
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Tech-talk is something Aria Finch is fluent in. Romance and run-of-the-mill human interaction?  Not so much. She’s intent on keeping her life simple and to the point. Good career? Check. Boyfriend? Check. Spoiled cat? Double check.

 

			When it comes to her boss, however, everything she’s struggling to build seems to go out the window. North Acquati is determined, successful, and gorgeous. Which wouldn’t be a problem if Finch hadn’t gotten herself wined, dined, and gifted a mysterious box that could get her killed.

 

			Her confusing feelings for North and the sudden danger she finds herself in only intensify as she’s tangled deeper into the web of North’s latest secret project. But is their chemistry genuine? Or is it nothing more than an elaborate manipulation with potentially devastating consequences?
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			Reader. Author. Caregiver. Potato aficionado. Probably an alien.

			Marie Bassette has been writing and telling stories since she was old enough to fathom it. When she isn’t writing, you can find her taking orders from her cat, getting dangerously competitive at digital word games, and saying “ow!” or “sorry!” because she once again got lost in thought and forgot the dimensions of her physical existence.
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Dedication

			Dedicated to everyone who wouldn’t let me quit until they knew what was in the box.







Chapter One

			“Oh my god,” I whispered. “This really happened.”

			I snuck a peek at North, whose lithe body was tangled in the sheets beside me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to believe where I was or what was happening, but between the sun streaming warmly through the massive windows and the obnoxious chiming of my cell phone’s alarm clock, I had no choice but to face reality.

			“I’m afraid so,” North said, half sitting up. The sheet slid down a little, revealing the soft skin just above her breasts. A powerful longing shocked me as my mind was flooded with memories of their taste. We had somehow made our way from the company’s dinner to her huge, air-conditioned apartment. From there, my memories were vague.

			North smiled wryly and I hurriedly looked away. My cheeks were burning, a mixture of embarrassment and confusion. I was afraid to move, guarding my body militantly from her eyes in the light of morning.

			North seemed detached enough about having me in her bed, despite my never having been to her apartment before, but I felt too vulnerable. I blearily took in the sparsely collected furniture of her spacious bedroom. The end table alone was probably more expensive than my car payment and rent combined.

			“How did we get here?” I asked, searching my mind for memories of the night before.

			It was scary not knowing. I couldn’t believe how calm North was being. I felt very sure that life as I knew it was over. Her burnt chestnut curls slid over her shoulders as she turned from me to check the time.

			“Could you turn that thing off?” North asked curtly.

			It was a tone I recognized. Commanding, but still husky with sleep. North continued talking even though I wasn’t prepared for her words to become real in my mind. “Taxi, if memory serves. We were—”

			“Wasted. Yeah,” I said, glaring at her as I grabbed my phone. “Obviously.”

			North’s lips pursed in a tolerant smile, and she rolled out of the ridiculously luxurious bed. Her long legs carried her briskly across the room, where she began rummaging through the huge closet. I watched her stealthily from behind the screen of my phone, secretly disappointed when she hid her radiant body in a silky wine-colored robe. I was confused by my desire to put her back right where I found her. Why would I even think that when I just wanted to get the hell out of there?

			North disappeared briefly in the closet, searching for something she didn’t seem to be able to find. When she emerged again, I let my eyes devour her before she turned her cunning gaze on me again. I felt like a visitor to a foreign country and knew I should be a more gracious guest. It was probably a mistake to be lashing out at her, but she was taking it in stride. Almost as if…

			“Have you done this before?” I blurted. “I mean…with a woman?”

			“No,” North said firmly, sitting down on the edge of the bed. From her tone, it seemed as if she had reassured me of this a hundred times already. Apparently, it was getting old.

			“I’m in so much trouble…”

			I dropped my head into my hands, trying to hold back a flood of hot tears as I considered the life I had just thrown away. It had been a great job. I was comfortable with the people I worked with. Apparently too comfortable.

			“Don’t worry,” North said, my hands suddenly in hers. “I won’t fire you.”

