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            Seeking Two Lovers

          

        

      

    

    
      Finding my ex-fiancé beneath the man we invited into our relationship jaded my heart, and I refuse to share lovers ever again.

       

      The dating app Missing Link offers me the chance to fulfill my desire of having two men love on me at the same time—without the crossing of swords.

       

      Fate plays her games, and I end up separately dating two men at the same time, who as a whole, would be my dream come true.

       

      The problem?

       

      They’re roommates. Best friends. And neither knows the girl they claim to have fallen for is one and the same.

       

      When the truth is uncovered, I perceive the unrequited love in one’s gaze and unrecognized feelings in the others.

       

      But the fear of being set aside a second time comes too late.

       

      I’m already in too deep.
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      No…no.

      I scrolled through images of potential lovers the Missing Link app had paired me with, frowning over the number of couples smiling back at me from my cell’s screen.

      “No.” I huffed the word. “What part of ‘seeking two male lovers’ don’t you understand?”

      “What?” Haley hollered from the kitchen behind me.

      “Nothing!” I yelled a reply to my cousin and slouched into our couch we’d picked up at the thrift shop the week before. “Just bring in the wine already!”

      Thumb back at it, I went on the prowl.

      MM couple hungry for a boy toy.

      FF couple seeking SWM.

      “The hell?” I muttered, shaking my head.

      “What’s wrong?” Haley meandered into our living room and handed me a glass of our favorite chardonnay. Her purple and red dyed hair was pulled up in a messy bun, and she wore a long T-shirt, her favorite sleepwear.

      I sipped and sighed inwardly at the cold wine trickling down my throat. She settled onto the cushion beside me and grabbed one of the brightly-colored pillows we’d gotten to offset the bland gray of the couch.

      “Must be a glitch,” I explained. “Missing Link is pairing me with MF couples who want a third to warm their bed, older males looking for littles…two dommes on the prowl for a big man to sub for them. Seriously—I did not check off BDSM or any kink boxes. There’s got to be something wrong. I just want two other single guys looking to love on a willing female.”

      “Give it a rest. Look later.” She hugged the pillow and took a long drink from her glass.

      “I haven’t gotten laid in like…” I tore my focus off my cell and tried to remember the haze of the last week. I hadn’t done much other than lounge on the beach and drink wine while on vacation from the day job.

      “Did you hook up with that guy from the bar last weekend?” Haley asked.

      Bobby. Or was it Billy? Either way, he’d been a disappointing lay. “The cute redhead. Billy of the Pencil Dicks. Yeah.”

      Haley snorted a laugh and sipped her drink. “Seven days and you’re desperate for it already?”

      “School’s out.” I reminded her of my teaching job ending for the summer the Monday before. “I’m bored as fuck and reading too many menage romance novels. Of course I’m hungry for a thick, juicy cock or two. Billy’s didn’t do it for me. The guy didn’t know how to use his fingers and tongue either.”

      “You need another job to keep you busy for the next couple of months.”

      “I’m starting at Carla’s Cafe tomorrow morning.” I went back to scrolling again.

      “You are? How come this is the first I’m hearing about it?”

      I frowned, recalling getting home from the short interview earlier in the week. Haley had already finished up work at Pieces, the clothing boutique she managed, an empty bottle of wine in her hand. “I told you on Wednesday that I started next Monday. Tomorrow.”

      “I was drunk.” Haley gave her favorite excuse with a shrug.

      “Bitch.”

      “Dickmonger,” she shot back with a smirk.

      I snorted a laugh rather than getting angry because she had a point. I liked dick, same as her. End of. My thumb went back to rolling to see what else I could find.

      No…no…

      “Oh! Now that’s what I’m talking about.” I sat a little straighter and set my wine on the coffee table in front of us. “This guy’s easy on the eyes.”

      “Single?” She sounded interested, but not enough to scoot over to take a peek.

      I frowned, scanning his info. “It says couple…but it’s just a pic of this surfer-looking dude.”

      Zooming in, I made a sound of appreciation. He had half of his longer dirty blond hair tied back in a ponytail, and eyes as blue as the summer sky held the type of intense smolder that could melt any person’s panties.

      “Check this hottie out.” Shit, I sounded like a needy whore.

      That earned Haley’s attention, and she slid closer to peer over my shoulder while I zoomed in further—on the thin gray sweats hanging low on his hips. That V and the obvious outline of the thick and juicy cock I’d been wanting…instantaneous lust hit between my thighs and made my drool factory wake up.

      “Fuck. Me.” Haley’s breathy whisper sounded more like a groan.

      I giggled, my core in complete agreement with her. “Yeah. I’d suck on that like a lollipop.” I popped the P, and we both laughed.

      “What’s his profile say?” she asked, leaning in closer.

      I swiped my fingers together over the screen and focused on his write-up for a quick skim. “Says him and his roommate…best friends not partners…he’s bi, his buddy is straight…not looking for anything serious. Shit.” I grinned, shimmying on the couch. “They’re local! Next town over!”

      “Boom, baby.”

      I elbowed Haley even though a tiny zing of hope swept me up in excitement.

