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Author's Note

Dipping a toe into the world of empowered sex workers left me by turns awed, angry, and humbled by the sheer bravery of the women who provide such a necessary and needed service to the world. This article by Redhead Jade is but a drop in the bucket of the information available about empowered sex work and the amazing therapeutic acceptance that can come from it:

https://redheadjade.substack.com/p/the-sacred-exchange-how-sex-work 

In contrast... I bawled buckets writing about pimp-controlled outside sex workers, their exploitation, and the evil that men do to women. Consequently, I don’t think I have EVER enjoyed bringing retribution to a villain as much as I did the sleazy pimp in Whimsical Sunshine. Not only was writing the scene sublime (and how much I wish it could truly happen this way in the real world), it gave me some great ideas for the next book in the series, Whimsical Tigress, as the Whimsical Dreams characters continue on their path to make the world a safer place for women.

Although we have a very long way to go, we will someday reach the point where empowered sex workers are as respected and as cared for as they deserve to be. It was my privilege and honor to shine a light on sex work and do a small bit to bring these women the recognition they so richly deserve.
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To the amazing sex workers around the world who provide healing, love, and acceptance for so many who are lost and adrift, and help to make the loneliness of their lives just a little easier to bear. You are my heroes.
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Prologue
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In her small office in Hades at the end of the day, as she was getting ready to go home, Casey Christiansen leaned back in her chair, sneakered feet propped up on her desk, heavily muscled arms crossed over her chest, and thought about Sabine Burns.

When they had first met, it was because she and Jess had walked to Feel the Burn at Kelly’s urging, to introduce themselves right after Sabine and her sister Adele had moved into the empty storefront right next door to Sweet Expectations. They were CrossFitters, Kelly had told her, saying she had been extremely impressed with the sisters. Feel the Burn was going to be a godsend for the families of APS associates who wanted a close, decent place to work out, she had said. Casey, knowing it took a lot for Kelly Armstrong to give anyone an endorsement like that, had grabbed her second and headed over.

Her first glimpse of Sabine had left her thunderstruck. Kelly had already told Casey that Sabine was a femme, which had left Casey intrigued. She hadn’t lied when she’d told her best friends she had never met a femme who liked to work out the way she did. They were certainly out there, she’d always said, but for some reason they had never crossed her path.

That had all changed the day Sabine had come into her life.

From the first time Casey had seen her, she had been mesmerized. That long strawberry blonde hair, which had been pulled up into a high ponytail that still reached to her shoulder blades. Eyes that were amber like Riley’s, but a lighter, more golden shade, framed in thick, surprisingly dark lashes. She was tall, probably only an inch or two shorter than Casey. Best of all, there was no mistaking the fact that this woman worked out and worked out hard.

Like the Armstrong twins and the rest of the Seven, Casey was sexual, predatory, and loved femmes with everything in her. Short ones, tall ones, curvy ones, lean ones: It didn’t matter. A woman’s body was something to worship, to give pleasure to, to take pleasure from, and to honor and protect. From her late high school days until the present, there had been many women who had fallen under Casey Christiansen’s spell, just as they had the rest of the APS management team.

“All this lazy fucker needs to do is flex her muscles,” Blake had snarked on more than one occasion, “and she’s caught herself a femme. No fucking effort required. I hope you at least know how to show the lady a good time, Case, not expect her to do all the work.” Casey, well aware that Blake liked to give her shit—because Blake liked to give everyone shit—would roll her eyes, flip Blake off, then challenge the Utopia team leader to a session in Utopia or on the mats in Hades.

Casey and Blake actually spent a lot of time sparring with each other because of their disparate skill sets. They were the same height but, while Casey carried more muscle on her five-nine frame than Blake did, Blake was so fast, there was no one at APS who could catch her. Even with all their snarking at each other, they took their responsibilities at APS extremely seriously—Blake would often come down to Hades at Casey’s request so they could give other associates a demonstration of how to perform offensive and defensive maneuvers against an opponent who was very physically different.

Even with Casey’s love of all types of femme women, however—Sabine was far different from many others that Casey had dated. Sabine was both incredibly fit and she was a femme, which was something new for Casey. A serious girlfriend or a wife wasn’t in the cards for her, she had always thought, because she knew she could never commit to a femme who didn’t have the same goals and objectives she did.