			I looked up, my shimmering eyes peering into her face. I’d never noticed how kind it was before. I had always been so focused on her beauty. And her ferocity.

			“It’s not just that,” I said, pulling away from her gentle grip. I looked down at my phone on the bed between us. A notification was flashing on the screen. Four missed calls. “I have a—”

			“Boyfriend. Yes, I remember.”

			I thought she was teasing me, but her expression softened when I met her eyes. The pain I was feeling must have been visible on my face. I’d have to tell him. We’d break up. Everything was ruined.

			North shifted, looking down at the bed. I recognized her brainstorming look immediately and felt a nauseated twinge in my stomach.

			“You can call him if you like,” she finally said. “Let him know—”

			“Let him know what? That I’m naked in my boss’s bed? No thank you.”

			She pursed her full lips again. I had the feeling that if I kept talking, they might disappear completely.

			“—that you’re all right.”

			“All right is a bit of an exaggeration.”

			I didn’t like the pitch of my voice, so I was sure North didn’t either. I was usually so conscientious about the way I spoke to her. She could destroy my career with a word, but somehow, I was beyond caring. “I’m not all right, North. I might never be all right again!”

			“You’re being melodramatic, Aria,” North said, her cool demeanor as composed as ever. I cringed at the sound of my first name coming from her lips, recalling how she had said it last in a low moan as she climaxed around my hand. I groaned in discomfort as another flash of heat made its way unwelcomely through my body.

			“Call me Finch,” I grumbled, desperate for some sense of familiarity as my eyes searched the ground for my clothes. I had to get out of there before anything else happened that might threaten my sense of normalcy.

			“Fine,” North said, as if indulging a small, spoiled child. The tone annoyed me, but when I looked at her, I could tell that I’d hurt her feelings.

			“I’m sorry.” I sighed, leaning against the headboard of her massive bed. “I just feel so guilty…”

			“From what I remember, this was all your idea,” North said, that ghost of a smile playing her lips. “Your exact sentiments being, ‘Fuck Thom, he doesn’t even feed the cat.’ And then you passed out before we even finished.”

			My cheeks burned hotly with the fact of the matter, which finally brought her suggestion of a smile into an outright grin. She was toying with me.

			“I did?” I asked, my voice small. I don’t know why I bothered asking; it sounded just like me.

			She nodded, draping a long leg over my stomach and mounting my body. I inhaled sharply as I felt the heat of her middle against my abdomen. The scrape of her neatly groomed pubic hair against my bare skin, but I restrained myself. North hovered over me, brushing the blond hair away from my face as her mouth dropped to my ear.

			“You did.” The sheer force of her tone caused my hips to buckle against her, and the flush on my cheeks deepened. A physical testament to my desire dampened her thigh. I wouldn’t be able to fight my way out of it with the evidence still hot against her leg, so why was I trying so hard?

			“Nguh…” I was all out of snappy comebacks, and she grinned, kissing the nape of my neck gently. I hated myself for not having the power to resist. “But work…” I tried weakly.

			“Don’t worry,” she said, her hand disappearing under the sheet. I closed my eyes, gasping as her fingertips slowly disappeared inside of me. “I’m giving you the day off.”

			* * *

			North and I had fallen into a light, postcoital slumber. Mine was haunted by images of Thom, dressed, for some reason, like my childhood Sunday school teacher. He was shaking his head in disapproval, a deep frown on his face.

			“Fuck you, Thom,” I said to him. “You don’t even remember to feed the cat.”

			I woke up feeling absurdly annoyed at my boyfriend, despite being the one who had just orgasmed powerfully for another person. Up until that point, things had been okay with Thom and me. We’d been dating a few months. I wasn’t considering that he was “the one” yet, but he was all right. He didn’t smoke or listen to maudlin country music or anything, and the sex had been okay, so I was holding out hope.