      “With his buddy being straight, you won’t have to worry about the two of them hooking up.”

      “Yeah,” I murmured while Haley settled back into her corner to drink her wine and disappear into social media like she always did at night.

      I didn’t ‘do’ couples because I feared being set aside again when true love decided to shut down the fun of a threesome. Having experienced that once, I had zero desire for similar heartache.

      My ex-fiancé had been gay as the day was long, and even though I’d speculated over that fact for years, we hadn’t ever talked about it. From sixth grade when I first met Levi until I caught him on his back for our hot-as-hell premarital counselor we’d been meeting with at church, I had wondered about his sexuality.

      We’d been taught that “choosing” to be gay was a sin. Levi had fought his natural tendencies his whole life thanks to our pastor and parents who’d been in agreement with everything preached from Simply Grace’s pulpit.

      But Zeke—Levi’s husband now—had proven too much of a temptation, and they’d given into their yearnings.

      It didn’t matter that I had decided to end our engagement after a night of dancing with two hot guys grinding all over me, that I’d gone to Levi’s apartment to break things off with him immediately afterward. Walking in to find Zeke fucking him on the living room floor had broken my heart.

      I had tried my best to keep my hurt from Levi, not wanting to add to the guilt and shame I’m sure he had felt for cheating on me. But allowing those two strangers at the club to dry hump my front and back while sweating on the dance floor hadn’t been much better.

      I’d recognized in high school that Levi and I weren’t meant to be together, but he’d been comfort for me, my safe place. Not easy to set aside, especially when we were expected to marry. But no matter how much our parents wanted us for each other, no matter how involved we’d been in the church as a couple, our relationship had been doomed.

      I would always love Levi, but even though we kept in touch and chatted on the phone every couple of months, I knew we’d made the right decision.

      We had both left the church. Left God. Left our parents.

      At least mine still talked to and accepted me. Levi’s father, the bastard, had shunned him for loving another man.

      “Here.” My favorite roommate tossed me an Andes candy, pulling me back from the past.

      I dropped my cell to catch her gift. “Where’d you find that?”

      “Shoved in between the couch cushions. Must have been from our movie marathon the other night.”

      “Mmm.” I peeled the wrapper open with one hand and popped the yumminess into my mouth. Nothing tasted as delicious as chocolate and mint. “So good.” I smacked my lips and sipped my wine, swirling the chardonnay over my tongue.

      “Are you going to poke him?”

      I picked back up my cell and swiped the screen to life. “Scott. Looks delicious in gray sweats. Yeah. Even if his best friend isn’t up for a ride, I’m game.”

      “One is better than none,” Haley agreed.

      I clicked the poke button, hoping the photo I’d uploaded when creating my profile would be enough to get him to read my write-up. The red bikini I’d worn showed off the tan I’d gotten by spending hours every weekend on the beach with Haley. I’d gone with less makeup for a change. Unlike my usual messy bun like the one on top of my head, I’d had a fresh cut and blowout, blonde highlights accenting the darker wheat color beneath. The sun had hit me just right that morning, and I looked like a shampoo commercial. Or a bathing suit ad.

      Hot—but not slutty.

      “Think he’ll poke me back?” I murmured.

      “Hopefully, they’ll both be poking you before next weekend.” Haley chuckled. “There’s nothing like having a dick in your ass and pussy at the same time.”

      “I’ve been spit-roasted.” I reminded her of the last two male friends I’d hooked up with. Too bad they hadn’t been into having their balls so close together for a guy-Lily-guy sandwich like I’d been fantasizing about.

      “Stuffed full down below is the way to go.”

      I snorted a laugh and glanced over at my cousin. On the petite side like me, she tucked her legs beneath her, barely taking up any room on the couch. It had been her whispered secret of a threesome over the phone that had started the fantasies in my head. The very dreams that had prompted Levi’s and my attempts to sow our wild oats before settling down in holy matrimony.

      How awry that plan had gone, but I didn’t regret what we’d done.

      We’d both ended up in better places.

      Levi married to the love of his life and me moving across the country.

      It had been Haley’s idea for me to escape Philly after the breakup and move into her California two-bedroom apartment with her. She’d gotten me a job at Pieces, but I’d picked up a teaching position that same summer.

      My parents weren’t thrilled with my choice to leave them and the church, and they doubtless thought I lived a sin-filled life.

      According to their beliefs I no longer held, I did.

      Wine. Lots of cursing. Complete sexual freedom involving plenty of men—just not yet in the way I wanted. Haley had been the catalyst of my supposed downfall, and I loved her for it.

      “What about you?” I asked her.

      “What about me?” She continued to swipe across her cell’s screen, her face deadpan.

      “You haven’t brought a guy home in weeks.”

      “Meh.” She shrugged her shoulder and swallowed down the last of her wine. “I’m bored.”

      “Maybe you should be prowling alongside me for a couple of hot guys.”

      She shot me a single-raised eyebrow smirk. “It has been awhile.”

      “You don’t mind the crossing of swords—make yourself a profile and find some love slaves you can boss around and watch do dirty things to each other.” The idea of two men getting it on warmed me through, but I wasn’t having it.