Knowing she should go home, but unable to leave her lingering thoughts, Casey shifted in her chair and kept thinking about the day she and Sabine had met for the first time. The energy between the two of them had been incredible, Casey remembered. Sabine had been shy but sweet, with a sunshiny personality, but also intrigued and just as obviously drawn to Casey as Case had been to her. When the APS MMA and Krav Maga crew head had stopped to talk to her during her patrol of the holiday ArtsMarket a few days later, Sabine had readily agreed to do a workout challenge with her at the Whimsy Recreation Center.

Until Casey had lost her shit when she saw Sabine bring down some lowlife motherfucker who was threatening Clementine—by flicking a jump rope at him, coiling it around his ankles, then yanking it to bring him down with a crash. Between Sabine and Clem, they had the two would-be kidnappers quickly subdued, Sabine hog-tying the armed one with the jump rope. Her eyes had shuttered, her manner becoming distant, after Casey had yelled at her for putting herself in danger—basically telling Casey she was no longer interested in forming any type of relationship with anyone from APS. It had taken a while, including the intervention of Piper Haines and Kelly Armstrong, before Sabine had agreed to talk to Casey again.

Laughing out loud, Casey uncrossed her arms and put her feet on the floor. She hadn’t had a clue that her little ray of sunshine had been hiding so many secrets and had so many self-defense skills. They went far beyond her formidable capabilities as a CrossFit instructor. It was just like Kelly had said: Sabine Burns was a fighting machine. Her laughter abruptly ceasing, Casey’s heart ached as she thought about the reason why Sabine was the way she was. To lose your best friend when you weren’t even out of high school like she had, because of some worthless piece of scum like Brett Morrison? A beautiful, sweet woman like Sabine should have never had to suffer the enormous loss she had, especially at such a young age.

Standing up, putting on her concealed carry holster, then sliding into her leather jacket, Casey left her office and headed to the doors of Hades, waving goodbye to the other associates that were still there. When she had crossed the street and gone into the APS apartment building where the Seven lived, she walked down the hallway to her apartment and unlocked her front door—her apartment right past Teagan and Delaney’s—and went inside. After showering and putting on a fresh T-shirt and shorts, she went out to her kitchen, her platinum-blond hair still damp, and debated whether or not she was going to have a beer.

Casey was the most disciplined of the APS management team when it came to her eating and drinking habits, rarely straying from her tightly controlled dietary plan, but she knew tonight was one of those times where she needed to relax a bit. “Fuck it,” she said out loud, taking a beer out of her refrigerator and going back out to collapse in a deep armchair and muse some more.

When the apartments had been built for the Seven, her mother Marianne and her little sister Laurie had totally taken over the decorating since Casey had absolutely no interest—Laurie insisting she was going to give her sister something totally girly and frou-frou, Casey threatening to turn Laurie over her knee if she did. Marianne, knowing her two children couldn’t have been any closer to each other if they’d tried, had simply rolled her eyes and ignored them, used to them teasing each other the way they did. The result was a serene apartment filled with different shades of blue with touches of burgundy and cream, simple and comfortable, with none of the “girl stuff” Laurie had threatened her big sister with.

Throwing her long legs over the arm of the armchair, Casey took a swallow of her beer and thought about everything else she had learned about Sabine Burns in the past few days.

When Casey and the rest of the APS management team had burst into the LME warehouse the night everything came to a head, Casey had been stunned to see Sabine in a wicked one-on-one fight with Jean-Baptiste Legrand. Her heart pounding and her gun drawn, she and the others had quickly realized there was no way to fire at Legrand without putting Sabine in danger. However, to her awe, Sabine had demolished Legrand—with both her words and her body—until she had brought the arms trafficker down once and for all, leaving him in an unconscious puddle on the warehouse floor.

And after what they had heard from Kelly and Piper today, after their meeting with the CrossFit instructor? Sabine Burns had secrets, secrets that involved the rescue of sexually exploited women on the streets, something Sabine had been doing for years without anyone ever finding out, with the exception of her sister Adele. Not to mention—finding out about the cold, brutal revenge Sabine had taken because of what Brett Morrison had done to her best friend had sent Casey’s respect for her soaring into the stratosphere.

In all honesty, Casey couldn’t blame Sabine for what she had done. None of the APS management team could. Had it been her in Sabine’s position, her own revenge would have been ten times greater. But Sabine had turned right around afterward and used everything she had learned over the years about self-defense and sexual exploitation to honor her best friend’s memory, and to help other women caught in an untenable situation to the best of her ability.