			But all that was going to change too. I would have to tell him what happened. Or at least break it off with him. If I was willing to throw him under the bus for a terribly planned night with the woman I’d admired professionally for the past six years, I was clearly incapable of committing to him.

			North stirred as if she could sense my wakefulness and opened her dazzling brown eyes. They locked on me, and, as if dissatisfied with what she found, she slid out of the bed. I was shocked once again by her unbelievable body. It seemed to radiate and hum, almost as if it were alive by the very merit of its perfection. The childish feeling I’d had so often that morning came back as I found myself tempted to look away, certain I might get in trouble for enjoying this moment. There was no way someone as immature and inexperienced as I was should be allowed to look at or touch her. And yet…

			I expected the same gentle tolerance that she had shown me earlier in the morning, but all traces of the vulnerable woman were gone. She, too, seemed to be seeking the normalcy in our routine, and had readopted her collected, ball-busting attitude. I could tell everything I needed to know about her mood just by the way she walked toward the private bathroom without a glance at me. She hesitated in the doorway before she entered.

			“We left our clothes in the living room.” North was unashamed of her nakedness but chose not to look directly at me when she spoke. Instead, she kept her back toward me and her hand on the doorframe. “I’d serve you breakfast, but that’s really something I reserve for people who allow me a first-name basis.”

			And with that, she shut the door.

			





Chapter Two

			The walk of shame.

			Even though North wasn’t there, I wrapped my arm around my torso, hoping to hide as much of my nudity as possible as I ran out the bedroom door. There was a small hallway directly outside of her bedroom, where the narrow walls were decorated with beautiful, framed art. I paused to study a painting that stood out to me, forgetting for a moment that I was in a hurry to get out of there.

			I must have looked at it a little bit longer than I meant to, because soon I had the sensation of being watched. I turned, surprised to find North standing by her bed. She was quietly gazing at me as I studied the painting, her face strained by an emotion I couldn’t pinpoint. When she realized I’d caught her looking at me, her expression softened for a moment before regaining its businesslike composure.

			“See you Monday,” she said, as if she had nothing else to say to me.

			She really was giving me the day off. I would have laughed if I didn’t feel so humiliated.

			I hurried to the living room and gasped as the beauty of her apartment struck me once again. I was sure I had been rendered speechless the night before as well, but without North beside me breathing life into her belongings, the luxuries of the room seemed clinical…almost sterile. But I supposed that wasn’t too far off from her personality.

			I didn’t have to look very hard for my clothes. The place was spotless, and the bunched-up lingerie and little black dresses stood out starkly from the plush white carpet. Apparently, things had gotten heated on the couch. If I searched my brain hard, I could probably remember what happened, but I was in a hurry to get out of there and back to real life. I didn’t want to remember.

			I took a deep breath before plunging my hand into the clothes, my heart thudding anxiously as I untangled mine from hers. North’s lacy black brassiere brushed my hand, soft like a whisper, and fell to the floor.

			I closed my eyes. Sure, I was furious, but was I furious with her or with myself? I had always considered myself a type A personality and had only started to doubt that after finally meeting North in person. In her, I saw the type of woman who really got things done. Who I wanted to be. Would I ever have what it took to cut out personal pleasure for professional success? And if I did, would I be lonely enough to bring women home from the office too?

			I pushed the thoughts away and slipped my clothes on, feeling a bit overdressed for my trek home. I would have to take a cab to the restaurant where North had been hosting the company’s dinner so that I could pick my car up. The idea of returning to the scene of the crime made me feel sick. It was where we had gotten to talking and stayed talking long after everyone else had finished their meals and were ready to go home.

			North had seemed so much more approachable to me then. So warm and lively. Intoxicating. If I had known this would be the result of getting closer to her, would I still have tried?

			I couldn’t remember at what point the alcohol had taken over, or how she had managed to entangle me in her sensual web. I might have been able to collect my memories if I didn’t feel so much pressure to flee the scene. I cursed at the door, realizing that I’d left my cell phone in her bedroom. Would she bring it back to me at the office, so I didn’t have to face her again? I couldn’t be sure. But if I didn’t get it now, I would have to spend my entire weekend cut off from the rest of the world.