      Nope.

      “I wouldn’t mind a harem of my own.” Haley sounded all dreamy.

      “Worshiping at your feet, obeying your every command.”

      “Damn right.”

      We both laughed. Haley had more confidence than I did in bed. She didn’t hold back in stating what she wanted and how.

      Not that I knew from personal experience.

      We just had a completely open and TMI type relationship. Everything Haley did, I heard about. Everything I’d tried on since losing my religion, she’d enjoyed listening to as much as I did telling her.

      We were a couple of heathens, hell-bent on sampling as much dick as possible—carefully, of course.

      As long as the guys I hooked up with didn’t attempt to boss me around or force their religious beliefs on me, we’d be golden. I got along with just about anyone except those whose dogmatism for their god came first in their life.

      It was why I rarely went back east to visit my family. Being reminded of what I had once been twisted my stomach to nausea every time I thought about my prior existence.

      Once I’d left to stretch my wings, that religious connection between us all had severed, and I found myself breathing more easily for a change. Funny, I hadn’t realized how stifled I’d been until I’d escaped and found my freedom.

      FaceTime and phone calls made it simple to stay in touch because I did love my parents, my two sisters, the brother-in-laws, and their kids.

      I just no longer desired the life they all chose.

      Perhaps I was immature and selfish, but I lusted for undivided attention—I did not want to share my lovers with anyone else.

      Higher being included.

      Scott’s write-up didn’t say jack shit about politics or religion since Missing Link didn’t ask those questions when you went through their character profiling. But usually, people looking for poly relationships on an app weren’t the religious type anyway.

      I zoomed back in on those gray sweats, a shiver licking down my spine at the obvious ridge that promised a good stretch. My pussy dampened at the mere thought alone of taking his dick. Maybe his roommate wouldn’t mind having his balls in close contact enough that I could finally fulfill my fantasy of being double-stuffed.

      A shift on the couch lifted Haley’s head. “Still checking him out?”

      “Oh yeah.” I sighed. “Even if Scott turns out to be a church-type guy, I’d still take his body on for a test ride.”

      He looked too damn delicious not to.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Blaine

          

        

      

    

    
      Grey and I sprawled out on the couch as our latest hookup gathered all the clothes I’d peeled off her a good hour earlier. She put extra sway into her hips while walking to the bathroom.

      The second the door closed behind her, my best friend and I glanced at one another. He grinned.

      I didn’t.

      “Dude.” He chuckled quietly. “It took you for-fucking-ever to come. Was it her, or did you get all caught up in your head again?”

      Closing my eyes, I rested back on the couch’s arm. The woman Grey had found for us and brought home looked like someone from my past, and the sight of her had taken me to a place I’d rather not go.

      To dark memories that continued to haunt me nine years later.

      Nightmares enough to shrivel any man’s dick. I was lucky to have gotten off at all.

      “She reminded me of a woman…from there,” I murmured as the toilet flushed in the distance.

      “Shit.” Grey stirred, but I didn’t open my eyes. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me, B? I would have sent her packing without a second thought.”

      One thing about my best friend was that he always put me first. Every. Time. And I loved the hell out of him for it.

      I shrugged. “I could tell you liked her.”

      “Shit. Doesn’t matter if I think a woman is hot—she’s a willing, wet hole to get me off, and there are hundreds more out there.”

      “You’re a whore,” I muttered what I often teased him about since the man didn’t care what type of hole he found release in. Male, female, ass, pussy, mouth—he didn’t discriminate.

      “You okay?” Grey’s serious tone made me crack an eyelid open.

      “Yeah, man. No problem. But no more tall women with long black hair and blue eyes. Can’t fucking handle that shit.”

      Just like I couldn’t submit to thoughts of the same sex thanks to that bitch’s husband.

      My stomach pitched at the flashes in my head, images in vivid color captured by a traumatized child’s mind.

      Swallowing hard, I fought against the heat flaring inside me, the sweat rising to the surface of my skin that roused nausea in my stomach.

      “So petite, blonde, and brown-eyed,” Grey stated in his business tone that promised me he wouldn’t forget. Ever. “Got it.”

      The bathroom door opened, and Grey hopped up to be the gentleman so I wouldn’t have to.

      I released a heavy exhale and closed my eyes again, trying to not give headspace to my past and how it had created the antisocial, insecure-as-fuck guy I had to look at in the mirror every day.

      The hours of penance, the beatings. Sitting in a pitch-black cell of forced solitude and silence in order to better meditate on one’s sins.

      “Fucking hell.” I scrubbed a hand down over my face, my teeth clenching up tight. But I refused to let in the light of our living room’s overhead dimmers. I chose the darkness behind my eyelids because I could—it was my choice. I held the power over what I did or didn’t do.

      The couch dipped.

      “You can open your eyes now, dipshit. She’s gone.”

      “Fuck you.” I kicked out with a leg, connecting with Grey’s thigh. I still enjoyed my freedom to bask in the dark rather than look at him.

      “I suppose I could offer up my ass if you really want it.”