Abruptly, Casey’s brows lowered. What her sunshine was going to learn right damn quick, however, was that she was no longer going to roam the streets unprotected the way she had been doing—especially now. Her vivid blue eyes narrowed. Drew had texted her just a short while ago, saying she was hearing rumblings down in Purgatory about Sabine, even though she and Dara had barely started their probe.

Apparently, there were some big fucking players in the sexual exploitation game who were unhappy that Sabine had warned one of them off—and in such a huge, embarrassingly public way. It didn’t matter that she had been minding her own business and not causing any trouble for anyone since all that had taken place several years prior. The exploiters had been enormously, visibly embarrassed and it appeared they had recently decided they were going to finally demand retribution for that.

When Casey had called Drew immediately after she had received her text, the Shadow was a little less than happy herself because of what she and Dara had been hearing. “Taking orders from a woman is not sitting well with these assholes, cuz,” Drew had informed her, her tone pissed. “Sabine wrecked two of their men in public, sent a message to the one who sent them that told him to fuck all the way off, then turned her back and walked away as though they were nothing.

“Kenn was right when she said the language of the street is strength and that Sabine probably earned a lot of respect for what she did. What she also did, however, was make herself some pretty nasty enemies at the same time. Purgatory is still absolutely buzzing with it, even though this happened quite a while ago.

“Everything’s coming to a head because these fuckwit exploiters have finally decided they are tired of taking hits to their reps and want revenge. They’re gunning for her now, Case, and will be until they can either re-exert their power over her and show everyone that they’re the bosses...or leave her dead body somewhere as a message to anyone else who thinks they can do what Sabine did. She’s not safe.”

Casey got out of her chair and went to throw her empty beer bottle in her recycle bin, still considering the situation. She already knew Sabine would never stop helping these women. With the last breath in her body, Sabine would honor the memory of her dead best friend and continue to rescue as many exploited women as she could, no matter what it took. Even if Casey and Drew went to her to tell her about what they had been hearing, Sabine was likely to just shrug and tell them she would simply have to be more careful. There was no way she was ever going to abandon the women on the street.

Piper and Kelly could probably convince her to at least start carrying a firearm, making sure she had the appropriate firearms training, for her own safety—but Sabine would still never stop trying to help sexually exploited women. Which meant—

With a determined look on her face, Casey sent a text to the Armstrong twins, Kelly, Piper, and the rest of the Seven, to inform them that Sabine was now under the APS protection umbrella. Under her protection. Because Sabine Burns was hers.

She knew how easy it was to spook these women—from what Nova MacLeod had taught all of them about her own domestic violence rescue—so they needed to sit down with Sabine and decide the best way to approach this. They had to be sure the women Sabine was helping got everything they needed while, at the same time, they ensured Sabine stayed as safe as they could possibly make her. Casey would call her in the morning so they could discuss it. The corner of her mouth tilted. Discuss, hell. Her little sunshine was going to understand just how things were going to be from now on.

Tired, she went into her bedroom, took care of business, stripped off her clothes, and climbed into bed, settling back and crossing her arms behind her head. She smiled to herself again. There was just one more thing she needed to take care of. After Sabine had split with her ex-girlfriend eighteen months ago, she had moved out of her old apartment and in with her sister Adele. The arrangement sounded like it was working out just fine, and Sabine didn’t sound like she was home a lot anyway—but that was no longer where she needed to be.

She needed to be here, under Casey’s roof and in Casey’s bed, in a place where Casey knew she was safe and was being taken care of. For as much as Sabine gave to the world, even with everything the world had taken from her, for as much as she did for exploited and vulnerable women—she deserved to live in a place filled with safety and love, a place where she never had to worry, or feel anxiety or fear, because she would no longer be alone.

Sabine Burns now belonged to Casey Christiansen. And Casey would burn the world down before she ever fucking let it hurt her woman again.

​
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“You have to be freaking KIDDING me!”

With a loud curse, Sabine Burns tossed the controller to the wireless gaming console onto the seat next to her and glared viciously at her sister’s big screen TV. “You little bastard, I swear,” she huffed. The Street Fighter series wasn’t one she typically played a lot, but she had oddly been in the mood to compete in a fighting tournament, despite everything that had recently happened with arms trafficker Jean-Baptiste Legrand. Or—perhaps because of it. “You are so going down.”