			My heart was pounding in my ears as I headed to her bedroom one last time, praying to everything that was holy that North would be in the shower and we wouldn’t have to interact again. The door was partially open, and again I felt like an invader. I rapped quietly on it and was startled to hear her voice, soft and faraway, reply, “Come in.”

			I pushed my way in and stood awkwardly in the doorway. North was brushing her teeth, her long brown hair dripping wet and her body covered in a pair of tight black boy shorts and an oversized button-up shirt. She looked sexy, even with a toothbrush in her mouth.

			North raised her eyebrow at me expectantly, another look I knew well. She wanted me to hurry up and say what was on my mind. She had things to do.

			“Sorry, I forgot to grab my phone.”

			North nodded, walking back into her bathroom to spit out the toothpaste. She rinsed her mouth out and returned just as I was trying to make a quick escape.

			“Finch,” she said. Now I cringed at her use of my last name. We’d slept together, after all. But it was my fault for being the one to cut off the intimacy. Was it guilt I was feeling?

			“Hmm?” I dropped my phone into my purse and dared to meet her eyes.

			“Do…do you need a ride? Or a shower, maybe?”

			Her face seemed sad. The whole thing was just too excruciatingly awkward. I shook my head, hoping she wouldn’t see the falter in my smile.

			“It’s all right. I’ll get a cab and shower at home. No clothes to change into.”

			“You could—”

			“No, it’s okay,” I said. “Thank you.”

			We locked eyes, exchanging an intense look I couldn’t pinpoint. She nodded formally and I took it as my cue to go. With any luck, I would never have to look back.

			





Chapter Three

			It was nearly noon before I finally made it back to my apartment. I’d never been so relieved to walk into the cramped little place, but my relief was short-lived.

			“Aria!” Thom exclaimed. He rolled off the love seat, plopping to the ground and scrambling to his feet. I had forgotten that he had spent the night and stuck around after I’d left for the company dinner. Apparently, he had been waiting up for me.

			I groaned inwardly as he tried to smooth his shaggy auburn hair.

			“Morning,” I said, probably more sourly than I meant to.

			“Where were you?” Thom demanded, dropping an alien-feeling kiss on my forehead. I cringed at the stubble brushing against my skin and pushed him away as gently as I could without revealing my irritation.

			“Out,” I said. I didn’t owe him an explanation.

			He seemed dissatisfied with this response and was quiet for a moment.

			“Must have been some party,” he said, his eyes level on me. I was suddenly positive that he could smell the sex on me. Maybe I should have taken North up on that shower after all. But it was too late. If I was caught, we could end things right then and it would save me the trouble of worrying about it. But I wasn’t feeling up for the inevitable fight.

			“I’m pretty beat,” I said, stepping out of my shoes before heading beyond the foyer of the small apartment. “I’m going to shower and get some rest. We can talk more later.”

			I thought he was going to challenge me, but instead he surprised me with a lopsided smile.

			“Okay. I’m just glad you’re home safe.”

			He went into the kitchen whistling, and I shot daggers at his back. He seemed to feel right at home in my space. And if he were truly oblivious about what I was doing, then I couldn’t help but resent him for being so naive. Naivete was a weakness.

			Weakness was the number one thing North couldn’t tolerate in another person. She seemed to think that if we were willing to remain ignorant and naive, never questioning anybody else’s motives, then we got what we had coming to us every time. What must her life have been like to grow up and come to such a heartless conclusion?

			Still, in Thom’s case, I couldn’t help but relate to her. Was it true that you merged energies with the people you slept with? I wondered what I might have adopted from Thom if that were the case. Probably my desire to drink like a fish the night before.

			I slipped out of my clothes, dropped my glasses on the rim of the sink, and got into the shower, relieved to be washing away the evidence of my tryst. My mind was whirling, and I just wanted it to stop.