      “Goddamnit, Grey.” I shot him a glare, hating that he knew how to rile me up and control me at the same time.

      “There’s those hazel eyes I adore.” He flashed a grin, and I kicked him again. With lightning-fast reflexes, he grabbed hold of my ankle and grasped tight. “Talk to me.”

      Strong fingers dug into my foot, rubbing until I sank back in total relaxation with a groan.

      The fucker had hands to write poetry about.

      “Have I ever told you how good of a buffer you are?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but you can say it again. I’ll take an ego stroke any day of the week.”

      “You get enough strokes of your own in as it is. Fucking keep it down from now on, would ya?”

      “Sorry I get vocal when I jerk off.” His voice held no contrite tone to speak of.

      “No you’re not.”

      “I’m just hoping you’ll start to enjoy it someday.” He waggled his eyebrows, and I shook my head, unable to help my grin.

      “I don’t do dick.”

      As if he needed to be reminded. The last guy he’d brought home had all but begged for a threesome, and I’d nearly lost my dinner on the kitchen floor.

      “I’ve got a nice one.” He grabbed his junk and flopped it back and forth beneath his mesh shorts.

      “Mine’s bigger.”

      “Yeah, I know.” His tone lowered a bit, and he tossed my foot off his lap.

      “So you do check out the goods when there’s a woman between us.” My turn to joke, thankful for something to help push the darkness away.

      “‘Course I do,” he muttered, climbing off the couch and heading into the kitchen. “What horny, bisexual man wouldn’t enjoy looking at a thick dick and heavy balls? Water?”

      “Sure.”

      Grey brought guys back to our place just as much as he did women, but I didn’t share in the fun on those nights.

      And I also wasn’t about to cross any further into teasing territory that might make things weird between us, even if I did think he was sexy for a guy. No fucking way would I mess up what I’d found with him. He was my best friend. My anchor. A soul mate if allowed that term for a platonic relationship.

      Grey tossed me a bottle of water and crashed in the other corner of the couch again. “So.”

      “So,” I echoed when he didn’t continue.

      “You okay?”

      Goddamn him.

      “I hate when shit gets riled up in my head,” I muttered, turning to peer out the living room wall of windows overlooking the Pacific.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “You know I don’t,” I snipped.

      “You always feel better after you do.” He pushed like always in his reasonable tone, the manipulative bastard.

      “Did you like her?” I asked, ready to quit with the serious shit.

      “Our hookup?”

      I nodded, picking at the skin of my hands’ callouses. Work kept my body in prime shape but was hell on my palms.

      “Willing hole,” Grey reminded me in his typical vulgar way.

      “Someday, somebody is going to turn you inside out.”

      He didn’t give me his usual spiel about never settling down.

      I glanced over to find Grey studying my face. “What?”

      He shook his head and guzzled water, breaking eye contact. Rarely was he the first to look away. The confident, cocky asshole took pleasure in making others squirm.

      It was one of the characteristics that made him a good businessman. The fact he didn’t love anyone but himself was the icing on the cake.

      Well, he had feelings for me to some platonic extent.

      Enough that he’d dragged me across the country after we graduated from high school, saving me from hell.

      His rich-as-fuck father had paid his way through college while I’d been gifted the second bedroom in the apartment Mr. Scott provided for his use. I’d labored in exchange for money for the first time in my life, soaking in the California sunshine and slowly learning how to deal with and somewhat move on from my childhood.

      Shit still rose in my head like it did thanks to look-alikes and bits of religious rhetoric inadvertently caught on TV or radio, but at least I had my freedom.

      Nine years and counting…no one from my life before had found me since I’d escaped.

      I couldn’t imagine what I would do if my past ever caught up with me beyond in my mind. As a child, I’d learned the hard way that runaways, even those heard speaking of leaving, would be found and properly punished.

      And having grown into a man, those promises, the results of rebellion I’d seen and experienced, made me want to shrink in on myself.

      Weariness settled into my bones from the hell my mind had dealt with all night while trying to get off to show Grey my appreciation. He always put in the hard work to bring the woman home for us. I should have wanted to sink into the couch and not move, but my feet grew as restless as my mind.

      I got up without a word and gave my muscles reason to flex so I wouldn’t feel the desire to escape even further than I’d done with my best friend. Fuck knew I wouldn’t find a safer haven than living with Grey.

      Only a few dozen steps upstairs to the second floor I all but had taken over and I shut myself in my bathroom. A hot shower would help to calm me, be the final push to allow sleep once I laid down.

      But true rest wouldn’t come.

      It never did.
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      Turn you inside out.

      Blaine’s words echoed in my head long after he abruptly left me as he oftentimes did when the racket in his head grew too noisy.

      If only he knew he’d done that to me years ago when I’d first met him in New Hampshire a few months after my mom had passed. I’d spent most of my time with him in the field separating my family’s vacation house in the mountains from the compound he’d grown up on, desperate for an escape from my grief.

      He’d been a quiet kid, like he too had seen heartache, so telling him about how Mom died had helped me deal. Blaine had told me he was sorry for my loss with a genuine look on his face, not the feigned condolences from my family’s rich, fake friends.