She glanced at the clock, belatedly realized what time it was, then rapidly shut everything down before she stood up. “I’ll get you next time, jerk.” Her car had already been loaded a bit earlier with the supplies and food she would need for her excursion that night, so she was ready to roll. After hitting the bathroom then zipping some money and her ID into a secure inside pocket of her jacket, she shrugged it on and went out the front door.

Early January in Florida could get mighty chilly and tonight was no exception. Sabine shivered slightly as she strode to her car. It didn’t matter how cold it was, though. The sex workers on the streets were there whenever their pimps wanted them there, weather conditions notwithstanding. For years, Sabine had lent these women a helping hand in honor of her best friend Kris Hayward, who had died at the hands of her former pimp “boyfriend” when they were seniors in high school. In Krissie’s memory, she went to the edge of a small downtown park three times a week—originally two, but she had just recently added another day because of the need—and handed out food, tampons, sunscreen, and water from the trunk of her car. All while keeping her ear discreetly to the ground in the hopes of catching any rumblings that pointed to a woman who might be ready to get out of the game and start a different life.

A big part of her challenge was that so many of these women had been hooked on drugs like heroin, cocaine, and meth by their pimps as a means of control. Threatening to shut off their drug supply if they didn’t fall into line and do as they were told, the pimps kept the women terrified and obedient lest they find themselves disciplined as an example to the other sex workers. Beatings were not uncommon, nor were the agonies of drug withdrawal if their pimp withheld their next “fix” as punishment.

Sabine drove slowly into the park’s large parking lot, where she saw a collection of women already waiting for her. Because she had been coming around for such a long time—and because she never, ever talked nor judged—she was one of the very few people who was trusted implicitly by the women on the street.

“Hey, bitch!” A couple of them greeted her with a grin after she had jumped out of her car. “Happy the fuck New Year,” added another one, whom Sabine knew as “Roxie.” “Not that things will be any less shit this year than they were last year, but what the hell? Hope you got some hot coffee back there somewhere, sista.”

“I’ll do you one better. Coffee and hot soup if you’re hungry.” Sabine lifted up two commercial-size thermoses and set them on a sturdy wooden crate that had been flipped upside down at the bottom of her trunk to serve as a platform. Pulling out two large canvas duffels from her back seat, she put one next to the coffee and soup, unzipping it so the women could reach the sandwiches inside, then set the other one on the ground so the non-perishable supplies and bottled water were accessible.

She noticed one of the women, who was only wearing a skimpy mini dress with high-heeled boots that came up over her knees, was shivering in the cold. “Where’s your jacket, babe?” she asked casually as she started to ladle the soup into large Styrofoam cups.

“Big Daddy say I don’t need no coat. Say he can’t sell what customers can’t see, they wanna know what kinda pussy they buyin’.” Keeping her expression impassive, Sabine nodded, even as she felt the slow burn of anger rise. “‘sides, the horse he give me keep me warm,” the woman continued, taking a cup of soup from Sabine. “S’all good, sista.” Sabine nodded again, knowing that “horse”—a street name for heroin—was often responsible for dangerous increases in brain and body temperature. The women clustered around, talking and laughing as they rapidly ate their food and drank their coffee, helping themselves to the supplies in the other duffel bag.

When the coffee and soup were gone and Sabine’s duffel bags were empty, she packed everything back into the trunk and back seat of her car and got ready to go. The women needed to get back on the street before they got into trouble with their pimps, and Sabine didn’t want to cause them any problems in a life that was already hard. “I will see you all in a couple of days,” she said as she headed around her car to the driver’s side door. “I might have a really big donation of hygiene products for you the next time, but I’ll have to borrow a friend’s SUV and get some help to bring it down here. Is that going to freak you out, if someone else comes with me?”

“Baby, long as we known you, you ain’t gonna bring no fool ‘round us,” Roxie snorted. Then she grinned, her teeth stained and broken from her meth addiction. “‘sides, they don’t act right, my girl just put them on their ass in the middle of the street again. Give us another show, yeah?” The rest of the women hooted and gave each other high fives as Sabine shook her head, her lips twitching as she flushed a bit. “You come on ahead, girl. We trust you.”

The women scattered as Sabine drove out of the parking lot and headed home. Thinking about her next trip to the park, hauling that sizeable donation with her, she sighed. She wasn’t that crazy about asking Adele to come out with her—although her little sister had gladly done it several times before and could most certainly defend herself in the unlikely event it was necessary—but she supposed she didn’t have much of a choice. There was no way Sabine had been about to turn down a substantial gift of feminine hygiene supplies, something sorely needed by the women on the street. Both of the Burns sisters also had several friends from whom they could borrow an SUV. Between the two of them, they would manage.

