbutton his pants and pull them down his strong thighs, pulling his cock from the confines of the stuffy fabric. His cock is fucking phenomenal. Thick cords and veins are hard pressed beneath the taut flesh of his length as it bobs against me. I test the weight of him in my grip before dropping to my knees. His hand instantly grips the top of my head and guides my mouth to taste him, and the explosion of flavor that erupts on my tongue has me squeezing my thighs together to prevent me from touching myself. I swirl my tongue around the broad tip then suck along the shaft, his sack heavy in my hand as I knead and massage.

      “Fuck, baby,” he moans, and his praise literally makes me dizzy.

      I continue to suck him, his head swelling impossibly tight between my lips. The grip he holds on my head and the deep, guttural growl that escapes his throat only amplifies the ache in my core. My clit throbs, and I slip my fingers between my slit to relieve the pressure just a little bit. I groan around his cock, the sensation of feeling him in my mouth and my fingers on my clit nearly sending me over the edge of another orgasm. Only then does he realize I’m touching myself. He pulls out of my mouth and quickly tucks himself away before pulling me up off the floor and against him. He reaches behind him and releases the elevator, his gaze never leaving mine. His fingers trail down my arm and encircle my wrist as he lifts my hand to his lips and sucks my fingers into his mouth, licking each digit clean of my arousal. His lips crash down on mine as he thrusts me against the wall of the elevator, his mouth devouring me. I shudder as his fingers find my clit, and I grind against his hand needing more.

      “You’re fuckin’ soaked, baby. Is all of this for me?” he asks as he slides his fingers across my swollen lips, and my greedy tongue reaches out to taste. The elevator doors ding as they open, and he clasps his fingers in mine as he leads me out into the hallway and toward his room.

      We stop in front of room 1209, and he pushes my back against the door, reaching inside my bra to retrieve his key card. He swipes it over the magnetic stripe then anchors his arm around my waist as he pushes the door open and us through the entrance.

      The second the door clicks closed, he spins me and forces me against it, his chest against my back. His strong hand grips my throat as his mouth trails kisses down the column of my throat, along my shoulder, and down my back. I barely have my hand between my legs and massaging my clit when he spins me quickly, lifts me against the wall, and buries his face between my thighs. He licks, sucks, and devours me like a starved man, and I’m coming all over his face in under sixty seconds. He lets my legs slide down his chest, then he tucks them around his back, his thick cock grinding against my ass as he walks us across the suite toward the bed. He places me down gently, his hand caressing softly down my chest. He removes my thin tank top and the short skirt, then he pulls his V-neck over his head as he steps out of his slacks. I moved too quickly in the elevator to realize it, but now it’s very evident that he’s wearing slacks only, sans boxers, and I can’t even begin to process why that makes the flames licking my skin burn even hotter.

      His cock bobs against his abdomen, and I lick my lips, wanting to taste him again. He climbs onto the bed, nudging my thighs to spread wider for him. Kneeling before me, his hand glides along my jaw as he grips my face and kisses me ever so slightly. “Tell me what you need, Emersyn…” he breathes against my lips.

      “I-I need you. All of you…”

      “Carter,” he says, realizing he never formally introduced himself.

      Carter.

      “I need you, Carter. Please.”

      His swollen lips caress mine, then he delicately pecks my cheeks, the tip of my nose, and then his lips press against my forehead and he lingers there. This is the moment everything between us changes. Carter grips my hip, positions himself at my entrance, and slowly slides inside of me. I suck in a deep breath that he captures with his mouth, kissing me tenderly and giving me a moment to adjust to his size. My core is tight with the pressure of his length, but it’s a delicious feeling I want more of. I rake my fingers through his hair and thrust against him, silently encouraging him to move. He takes my face in his hand and presses his forehead against mine as he slowly rocks against me, his eyes never leaving mine. And even though I know I should, I couldn’t look away if I tried.

      He moans against my lips, singing my praises like he's worshipping my body at the altar.

      The intense connection between us fuses and ignites a spark as we come together, his eyes darkening as he releases inside of me. He arches his back and presses against my knees as he thrusts deep and stills as my core clamps around him. Sweat drips from his forehead as he collapses against me, and his lips find mine in a soul-searing kiss. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me against his chest, and I sigh as the intoxicating high of all that he is finally settles in my bones; he is the best man.

      Sleep calls to me, and Carter kisses my forehead as he tucks me close to his chest.