      He’d been a breath of fresh air from the stifling society where I’d been raised, honest with his feelings and thoughts in a way the upper class and powerful weren’t. There were no polite but forced smiles and best behavior shit in order to better his station because of my family’s money.

      I’d needed something that summer to focus on rather than the emptiness in my heart, a reason to breathe without my mom.

      Blaine had given me that. He was real and had become the friend I couldn’t do without.

      I’d never been allowed beyond the fencing to explore his home, but Blaine had somehow snuck out enough to keep me and my curiosity sated about the strange goings-on beyond.

      His mess of dark hair and hazel eyes that made him seem like an old soul had drawn in my little bi ass once I learned about all things sex and hormones. Eventually recognizing his insecurities, his fears of never being good enough, had roused my protective nature to life and fused him to my heart.

      After turning me inside out.

      “Fuck.” I stood and made my way to the wall of glass looking out over the dark night and gentle waves sweeping over the beach beneath the half-moon’s light. No outdoor sounds reached through the windows, but I’d have been too fixated on listening to Blaine shower to settle in for the night anyway.

      Hyperaware of his every move since first meeting him, I didn’t miss much when it came to him. I’d known the appearance of the woman I’d brought home with me had bothered him, but he hadn’t voiced a word.

      “Shit.” Lips pressing tight, I chided myself for being a selfish prick and not paying better attention to his body language.

      It had been two months since our last hookup together, and my balls had been too damn ready to burst while having Blaine nearby.

      My pipe dream.

      My obsession.

      My beautiful impeder.

      All I had ever wanted, Blaine kept me from seeking more with anyone else. I’d become his rock, his safe place, and nothing would make me sneak over the friendship line and leave him floundering like I’d been after losing Mom.

      His need for me far outweighed my desire for him.

      Unrequited love fucking hurt, and yet I found a sense of fulfillment in being at his side. But I would never be able to stop the deep craving inside my heart for more.

      His shower shut off, and I strained my ears for sounds of him moving around in his bedroom overhead.

      Drawers opening and shutting.

      Silence.

      Did he stare into the pitch black like he’d done all those hours of being shut up alone as a kid? Did he fight the demons or bask in his liberation to choose an existence in darkness behind closed eyelids? Chances were, he had on a night-light as usual.

      Turning toward my own bedroom on the first floor, I shut down my brain against my failure that might send him on a tailspin of upheaval and mental torture.

      He’d dealt with enough of that before I’d offered him an escape from that hellhole.

      Physically, he’d changed from the sickly-looking seventeen-year-old kid who’d snuck out of the compound and accompanied me when I left for the West Coast and college. Blaine had grown a few inches taller than my five-ten, and working a physical landscaping job had also covered his once-slight form with muscle, the California sun bronzing his skin.

      But his eyes hadn’t changed.

      Gorgeous, more gold than green, his hazel orbs continued to reveal the damage inflicted all those years ago. At least to me, the one person who knew what he’d survived.

      Barely.

      While I’d finished up college on my dad’s dime and moved on with my life, Blaine had simply gone stagnant. He’d made a few friends at work, but his introverted ass never went out with them. I doubted he lowered his walls to let anyone delve too deeply into his inner workings.

      I often wondered how much he didn’t tell me too.

      He might not love me in the same way I did him, but he’d entrusted me with his heart and mind.

      And I’d been a blind fool with our hookup, the worst sort of friend.

      A hot shower soothed the tension riding my shoulders, and I decided no more women, no more threesomes until he suggested it.

      Because of his insecurities, Blaine didn’t go looking for women on his own. Nor did he want to be alone with them behind closed doors. I sensed when he needed to empty his balls into something other than his fist and initiated for him, secretly getting off on the fact that I chose his physical interactions with the opposite sex.

      I fucking loved the control since I wouldn’t ever have it over his body in the way I dreamed of.

      He’d gladly handed over management of his sex life to me years earlier at my insistence, and I’d watched him lose his virginity. I had drunk in the sight of his slack jaw and hazed eyes while ejaculating into a wet pussy as her mouth sucked on my cock.

      I’d rather it had been my ass he’d pounded or vice versa, but beggars and all that shit.

      “Thank you,” he had whispered the second he’d caught his breath after releasing, but I knew he’d meant the words for me rather than the woman between us.

      For listening, for understanding, and for offering to all but hold his hand and see him through in becoming a man.

      The Missing Link app made my job a shit ton easier since getting Blaine to head out to bars and pick up kinky women with me was like pulling teeth. It was tough to go on the prowl alone and ask a woman if she’d be interested in going back to your place for a three-way with your roommate who had social anxiety.

      The app dinged a few seconds after I finally settled into my bed for the night as though a sentient being offered a “You’re welcome for that willing hole—how about another?”

      Fucking cyberspace…a mind-reading alien intent on shifting through your brain and seeking out your every whim and secret longing.

      I considered ignoring the notification since I’d put our shared sex life on hold, but it couldn’t hurt to peek for the future when Blaine decided he was ready again.