It was disappointing that no one had reached out to her for help in escaping her exploitation situation in recent days—but she was more than aware that making a frightening move such as that was something that often took time before a woman was ready to take the leap, considering how dangerous it could be. Plus, that gives me time to build up my savings even more, she assured herself when she arrived back at her sister’s small two-bedroom apartment. Sabine had moved in with Adele, who was single, after the breakup of her last relationship eighteen months prior, an arrangement that had been working well for the sisters and had allowed Sabine to save even more money. Rehab programs are expensive, so the more cash I have, the more women I can help when they’re ready to pull the trigger.

As she unlocked her trunk to lift out the two big thermoses so she could bring them inside to wash them, she frowned when the headlights of an unfamiliar SUV swept across her. I wonder who that is at this hour? Startled as the vehicle unexpectedly pulled into the parking space right next to hers, she peered into the driver’s side window, her senses automatically on alert as she tried to identify the driver.

And felt her heart start to thunder as she caught the gleam of platinum blond hair under the lights.

ɚωɚωɚωɚ

Earlier, Casey Christiansen had watched Sabine Burns from a shadowed area of the parking lot next to the downtown park, noticing the women who surrounded her were talking and laughing in a relaxed manner as they ate and filled their purses with supplies. Sabine’s sweet demeanor was quite evident, and it couldn’t have been more clear that she was well-liked and appreciated by those she tried to help.

What Casey wasn’t liking, however, was how isolated Sabine and the women were, how vulnerable they were to attack. Her brows lowered. She, as well as more than a few others, knew exactly what Sabine was capable of—but if the pimps her femme had angered decided to send some serious muscle one night to teach her a lesson, she would be at grave risk. Most likely, they wouldn’t much harm any of the women who made them money—outside of a beating to prove their dominance—but they would make sure they got their revenge on Sabine for publicly humiliating them as she had, before forcing her into a life of prostitution and drug addiction.

Because the women’s voices carried when they were teasing Sabine about the smackdown she had given to the pimp muscle the night of her infamous altercation with them—allowing Casey to easily hear them—it was also evident the pretty strawberry blonde femme was a bit bashful over the praise. What a contradiction she is, the APS team lead thought, her vivid blue eyes heating. So shy, so sweet, so modest...yet able to put scum suckers like Jean-Baptiste Legrand and that toxic pimp muscle down so hard, she had them totally out of commission before anyone could blink.

Sabine’s contradictions drew Casey like a bee to a vat of honey.

When Sabine left the park, Casey followed her at a discreet distance. She was aware that Sabine had been living with her sister since she had broken up with her ex a year and a half before. Kelly had assured Casey it appeared no one had seen nor heard from Sara since the two of them had split. Which is a damn good thing. The corner of Casey’s mouth lifted as she headed to the sisters’ apartment. I would prefer not to have a chat with my femme’s ex before things are settled between Sabine and me, if at all possible. And the two of us definitely have some things to discuss. Casey couldn’t wait to have that conversation with her.

Turning into the apartment complex where Sabine and Adele lived, Casey saw Sabine bent over the open trunk of her car. Sabine straightened up, her body immediately going wired as she watched Casey’s vehicle closely, stiffening even more defensively when Casey pulled into the parking space next to her. When recognition hit her as to whom it was, Sabine’s golden amber eyes grew wide as she waited, almost frozen in place, as the driver’s side door swung open.

“Hello, sunshine,” Casey said softly after she had gotten out of her vehicle and shut her door. She smiled then folded her heavily muscled arms over her chest as she leaned back against her SUV. “Need any help?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2



[image: ]


“C-C-Casey,” Sabine stammered, taking an involuntary step back as if she was thinking about fleeing. “What are you doing here? Why are you here?”

Her grin broadening, Casey stepped a little closer. “I’ve been spying on you, sunshine.” Sabine’s eyes widened even more in astonishment. “Having heard nothing but good things about you and your efforts to help some of the local women who are being sexually exploited, I decided I wanted to see you in action for myself.” Her smile disappeared as her eyes grew soft. “My heart hurt for you when Kelly and Piper told me and the rest of the APS management team about what happened to Kris Hayward, baby. You have no idea how much we wish we could do something for you.”