			North was my idol. She had been long before I began working for her company. She was about three years older than I was and had established herself in the business world firmly and without compromise. She’d been able to insert herself into the public eye and gain support from women and men worldwide as she fine-tuned her business sense and promoted her unique vision for the future of her company.

			I’d studied North in my final year of college during a course on successful women in business. I remembered the first time I saw her picture. I had stared at the gentle slopes of her face and the serious, determined eyes that looked out from a frame of brown hair. She was posing with a challenging smile.

			“She’s hot!” a male classmate shouted out.

			The class dissolved into giggles as the professor attempted to regain order. I could see why he would say so, though, and instead of being annoyed at him, or even laughing along, I couldn’t stop staring. I was officially drawn in. I set to work learning everything I could about North Acquati. I was shocked when I found that we were so close in age, and that her business was right across the Indiana state border, headquartered in Chicago.

			I did my internship with a rival company in the same field called St. Peter’s Innovators. They were piggybacking off North’s idea to merge social media and environmental technology. St. Peter’s were free-trade supporters that were constantly coming out with green products: cleaning solutions, household supplies, furniture, clothing—you name it. The gimmick was that they put people in the Western world in touch with the developing nations that they claimed their proceeds would help. They’d stolen North’s idea to make an online presence and created social media profiles for young adults who claimed to benefit from St. Peter’s work.

			From the outside, it made St. Peter’s look, well, saintly. From the inside, though, it had all seemed artificial to me. For a CEO to be demanding a crushing workload on their employees, spending extravagant amounts of money on high-tech building expansions, and the painful marketing expenses…they didn’t even recycle.

			They had taken North’s direct approach to bettering the world and turned it into a self-important mission to sell their sustainable shoe polish. Where she had chosen to utilize word of mouth and grassroots marketing, utilizing social media to really get to the heart of issues that mattered, they had chosen instead to utilize the image of starving people to increase their sales. I hated the ethic behind it, but North had always been very gracious about them in media statements. Besides, her strategy was unique and confidential. She clearly wasn’t threatened.

			Somehow, North was able to recruit some of the brightest and most creative minds from all around the world to contribute to a line of sustainable products that she was working on introducing to impoverished countries. Her company was famous for their socially conscious approach and innovative solutions.

			North Acquati was an inspiration. I’d hoped my experience with St. Peter’s would give me the experience I needed to be hired in the main branch of Acquati Technologies. When I finally got settled into my new apartment in Chicago using savings from the barista job that had gotten me through school, I was sure I would land the position. I quickly secured an interview and went in as confidently as possible. But the interviewer took one look at my credentials and sent me packing.

			I waited in the lobby for my cab in tears, until North walked in through the revolving doors like a vision from a dream.

			“What’s the matter with you?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow. The clicking of her expensive high heels came to an abrupt stop. She expected an immediate answer and seemed impatient with the lump in my throat. I was more than a little starstruck but tried to get my bearings fast.

			“Your interviewer wasn’t impressed with my resume,” I said with a sheepish laugh, trying my hardest to wipe my tears away with the back of my hand without dropping my papers.

			“Hand it here,” North said, snatching the folder from my hand. She flipped through it quickly, then scowled. “Fucking Sandra. Rejects anyone prettier than she is. Come in tomorrow morning at ten. I’ll have someone waiting to train you.”

			North continued into the building as if we hadn’t just spoken, glancing at her wristwatch and muttering about Sandra under her breath. And that was how I started working for Acquati Technologies.

			I stepped out of the shower and into my bathrobe. I pushed into my cramped bedroom with a surge of frustration and flopped onto the bed without bothering to change into my pajamas. North would probably laugh at my tiny apartment. I heard a soft knock on the door and Thom poked his head in.

			“You smell like booze, so I thought you might need this,” he said, tiptoeing to my bed and placing a hangover cure on the end table. “It was like my best friend in college. Got me through a lot of long nights and longer mornings. Anyway, I’ve got to head to work. Stay hydrated!”