      This is exactly where I want to be. And I allow myself to enjoy this fairy tale for a few more hours.
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      I roll over to pull Emersyn against me, only to find the bed empty as I slide my hand against the cold sheet. I sigh, knowing she’s already gone. I pull her pillow against my face and inhale the sweet berry scent, feeling a pang of sadness that she didn’t at least say goodbye. Get your shit together, Carter. It was a one-night stand. She wasn’t destined to be the mother of your children, the love of your life. She only wanted to make you forget.

      I groan as I sit up, the threat of a headache from lack of sleep pounding behind my eyes. I scrub my hand over my face then check my phone for the time. There are still a few hours before Liam and Layla’s ceremony, so I don’t have to be in any rush just yet. I climb out of bed and stretch, my body sore from making love to Emersyn all night. She was completely insatiable, begging for my touch, my kiss, my cock. I gave her everything she asked for, taking as much as I gave. Which is probably why I’m surprised that I woke up to an empty bed, but there’s no point in dwelling on it. I’ll stow her memory away in a safe place in my mind, so I can replay it anytime I want. Fuck, my cock is going to be raw masturbating to her memory.

      I’m actually disappointed that I have to take a shower; the thought of washing her scent away causes a flutter of pain in my chest unlike one I’ve ever experienced before.

      I dress in khaki shorts and a t-shirt, then quickly straighten up the suite. I grab my clothes from the floor and put them in the laundry bag in my suitcase. As I pull the zipper, it gets stuck on a thin string of baby blue lace. I pull the thin scrap of fabric out of the zipper and clutch the lace in my fist, bringing it to my face to inhale her scent. I shouldn’t miss someone I just met last night. I’m fucking crazy.

      Emersyn came along just at the right time to make me forget all the heartache Laney has put me through. I guess I didn’t realize that connection would be short-lived. Maybe I’m being greedy, but one night with her wasn’t enough. I need more. Want more.

      I grab my phone from the nightstand and shoot out a group text to Rhys, Liam, and the fellas.

      Me: You fuckers awake?

      As I make my way around the bed, something on the nightstand on the other side catches my attention. I sit on the bed and pick up the slip of paper.

      

      Carter,

      It’s okay to forget.

      -[image: red heart] E

      

      I lay back on the bed, needing a moment to catch my breath. I feel like I’ve been sucker punched. I read between the lines of her message—it’s okay to forget Laney, but I need to forget about Emersyn too. She’s granting me permission to do so, even though it’s the last thing I want to do. Emersyn apparently doesn’t know her worth. She’s completely unforgettable. I know that sounds insane, but she took me by storm.

      She made me feel...

      Anger, bitterness, sadness, bliss.

      She made me feel everything all at once.

      And then I let it all go for her.

      She made me forget.

      And it was completely unexpected.

      My phone pings with an incoming notification, and I sigh, then sit up to read the text.

      

      Liam: Drinks by the pool in ten?

      

      I groan and scrub my hand over my face.

      

      Me: Do you intend to stand while you say your vows? No drinks before the ceremony, asshole. Meet in the lobby—ten minutes.

      

      I make an internal note to never agree to be anyone’s best man again, then head out of the suite and down the hall to the elevator. And that’s a bad idea, as memories of Emersyn swallowing my cock rush to the forefront of my mind. No matter where I turn in this fuckin’ place, I can’t escape her memory.

      I take the stairs down to the lobby, and I’m out of breath before I reach the first floor. I’m not out of shape by any means, but I definitely don’t have much energy after last night. Hopefully after eating brunch I’ll feel better.

      I see Rhys first, making his way through the short buffet line. I make my way toward him and grab a plate, piling it high with pancakes and sausage. Rhys is already seated at a large table near the back of the dining area by the time I’m finished plating my food, so I join him. I groan as I sit down, and he tries to hide his chuckle.

      “What’s so funny?” I deadpan.

      “Long night?”

      “Don’t start your shit.” I stuff a forkful of pancake in my mouth and nearly choke when he continues to try to get a rise out of me.

      “The hot bartender wasn’t interested after all?”

      I pin him with a withering look then down a gulp of orange juice.

      “Let’s just say I hope there aren’t cameras in the elevator.”

      Rhys shoots me a shit-eatin’ grin and says, “You’re welcome.”

      “What the hell are you grinning at, ass-face?” Liam asks as he flops down in the chair across from me. Ah, hell. Layla is going to be so pissed. He looks like literal dog shit. Maybe worse.