Tears brimmed in Sabine’s eyes at Casey’s words, making the golden amber color shine even more brightly. “I lost her a long time ago, Casey. There is nothing you or me or anybody else can do that will bring her back.” She drew in a deep breath, forcing the tears down. “That’s why I decided to do what I could to help other women who are being sexually exploited, just like Krissie was. That way, her memory will always live on. I haven’t been able to do nearly what I’ve wanted to for these women, but at least it’s something.”

Casey moved even closer to her. “And that’s one of the conversations the two of us need to have, Sabine. APS is prepared to throw the whole of their resources behind you to help you in any way we can.” Sabine gasped and her mouth dropped open. “You know what we do. The Armstrong twins and the Seven of APS—our management team—takes the protection and security of women, all women, very, very seriously. Let us help you, sunshine. I truly doubt there is anyone else at APS who knows as much about sexual exploitation and sex work as you do.”

“There’s a difference between the two, actually.” Sabine was still reeling as she struggled to make sense of everything. “In fact, sex work can be empowering when a woman has full control over her choices, and takes command of her own life. Sometimes, people don’t understand that. But sexual exploitation...like when a sex worker is abused and manipulated by a pimp—who will often get a woman hooked on drugs so she’s completely dependent upon him and, therefore, easily controlled—is a completely different animal. That kind of manipulation always puts a woman into a position where it can be virtually impossible for her to get out.”

The hell with this. Casey moved again until she was holding a startled Sabine in her arms. “I want you to teach me everything you know about sex work and sexual exploitation, baby. As a matter of fact,” she laughed softly, “I actually was in graduate school with a woman who was stripping her way through college. She was in the Exercise Science master’s program with me.” Sabine tilted her head quizzically.

“Anita told me once that her family was dirt poor...there had barely been any money for rent or food, let alone higher education. Consequently, she’d decided to hit the pole, as she referred to it, as an exotic dancer in high-end gentlemen’s clubs so she could afford to go to school. She was driven, focused, and incredibly disciplined...she didn’t smoke, didn’t drink, nor did she do drugs, which is an exceptionally hard thing to do when you work in that kind of environment.

“When she finally graduated, she had money in the bank and no student loans to pay back. I lost track of her after graduation...but the last I had heard, she’d gone on to get her doctorate then had built an amazing career as a sports performance coach for the U.S. women’s rugby team. Anita used the sex work profession as a tool to realize her dreams and aspirations. If that’s not the definition of empowering, I don’t know what is.”

“That’s amazing. I wish there were more success stories like Anita’s.”

“So do I.”

Casey realized Sabine was cold when she shivered. “Come on, baby. Let’s get your stuff into the apartment and get you warm.” She kissed Sabine’s forehead before letting her go. “You take your duffel bags, leave the thermoses to me, and I’ll help you wash them when we get everything inside. Then we can have some hot tea and talk.” The corner of her mouth twitched when she heard Sabine mutter, “Kelly and Piper were right. Bossy,” under her breath before opening her rear car door to get the empty duffel bags.

Between the two of them, they had everything unloaded, in the house, washed, and put away in an hour. While Sabine made them both tea, Casey took the opportunity to look around the small apartment, liking the cozy, comfortable space.

A big screen TV and a gaming system center filled with games and equipment took up one entire wall. Looks like someone is very serious about their gaming. “Who games...you or Adele?” Casey raised her voice slightly so Sabine could hear her.

“We both do. Gaming has been my relaxation ever since a college classmate got me into it. I wasn’t much interested when we were growing up, although Adele has been gaming since she was in middle school.” Sabine came out of the kitchen, holding two mugs. Handing one to Casey, Sabine sat on the sofa beside her before gesturing at the wall. “All of this is mainly Adele’s. My own systems and games have been packed and in storage since I moved in with her.

“When Sara and I split, I left her most of what we had in our apartment since I didn’t want any of it. Too many unpleasant associations, you know? I took my gaming gear, my clothes, my personal papers and files—stuff like that—and that was it. Adele and I are very close, so sharing an apartment with her has worked out great for both of us, especially from a financial perspective. And it gave me an excuse to keep my eye on my little sister, even though she is very independent and always has been.” She laughed. “I’ll worry about buying new household furniture and things like that when I move out...if that time ever comes.”

Casey took a sip of her tea, drawing back in surprise to look down at her cup, then at the fitness instructor. “This is great tea, Sabine. I don’t think I’ve ever had anything like it before. What is it?”