			He leaned down to kiss me, and without being able to help myself, I kissed him back. He left and I heaved a heavy sigh, wondering why I felt disappointed to have him erase the impression left on my lips by a woman I thought I was desperate to forget.

			





Chapter Four

			The weekend had passed far too quickly. Thom had tried calling a couple of times, but I let it go to my voice mail. I still didn’t know what to tell him. It seemed easier to avoid him, so that’s what I did. I eventually got so nervous every time my phone made a noise that I turned it off and resigned myself to spending a very quiet weekend home alone.

			I hoped that if I played my cards right, I wouldn’t have to go out at all until Monday morning. Unfortunately, by the time Saturday night rolled around, the impossible nature of this goal became very clear to me. My refrigerator was usually restocked around now, and Thom had done me the favor of ensuring that not a crumb was left over during his lonesome sleepover. He’d puttered around the apartment for nearly two days without me there, and he was a muscular man with a huge appetite. I was cleaned out.

			The Farmers’ Market was every Sunday, so I decided to check my purse to make sure that I had enough cash to stock up. None of the stalls took credit, and I didn’t want to go to any of the local supermarkets. I had gotten on a major health kick in college, shedding the majority of the weight I gained from playing with code in my spare time rather than making friends in the real world. The habit had followed me throughout my six years of corporate success. I treated my health foods kind of like a good luck charm.

			I rummaged through my purse for my wallet, surprised when my hand struck an unfamiliar object. It was smooth and unnaturally cool, like a polished stone or something metallic, about the size of a brick, and I needed to use a surprising amount of strength to lift it from the bag. Shiny black wrapping paper clung loosely to it by a single piece of Scotch tape as I held it up to examine it. A silver box. The rustling of the wrapping paper drew out a memory that surfaced as if it had been weighed down deep in the waters of my drunken mind.

			“I don’t normally do this,” North said, leading me to a deserted area of the crowded restaurant. I watched her curiously as she pulled a small gift that looked like it had been packaged for the set of a movie and handed it to me. “So, don’t say anything about it. To anyone. I mean it. And don’t open it until you get home.”

			She smiled mysteriously and walked away, disappearing into the tinny clamor of the restaurant. I held the package gingerly, stroking its corners and contours, wondering what in the hell North Acquati would be giving me. And why? She wasn’t exactly known for her generous spirit in the office. In fact, she was generally a ballbuster.

			“Finch, dessert!”

			My coworker Lisa interrupted my thoughts. I dropped the gift carefully into the depths of my purse, still burning with curiosity. I wanted nothing more than to dip into the perfumed women’s room and tear the wrapping paper off. But I didn’t. I wanted to show North, as if she could see me, that I could be calm and collected too. And so, I pretended nothing had changed and held my breath as I merged into the buzzing wall of voices.

			* * *

			I sighed heavily, plopping onto my couch and studying the box. I had been trying so hard not to think about the night I’d spent with North, but the box was jogging my memory. It was all too embarrassing. I had approached her, already tipsy and emboldened by the strange act of generosity. It made her seem more approachable somehow, as if there were a crack in the wall of ice that she kept between us all.

			The more I drank, the cozier I got with her, until we were sitting at a private booth and chatting. I was oblivious to everybody else, and they soon began to scatter, heading home once North paid the bill. I grew bolder the longer we were alone and kept pressing her. All night, North had expertly avoided my questions about the gift, changing the subject with the finesse of a delegation expert.

			I was frustrated at first but soon found myself lost in the flow of easy conversation. Her long fingers brushed on my arm as she laughed, staring into my eyes with a predatory intensity, as if she were examining me and learning all she needed to know. I might have been put off by it if I hadn’t been dulled by the alcohol, but I was under her spell.

			I don’t know how long it was before we were in her apartment, but the nauseating smell of leather was wafting in the air and I scowled into her eyes. North raised her eyebrow at me, pausing on her way to the kitchen.