      I’d made our settings private, only allowing for exact matches to see our profile. Two men looking for a woman. No strings. No promises. Hookups only. Whoever the app allowed past our walls hadn’t clicked the “Interested in relationships” box.

      They weren’t searching for love.

      Necessary since Blaine had none to give, and my heart already belonged to him.

      I clicked on the poke from @S2L to check out who Missing Link thought might be a good fit for a bi boy and his best friend roommate.

      The red bikini snagged my attention first, showcasing every gorgeous curve of her tight, little body. Her hip popped out in a sensual pose, highlighting her slim waist, the halter top swelling perfect apple-sized breasts.

      Blonde hair highlighted by the sun, long enough for a man to fist when taking control, draped over one shoulder, halfway down her torso.

      “Yes,” I muttered, mentally checking off one of Blaine’s requirements about hair color.

      I focused in on the pic, needing to better see her face for the rest.

      “Oh, fuck.” I groaned and shifted my junk. Gorgeous dark eyes—no blue—black as coffee orbs with hints of Jameson hugging the pupils.

      My two favorite drinks.

      Full lips coated in gloss, perfect for sucking down a cock, smirked at the camera.

      I considered rubbing one out but clicked back to read her write-up.

      Twenty-four—young enough to just be on the prowl.

      Enjoying life—always a plus when your thoughts aligned.

      No BDSM—no problem since my dominant nature never leaned toward the pain with pleasure or tying someone up.

      Last check mark…

      “Five-foot-three,” I read, my lips turning upward. A tiny sprite compared to the two of us. “Perfection.”

      Blaine might not want pussy in the near future, but there was no fucking way on earth I would give up the opportunity to poke the hell out of her right back. Hopefully, I could string her along until my heart’s other half climbed aboard the ready-to-fuck train.

      I hit the poke button in return which offered the option of communicating via direct messaging.

      Having no clue what I’d brought onto myself by opening that door, I turned off my light and rolled to my stomach, ready for sleep since Monday mornings came too damn early.

      The smile lingered on my lips, and hope welled in my heart even though over seventeen years of dreaming hadn’t brought jack shit to fruition between me and the man I loved.
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      And I’d thought Monday mornings greeting a class full of second graders was rough.

      Within three hours of learning the ropes and getting tossed behind the cafe’s front counter, I was ready to prop my feet up and let some tears roll down my cheeks.

      I wasn’t a coffee drinker myself, but those who needed it and had to wait in line before finally having that first sip in the morning? Didn’t they not know they could keep their grumpiness and bitchiness at bay by making a cup at home before dragging their asses out to start the day?

      I hoped the fact it was a Monday morning accounted for most of the shortness and frowns I’d dealt with while smiling at every customer walking up to the counter.

      Otherwise, I wasn’t going to make it through barista training over the next couple of weeks.

      Finally, my break time rolled around, and I went to the back room to get my cell.

      “Is every morning like this?” I asked Cheryl, the shift manager rifling through the employee fridge.

      “Busy as hell with everyone bitching about their lack of foam or too much ice?” Cheryl closed the fridge door with her hip, her hands wrapped around a few boxes that looked like last night’s leftovers. “Mostly just Mondays.”

      “Thank God.” I pulled my cell from my purse. “I honestly don’t know if I could handle dealing with coffee-fiend-needing-a-hit customers like this for six hours straight.”

      Cheryl snickered and popped a box into the microwave. “That’s why you have a break halfway through.”

      I groaned. “Tell me it gets better.”

      “It gets better.”

      “Are you lying to me?”

      She outright laughed. “When you have a bubbly outlook and a smile like you do, it gets better.”

      My face hurt from forcing grins all morning long, but my lips curved upward naturally at her praise.

      “You must be a church person,” she mused.

      I snorted, knowing right where Cheryl headed. Others from Simply Grace Church had always said I’d been filled with the joy of the Lord, but they never considered the truth that someone could experience happiness without it coming from a higher being.

      “I don’t need to bow down to a god to be happy,” I told her, my chin lifting a bit.

      “I agree. That’s just what my gram used to say.” Cheryl glanced over at me. “Filled with the joy of the Lord and all that other God bullshit.”

      Yep. Nailed it. I shook my head. “I had enough of that back home—I live my own life now.”

      Her eyes softened, and in that moment, I understood we had more in common than dealing with pissy non-morning customers.

      “The thought of religion makes you want to vomit too, huh?” she asked.

      “Every bit of bile churns in my guts whenever I think too much about where I came from,” I agreed.

      “Same. Once I learned it was wrong—” she used air quotes “—to love another woman, I decided religion wasn’t for me.”

      “Girlfriend?” I asked.

      “Soon-to-be wife.” She grinned.

      “Congrats,” I stated my honest-to-God opinion. Love, in my eyes, was love.

      Period.

      A minute later, I stepped outside into the sunshine, needing some fresh air. I didn’t have enough time to trek across the road and down a block to hit the beach, so I snagged one of the empty chairs out front and rested my aching feet.

      I saw first that my mom had texted, same as she always did on Mondays over her tea to wish me a blessed morning.

      She must have forgotten that mine had started hours earlier and was almost over.