“It’s called gulmarg kashmiri kahwa chai.” Sabine took her own sip. “I drink it all the time for post-workout relaxation. It’s a green tea blend with almonds, safflower, cardamom, apricot, and saffron—great energy boosters and mood enhancers, as well as antioxidants.” A faint flush hit her cheeks. “I’m a bit geeky when it comes to using different teas for health and always try to have information available for my clients. Their overall health is so important to me...more than just the exercise piece of wellness.” 

That’s it. We’re NOT doing this anymore. Casey set her mug down on the coffee table. Worried about the women on the street, worried about her clients, worried about her sister. Who the fuck worries about HER? Casey leaned over, took the mug from Sabine’s hands, set it down on the coffee table next to her own, then wrapped her arms around the surprised femme as she captured her mouth in a deep kiss.

ɚωɚωɚωɚ

Holy Mary, Mother of God. Casey Christiansen could kiss.

As Sabine had chatted with Casey when she had brought them their tea, she’d tried hard to relax after sitting next to the APS team lead. It wasn’t that she felt any kind of threat coming from her—quite the contrary. Casey was so commandingly handsome, however, Sabine felt like the shy, chubby schoolgirl she had once been. Now, tongue-tied and trembling, she melted into Casey’s arms, unable to deny that she had felt an irresistible attraction to the dangerous yet kind, caring butch from the moment she had laid eyes on her.

After a while, Casey released her mouth, leaving her dazed and slightly disoriented. Nuzzling Sabine’s temple, Casey wrapped her arms even more firmly around the shaken fitness instructor. “I want you to come home with me, sunshine,” Casey whispered in her ear as Sabine’s body jolted. “While I would like nothing more than to make you mine in every way there is, I know you aren’t ready to give yourself to me. Not yet. But I want you in my bed beside me, so I know you’re safe and being taken care of the way you should be.”

“Casey,” Sabine whispered in shock, pulling back and staring into Casey’s incredible blue eyes. She clutched the team lead’s broad shoulders. “Casey, I don’t know why you think I need to be taken care of. I’ve been alone since the day Sara and I broke up, and I’ve done fine. Besides, Adele is a great sister and does a lot for me.” She huffed slightly, her eyes narrowing a bit.

“Don’t tell me you think I’m one of those damsel-in-distress types who faints dead away if she breaks a fingernail or something. I promise you I can take care of myself.”

A slightly amused smile crossed Casey’s handsome face as she lightly cupped Sabine’s cheek. “I don’t doubt that one bit. But,” her vivid eyes narrowed in turn, “it didn’t take me long to figure out you’re one of those women who is bound and determined to look after everyone around her. Your friends. Your family. Your clients. The women on the street.

“But...tell me something, baby. Who takes care of Sabine Burns? Who makes sure you have everything you need, so you can do what you feel called to do without worrying about that part of it? Adele, certainly, to some extent. Are your parents still local?” Sabine shook her head no.

“Not anymore. They moved to Germany with my oma—my grandmother—after my opa died three years ago,” she said quietly. “Adele and I were born and raised here, but my mom and my maternal grandparents are from Trier, near Luxembourg. Oma and Opa came to the United States and moved to Pinellas County when my mom was eight. Dad’s American-born, a native Floridian...my parents met at Eckerd College here in St. Pete. Although she had lived here for many years, Oma wanted to return home to Germany after Opa died. Mom and Dad went with her since she’s getting up in years.”

Casey nodded. “What about your dad’s family?”

“My paternal grandparents died before I was born. Since Dad was an only child, there’s practically no family we know on that side, except for a few random cousins. That’s why my father was so close to Mom’s parents and their extended families.”

Dropping another kiss on Sabine’s lips, Casey muttered, “Alone.” She leaned forward and rested her forehead against Sabine’s. “No more, sunshine. You’re done. I’m claiming you.”

“Casey—”

“Does the thought of being mine bother you that much?”

“No!” Unbidden, the word burst from Sabine. She flushed, her eyes dropping a bit. “No, it doesn’t bother me.” She peeped back up at Casey. “Even though we didn’t have the best beginning, Kelly and Piper did a lot to make me understand you weren’t being an asshole the night of ArtsMarket because you actually are an asshole.” Casey burst out laughing, her eyes crinkling at the corners. 

“Good to know. I’ll have to brave the snark beast and thank them.”