      “Did you not sleep at all last night?” I ask him. “Layla is going to have your ass; you know that, right?”

      He reaches across the table and takes my orange juice and downs it. “Nah.” He waves me off before helping himself to one of my pancakes as well.

      “You really think I’m your babysitter, don’t you?” I chide, shaking my head.

      Since this dick has helped himself to my brunch, I get up and get a cup of coffee and a bowl of strawberries before returning to the table. Just another way to torture myself with the memory of a woman I’ll never see again.

      It isn’t long before all the groomsmen have made their way to our table, and every one of them are eating a shit-ton of carbs in hopes of absorbing the copious amounts of whiskey they consumed last night. Too bad carbs can’t help my Emersyn hangover.

      The groom is starting to look a lot better–thank you water, coffee, and carbohydrates.

      “How’s your head?” Rhys asks him.

      “I’m fine.” He smiles as he boasts, “Fellas, I’m getting fuckin’ married today.”

      “Yes you are, you lucky bastard.”

      Liam’s face-splitting grin quickly dissolves as his eyes zone in on something over my shoulder. His face morphs from happiness to hatred in two seconds flat.

      “Ah hell,” Rhys mutters to my left.

      “My fucking headache is back,” Liam groans.

      And just as I’m about to ask what happened, confusion written all over my face, I smell her before I see her, the scent of her perfume immediately turning my stomach sour and causing me to lose my appetite. Her red fingernails grip my shoulder, and I can’t hide the change in my mood as I look up and meet her gaze.

      “Fuck… What are you doing here, Laney?”
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      “Hey, baby, I missed you,” a sultry female voice says through my phone receiver.

      “Me too, baby,” I tell her. Minx was her name, probably not her real name since I doubt anyone working as a phone sex operator would use their real name.

      My buddy from the university thought I needed to relax. I’ve basically worked for the last ten years nonstop. No girlfriend, not even hooking up with a stranger. I wanted to work. I didn’t need a woman in my life at the moment. But my mind was running out of ideas for all the years of celibacy, and I was getting tense.

      He said it was time to ‘find something new,’ and a company called Red Velvet was his idea. Red Velvet was a phone sex company. He thought a phone sex operator would relieve some tension with minimal work. I thought I'd give it a try. What I wasn’t expecting was to get addicted to this woman's voice from the first minute I heard it. Her smooth, honey voice filled my ears. Just thinking about her got me hard. After finishing up some work by nine pm on the dot, I’d call her. I managed to get her extension on the first call, so I got to phone her directly every time.

      “Does my baby ache?” she asks, and I reply with a groaned yes.

      “Oh,” she moans. “You want some help making it better?”

      “Yes,” I growl, take off my clothes, lie on the bed, and grab some lube from the nightstand.

      “Tell me what to do, baby,” I tell her.

      We try different things every time. Sometimes I would tell her what I wanted to do to her. Sometimes I would just listen to her get off. Or fake getting off. Either way, I got off. Tonight was about dominating. I wanted her to tell me what to do. My blood rushes with excitement, and I can feel my cock going rock hard at the anticipation.

      “Are you naked?” she asks, and I tell her I am. Buck naked.

      “Good, I want you to grab your cock. Don’t squeeze, just touch.” I moan when my hands rest softly around the base of my cock.

      “I want you to give yourself a little squeeze. Tell me how it feels, baby,” she says. I do what I’m told.

      “Oh, it feels good. So good. I want more.” I tell her.

      “Okay, baby. Do you have lube?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I hear her swivel on whatever she's on, a chair, maybe.

      “Put some lube on your cock but don’t pull. Let it drip from the tip of your cock to the base,” she tells me, and I do what she says. The bottle lid pops when I take it off, and there’s a squeezing sound as I pour its contents onto the top of my cock. The lube is cold as it hits my sensitive but warm with the heat of my body. I can feel the liquid sliding down, and it makes me groan.

      “Oh, fuck,” I moan.

      “Feel good, baby?” Minx asks, a little giggle in her voice.

      “Fuck yes,” I gruff out. I try to stay still while I set the bottle down and tell her I’m done.

      “Okay, now I want you to unclasp your hands and hold the head of your cock.” I do as she says, and it’s almost worse. The lube mixes with the most sensitive part of my dick and my hand on it. I almost tell her to skip to the good part, but I know if I hold on, it’ll be good.

      “Slide your hand down now. Slowly. Don’t come,” she whispers that last part, and I slide my hands down, groaning the entire time.