			“I can’t stand leather,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “The animals…”

			“Oh,” she said, looking at the ceiling thoughtfully. “I’ll get rid of it.”

			I was surprised, but not as surprised as when she was sitting beside me. Somehow, we were on a different couch, or she had draped a blanket over the one we were on. I was far too drunk to remember clearly. All that had made an impression on me was the sparkling champagne on her sleek glass coffee table, and the knees of her long legs nearly touching mine.

			Then came the intoxicating laughter, and the feeling of pure satisfaction from cracking her stony face into a smile. I felt like Moses parting the Red Sea. It seemed sometimes that North was incapable of such a warm, human act. I’d never experienced a sense of power the way I had from making her laugh. I had succeeded at life.

			“What did you give me?” I finally asked, drunkenly rooting through my purse and waving the black gift accusingly under her nose. Her hypnotic laughter stopped suddenly and the composure that was starting to drive me crazy lifted North’s chin. She tilted her glass regally to her lips.

			“Open it, then,” she said, as if I were doing it to my own detriment. Her voice seemed laced with frustration, and she kept her eye on me closely. I felt like prey.

			“Fine,” I slurred, undeterred by the change in her demeanor.

			I tore the paper off like a kid at Christmas and stared dumbly at the little metal box. North watched silently, sipping her champagne as I studied the box from all angles. There was a latch with a keyhole in it and I tried to pry it open despite it, disappointed when the box remained steadfastly closed.

			“What?” I mumbled. “What’s the point of that?”

			North’s icy face melted into a smile, and I felt relieved that she was still capable of warmth. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure if it was because she still had the upper hand or if it was because of the way I was pouting, as if the super awesome toy I’d been hoping was under the tree had actually turned out to be a jumbo pack of socks.

			“You have to earn the key,” North said softly, taking the box gingerly from my hands and examining it herself. “There was a note, but…Anyway there’s something I need your help with. Something that only you can do. Inside this box are all my secrets. And if you do what I ask of you, they’ll all be yours.”

			I tilted my head dumbly. This was all too much for my drunken brain to process. Maybe if I had been sober, I would have been prepared with a better response, but as it was, all I could focus on was the gorgeous woman who had been my inspiration for so long, somehow trusting me. Needing me.

			“You couldn’t have just gotten me socks or something?” I asked, pulling the box away and turning it around with a disappointed frown.

			Musical laughter flew from North’s lips, and she studied me with a look I was almost bold enough to perceive as adoration.

			“Not this time.”

			“Hmm. Well, what do you want me to do?” I asked, gazing at her stupidly.

			“I want you to put that thing away,” she said with a soft laugh. “We weren’t supposed to deal with this yet.”

			“But—”

			“You asked what I wanted you to do. So, I’m telling you. Put it down and kiss me.”

			And apparently, I’d obliged.

			





Chapter Five

			Sunday evening came swiftly after a long day of coding Acquati Technologies’ latest project. I’d fallen behind a bit because of the day off that North had unexpectedly given me, and I felt like it was important to pick up the slack. I didn’t want her thinking I expected special favors because of what had happened between us.

			My stomach growled loudly once I finally broke away from my computer. I had been eating like a rabbit over the past three days, and now that I was getting back into my routine, I felt like I was starving. I binged on my very healthy farmers’ market food. Anxiety had left me picking at little scraps of food with disinterest, but I was feeling back in control and less shaken by the encounter with North. My body seemed to roar back to life, appetite and all. I sprawled in front of the television set after dinner, my stomach bursting at the seams. Soon, a small pair of paws was pressing on it and the full weight of my cat, Bilbo, abruptly sank onto my already heavy stomach.

			“Ohhh, god. Hey, buddy.”

			“Mrewr.”

			We sat like that for the rest of the evening, watching old movies on a channel devoted to bringing a blast of the past to new generations. Before I knew it, it was time for bed. In the morning, a new work week would begin. Whether I liked it or not, I would have to turn my
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