Sabine continued with a small smile, her demeanor still shy. “If I’m being honest, however ...there’s always been something about you, Casey. Sara broke my heart because I’d thought for sure she was the butch I’d always been looking for. Someone who loved the world of fitness in the same way I did, who would bring the same passion and drive toward consistently getting better that I had.” She shrugged, her smile fading. “When she didn’t—”

“Sunshine.” Casey pulled Sabine onto her lap. “While I have met more than my fair share of women who love the art of fitness as much as I do, I have never before met a femme who felt the same way as me. Being a butch who loves femmes right down to my very soul, there is no way I could ever fathom having a girlfriend who wasn’t both femme and seriously committed to fitness.” She kissed Sabine softly. “Like you.

“You were made for me, Sabine Burns. It may seem crazy...but we were made for each other. You are mine and I am yours. We were meant to find each other, to work with each other and use our individual skills to help the disadvantaged women in the world who need us. I have no doubt there is nothing we can’t do...together.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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As Casey was kissing her again, Sabine startled once more when she heard her sister’s key in the front door lock. “Oh, hell,” she muttered, drawing back, her body stiffening, as she prepared to face Adele.

Her little sister came in, cheeks glowing from the cold, then stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Sabine sitting on Casey’s lap. To Sabine’s surprise, however, a huge grin spread across Adele’s face as she tugged off her jacket. Tossing it on an armchair, she shook her forefinger at the pair. 

“I knew it! Knew it! Wait till I tell Jess. She so fucking owes me.” She whipped her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans, tucking a strand of light brown hair behind her ear. Laughing as she sent a rapid text, her grin grew even bigger when she saw Casey’s raised eyebrows.

“What do you mean, she owes you? Who owes you? Jess...my APS second, Jess?”

Adele slid her phone back into her pocket, her grin morphing into one of immense satisfaction as she crossed the room and plopped down into another armchair. “Yup. Jess and I have had a bet going ever since I found out Sabine had wrecked that piece of garbage who’d sent his minions to bust into Feel the Burn and kidnap Kelly and Piper.”

Sabine’s eyebrows were also on her forehead as she stared at her sister. “And that bet would be what, exactly?”

“Jess told me you were pretty mad at Casey since the whole ArtsMarket jump rope thing...which I asked her opinion about, since you had already told me what happened and she wouldn’t be betraying any secrets if we talked about it. Anyhow, Jess said that was probably it for the two of you, because no one can get mad and stay mad like a femme can.” Sabine elbowed Casey in the ribs when she heard her snort in agreement.

“I, however,” continued Adele with a shit-eating expression on her face as she looked back and forth between the two of them, “told Jess I’d bet her my sister would fold like a deck of cards before she knew it, because Sabine is the biggest pussy in the world.” Casey dissolved into loud laughter as Sabine’s mouth dropped open in shock.

“Adele! Seriously? I am not a pussy!” Sabine growled, sitting upright and elbowing Casey in her hard abs again when the APS team lead continued to laugh.

“Sis, you know you so are. You’re not like me...you can’t stay mad or hold a grudge to save your soul. The German side of us is totally wasted on you because I can carry that shit for years, while you’re totally hopeless.” Suddenly serious, however, Adele leaned forward as the room quieted at her loving, solemn look.

“You know how much I love you, Sabine. What you do for street women in Krissie’s name... God, I can’t even. I loved Kris to pieces and losing her hurt me, too. So, when I can—and frankly, when you let me—I help out. You know that...but you have pretty much carried the burden alone for so long.”

Her hazel eyes brightened with tears, her hands clutching her knees. “Let Casey and APS help you, sis. That’s who they are. Jess has taught me so much about them and what they do for women. You’ll be one hell of a lot safer, able to do so much more than you can now.”

Sabine swiped at her streaming eyes, feeling Casey’s arms wrap protectively around her waist to hold her. “Sounds like you and Jess have been spending quite a bit of time together that I haven’t known about.”

Blushing, Adele admitted in a low voice, “I was so mad at her when she kept me from going after you that day. Damn, she’s strong. But, after she let me yell at her and cuss her out for a while, Jess finally got me calmed down enough to explain to me that her keeping me safe was the best thing I could do for you...as frustrating as it was.”

“There are some damn good reasons Jessica Evanston is my second,” said Casey as she ran her hands gently over Sabine. “Not only is she one of the most caring, giving associates we have, I have known her forever. We
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