      Dad’s weekly texted Bible verse of the day dinged through as I typed out a greeting in reply to Mom’s.

      I didn’t bother reading the verse he’d sent, just hit reply with a kissy emoji.

      Levi had texted, and I half-squealed while bringing it up onscreen.

      Boo: We’re adopting.

      My eyes popped wide before narrowing. “The. Fuck.”

      Levi didn’t want kids…

      I hit dial, my forehead dented with a deep frown that would leave a wrinkle behind.

      “A dog!” he answered.

      “You asshole!” I laughed, letting out a whoosh of air. “Seriously. What the hell kind of text is that?”

      “One that would make you call me. I miss hearing your voice.”

      “Aw, I miss you too, boo.”

      “It’s been awhile, so I figured I’d give you a buzz since school is out and you must be bored as hell.”

      “I was the past week, but I started working at a cafe just down the street from our apartment.”

      “Perfect job for you.”

      “Why? Because I smile all the time like I’m filled with the joy of the Lord?”

      He burst out with laughter, and my grin stayed in place. Levi had never been as free with me as he’d become after finding love with Zeke. Shy and a numbers nerd, he’d been the silent eye candy on my arm for all our social activities surrounding the church.

      “You sound happy,” I said, a sweet ache blooming in my chest at the memory of his gorgeous green eyes that had always been shut off to me in a lot of ways. If only I’d truly taken note of that fact before the shit hit the fan between us.

      “I am. I never knew…never expected to have this kind of love.”

      “Yeah.” My smile faded, and I wrapped my free arm around myself.

      “Any luck in finding your two lovers?”

      I wanted to lie, brag about nonexistent men in my life over his happiness, but I had yet to find the same as he’d done in the year since our break-up. “Not yet,” I spoke the truth along with a word to reveal my hope.

      Which reminded me of the app I hadn’t gotten a chance to check—

      “When are you coming home for a visit? Zeke and I are headed to Philly for the expansion of Humanity House’s second location down there.”

      “The one where Pastor Ezra works?”

      “Aaron’s husband, yeah.”

      While mention of people from our past and catching up on all I’d left behind wasn’t the way I’d choose to enjoy my break, hearing Levi’s voice kept our few minutes from being uncomfortable.

      “I have to get behind the counter again,” I told Levi, headed back toward the cafe’s front door.

      “If you ever decide the West Coast isn’t right for you, we’ve got a spare room in the condo.”

      “Boston means snow and cold.” I shuddered while stepping into the cafe. “No thank you.”

      Levi laughed lightly, bringing my smile back. “Talk soon?”

      “Promise.”

      He groaned. “You know I hate that word.”

      “Oops. I take it back.”

      Two minutes later, I resumed my position as smiling order lady without having gotten a chance to check if Scott had returned my poke.

      Tall, dark, and handsome entered the cafe, ripping all thoughts of surfer blondie in the gray sweats from my mind.

      Wide shoulders stretched out his green T-shirt with its Lionel’s Landscaping logo on his prominent left pec. Dirty jeans…worn-as-hell boots covered in dust.

      A working man who probably had calloused hands.

      Shivers slid down my spine, and I lifted my focus back up his muscular form, my tongue flicking over my lower lip at the sight of how well he filled out his dirty, sweat-stained clothes.

      For the love of all things holy…

      Our gazes caught, and my knees went weak.

      Shadows haunted his hazel eyes. Similar to what I’d seen in Levi’s and never took note of until it was too late.

      Unrest in his heart. Unhappiness in his soul.

      My heart ached in that moment to soothe him as I’d always done with Levi.

      But the man in front of me looked nothing like my geeky ex-fiancé.

      A soft smile curved his lips, hesitant as though shy, and he quickly glanced at the chalk-written menu above and behind me while walking closer.

      I swallowed hard, taking in the dark scruff along his jaw, the smear of dirt on his left cheekbone. “Hi.” The usual huskiness of my voice intensified from the butterflies dancing in my belly. “What can I get for you?”

      My cell number? A night in the sack? A blow job? Reverse cowgirl ride of your life?

      I’d have pretty much agreed to anything in that moment while tingles raced between my thighs.

      “Black coffee.” Mr. Yummy gave me his eyes again, and another shiver licked down my spine. An olive green encased his pupils…going gold to deep nutmeg brown before the black center. Stunningly beautiful, a place a woman could easily get lost in.

      Heat rose to my cheeks, but I forced out the upsell of fresh blueberry muffins even though others stood in line behind him.

      His “Sure” rumbled with a low tone, ticking me in all the right places.

      “Name?” I asked what I always did to identify a customer’s order.

      “Blaine.”

      I echoed his reply in my head, imagining whispering it while he sank balls deep into my body.

      Wet. Panties.

      Shit. I bit my lower lip and handed him his receipt, cursing that I didn’t have time to flirt or jot down my number on the back of it.

      He ambled off to the side while I forced myself to give the next customer my attention.

      I’d rather have been Cheryl working alongside me who took over his order and got to hand him his coffee and bagged muffin.