      “You’re a little cock-tease, aren’t you?” I asked her. I couldn’t help myself. I needed to say it. The primal urge in me to tell her what she’s doing to me. How she makes me feel. She makes me feel comfortable and safe. Allows me to talk to her without feeling like I’m being too crass or rude.

      “I am, baby. I love to tease you,” she says, “You love it too,” she adds, and I groan in agreement.

      “Tell me more,” I say. There’s tension all over my body. My balls are ready to blow as she tells me to slowly stroke my cock but not come. Pre-come beads at the head and slides down my shaft. I’m so close. She tells me to squeeze, pump, stop and then repeat.

      Squeeze. Pump. Stop.

      Squeeze. Pump. Stop.

      Squeeze. Pump. Stop.

      “Please, Minx, baby. I need to come. Tell me I can come. Make me come,” I beg after what feels like an hour. There’s a giggle on the other line, but then she caves.

      “Okay, baby, come.” With that simple demand, I erupt all over myself.

      My cum is all over my hands, my stomach, and my chest to my collarbone. I’ve never come as hard as this with any other woman or myself. She brings out a need in me, and I do nothing but sink into it.

      Being a law professor makes my life full of people who live a certain way. Very clean cut, no-nonsense, and definitely wouldn’t talk to a phone sex operator. It was why I was nervous to even try. I knew if it leaked that I did this, it would taint my reputation. All my hard work would go down the drain.

      But there was a pull I didn’t recognize. I need to push my own boundaries and take a chance on this. It paid off. I’m now more relaxed and look forward to the time I can talk to her. Before, it was all about the students, and I didn’t think of myself at all.

      “You good, baby?” she asks, and I’m reminded I’m still on the phone with her.

      “Yes,” I reply, “Thank you. Will I get to talk to you next week?” It's the first time I've asked if I can talk to her. After a few weeks, we got into this routine, but there was something in me wanting to know if she was looking forward to it as much as I did. Or if I was just a paycheck for her. I don't know why I need to know other than I just did.

      “Sure thing, sweetie. I’ll talk to you next week if you’d like?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say. We both say our goodnights and hang up. I clean myself with my towel and throw it in the laundry basket before going to bed, still naked, to sleep. Like every night since I talked to Minx, I go to sleep with her in my mind but wondering this time if maybe this obsession with her will inevitably break my heart.
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      I put down my work phone on the dresser next to my bed and lay flat on my bed. The shivers from the man’s voice on the phone slide up and down my body.

      Colton’s voice.

      I knew it was Colton’s voice from the first phone call. I’ve had a crush on my dad’s best friend since I was a teenager. He came around the house a lot when I was younger. It wasn’t until I turned eighteen that he stopped visiting. My dad and him still hang out, but it was at a tennis match, not having dinner with the family.

      I’ve been working for Red Velvet for a year now. I needed a job that’d allow me to focus on my schooling, and a job I worked at home for seemed to be the right choice. I wasn’t expecting to become a phone sex operator, but they were hiring, and I thought it was sexy. I never would have thought three weeks ago that I would be having phone sex with my one and only crush. The magnificent Colton Jameson, university teacher of law and certifiable sex god.

      I take my vibrator out of my panties and head to the bathroom to clean up. Every time he calls, I get so hot that I can’t wait until the end to get myself off. Colton’s voice oozes sex and gets me all hot and bothered. Plus, it’s sexier if a man hears a woman moaning on the phone for him.

      My parents don’t know I’m a phone sex operator. It would be creepy if they knew. It might even be worse if my dad knew I was talking to his best friend. Colton’s and my age gap never bothered me. I like him the way he is, and age is just a number.

      I take off my panties and step into the shower. The warm water against my skin is lovely. The ache I feel every time I hang up the phone with him sits on my skin. I yearn to have him hold me. To be inside me. For him to call me baby and make me dinner. I dream about it every night. But he and my dad are such close friends that I know it’ll never happen. Even if he likes me like I like him, Colton will never betray my dad.

      I get out of the shower, dry myself off, and put on some PJs. It’s nine pm, and I’m getting ready for bed. I hear a knock on my door, and my mother asks if she can come in.

      “Honey, may I come in?”

      “Sure, mom,” I say, and my bedroom door swings open, and my mother walks in.

      “Going to bed?” she asks, and I nod.

      “Okay, I just want to tell you Colton is coming over for dinner tomorrow night,”

      My heart lights up, and I try hard to appear less excited than I am.

      “Great,” I say, holding back a grin.

      “Cool,” my mom says and gives me a kiss before walking out of my room and closing the door.

      My phone chimes next to me, and I pick it up to see that it's my best friend, Cassie.

      Cassie: How did it go?

      Me: How did what go?

      Cassie: You know. Don't hide it from me, bitch.

      Me: I'm not hiding anything, jerk.

      Cassie: Pearl Rosemond Carter, tell me what happened with you and Colton.

      Damn. I forgot I told Cassie about my crush on Colton and that I talk to him on the phone at work. I mean, at some point, she would’ve figured it out. She sees all, the jerk.

      Me: It went well.

      Cassie: Well? Did you tell him you know who he is and who you are?

      Me: Fuck no! Are you crazy? The last thing I need is for my dad to know what I do for a living. They think I work in sales.

      Cassie- You do work in sales. The sale of your pussy!

      Me: I’m not a prostitute. I'm a sex phone operator. I don't have sex with anyone.

      Cassie: I know. You’re saving yourself for him.

      Me: Cassie!

      Cassie: Calm down. I meant it as a joke. It's not as if anyone but you is going to look at your phone.

      That's true. Leave it to Cassie to rile me up, then calm me down.

      Cassie: You ever going to tell him?

      I contemplate the question. On the one hand, I’m hopelessly in love with Colton. On the other hand, he might not like me as much as I like him, and if I tell him, I could ruin my only connection with him.

      Me: I don't know. He's dad's best friend. This isn't going to be simple. Maybe dad could get over the age difference or the fact that I’m only 21. But that they’ve known each other since before I was born is the complicated part.

      Cassie: Don't you deserve to be happy?

      Me: Sure

      Cassie: Then be happy

      I huff out a breath and type

      Me: Easy for you to say. It's not like you’re in love with your dad's best friend.

      There’s a pause from Cassie, and I start to worry I offended her. I wouldn't know why.

      Me: Cassie. You still there?

      Cassie: Yes, I’m here.

      Cassie: Can you keep a secret?

      My breath hitches, and I sit up in bed.

      Me: What are friends for? Shoot.

      Cassie: I might be in love with Dax.

      Holy shit! Dax. As in Cassie's stepfather, Dax. The one who married Cassie's mother, Dax. I mean, her mother and him are divorced. Her mom left with some rich guy and left Dax with Cassie. But...

      Me: Are you sure?

      I only ask to make sure it's love and not revenge or desperation to be loved. Her mother wasn't exactly mother of the year.

      Cassie: Yes. No. I don't know. I just feel things for him. That's all.

      Me: Well, nice to know we’re in the same ‘in love but can't say’ club. Lol

      Cassie: ;) Nice to know I can count on you for anything. I gotta go. TTYL. Let me know if anything happens with Colton. ASAP.

      I laugh.

      Me: Sure thing

      Cassie: Night, slut.

      Me: Night.

      I turn my phone off and put it on the dresser.

      Cassie is in love with Dax, and I’m in love with Colton. Now I know why we’re such good friends. Wanting the only people in the world we can't have.

      I lay on my pillow and pull the sheets to my face. I smile when I think about Colton again. I can’t wait for tomorrow. I turn off the light and imagine my Colton. His brown hair, glasses, and tanned skin. I close my eyes and slide into an amazing dream about Colton and me.
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      I wake up fresh the next morning. I check my phone and remember today is the day I have dinner with Greg, his wife, and his daughter.

      I sigh.

      His daughter.

      She’s the reason I haven't been to their house in ages. Once Pearl turned eighteen, my mind went wild with thoughts of her. Of her barely legal body. The things I think about are so dirty I feel like shoving a sponge up my brain to scrub it clean. They are things that I shouldn't be thinking about. Not only because of her age but because she’s my best friend's daughter, and that’s a line not to be crossed. Ever.

      It's why I was excited when Minx stole a lot of my attention. Her voice is so sexy, and just thinking about it turns me on. We talk every Friday. It’s become an accidental ritual of ours. Though part of me still wants to be with Pearl. I know she can’t be mine. She never will be. She will be someone else's wife and the mother of their children. That thought almost has me punching a hole in the wall.

      I stand in the shower, trying to get Minx out of my mind. But her voice is still so fresh in my head that I can't help it. She’s the drug I didn't know I could get addicted to. My dick hardens at the whispers of her voice ringing in my head, and
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