      I could feel his stare, and goosebumps stayed firmly in place along my arms.

      “Blaine?” Cheryl called, and he moved in close.

      Our gazes clashed again, his shy smile making me swoon.

      Cheryl elbowed me the second he turned away, breaking out into song about the joy of the Lord and earning her an elbow right back.

      “No God bullshit, remember?” I whispered harshly. “Unless you want puke all over your shoes.”

      She laughed at me, but my gaze followed Blaine out the front door. “Tell me he’s a regular.”

      “I’ve never seen him before,” Cheryl said, taking the next order from my hand.

      “Damn.” I let out a heavy exhale and forced a grin—definitely not from the Holy Spirit—and faced the next customer.

      “I’ll take a cinnamon dolce latte with three shots of espresso, one pump of hazelnut, and extra whipped cream.” Her snooty voice had me thinking I wanted to reply that I would rather leave her hanging and go back to bed, but I kept my smile in place.

      “And can I interest you in one of our warm-from-the-oven blueberry muffins?”

      “Too many calories,” she sniffed.

      As if the drink she’d ordered wouldn’t already put her over the daily limit if she truly counted.

      The second she stepped off to the side, I glanced out the cafe’s front windows.

      Mr. Yummy had disappeared.

      My smile dissolved, but I decided all wasn’t lost. I still might be able to snag Scott with the gray sweatpants who had a V and bulge to die for.
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      At the quiet singing of the barista, nausea had set in my stomach. I’d been familiar with that song about the joy of the Lord—too much. The gorgeous girl who had waited on me stated the same way I’d felt at hearing the damn tune.

      The mention of God made her want to puke.

      I wondered over her story while sipping my coffee and striding back to the jobsite. Studied the image of her I’d taken in my mind while devouring the muffin she’d suggested I buy.

      Delicious—and I expected she was too.

      Big brown eyes with dark lashes, glossed lips, petite…everything Grey’s and my hookup from the night before hadn’t been.

      Any other normal guy would have flirted, hell, even outright asked for her number when they felt the interest brew in their balls like mine had at the sight of her.

      Not for the first time, I hated my insecurities, wished shit had been different for me so I could open my damn mouth and be normal.

      Once I ambled back the three blocks I’d walked earlier, I’d finished my break snack, and the slight kick of excitement I’d had collapsed in on itself. I picked up where I’d left off on the job, spreading sand to ready a new patio for pavers, but my head refused to focus on work.

      I wondered if the coffee girl’s skin would be as smooth beneath my fingertips as it appeared. Would she be turned on by my calluses and rough hands? Or did she not prefer the hardworking type of man who didn’t have any softness left to offer at all?

      Fuck.

      I swiped my forearm over my sweating brow, lips pressed tightly together. As if I had anything to give such a woman other than my dick and an orgasm or two.

      Since when did I even think about a woman?

      Still frowning, I grabbed a few papers off the pallet. If Grey knew I’d considered asking a girl out, he’d have been all over my ass until I relented, fought off my nervousness, and took life by the balls.

      Had he been with me, he’d have done the deed himself, saving me from discomfort.

      Jealousy should have itched beneath my skin at the idea of Grey touching the coffee girl—I’d seen her first—but the thought of him shoving his dick down her throat while I sank into her slick pussy gave me a chub enough that I had to adjust myself before kneeling down to set in the next line of blocks.

      I loved sharing women with Grey, even enjoyed watching him with them if I wasn’t in the mood to fuck. The man had magic hands, and according to the people he brought home, his dick was just as gifted. Hell knew he could move his hips like a male stripper. Kind of hard to not notice when he made a woman all but cry beneath him.

      Not that I would ever tell him. Like I’d said, he didn’t need any help in stroking his ego.

      “Blaine!”

      “Yeah?” I hollered back at Wyatt, my boss, having recognized his deep raspy voice without seeing him.

      He rounded the house I labored behind, and I sank back on my haunches.

      “What’s up?”

      “How’s it going?” His head swiveled while taking in the patio I sweated over, his bright blue eyes hidden behind shades and his dark hair and scruff just as sweaty as mine.

      “Good. The base didn’t need much fixing after I ripped out that old shit.” I motioned toward the pile of old pavers I’d cleared first thing that morning. “Just a bit of stone dust and the sand.”

      Wyatt nodded, and I bent forward to put another new block in place. I didn’t mind my boss watching me work. He’d been the one to train me and trusted me enough to leave me on a job alone.

      “I was checking in to see if you needed help, but it doesn’t look like Davidson calling in sick set you back.”

      “Nope,” I said, tapping the block with a rubber mallet to settle it evenly with the one beside it. “He okay?”

      “Asshole is hungover.”

      I nodded, having heard that excuse before. My drunken right-hand man missed more Mondays than he showed up for. Wyatt had a soft spot for the guy. I’d never asked why since I wasn’t one to sit and shoot the shit.

      “Looks like you have a couple days here at most,” Wyatt said.

      “Could be the entire week if Davidson doesn’t show up tomorrow though.”

      “He promised he’d be here.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” I grumbled.

      Wyatt made a noise of agreement under his breath. “I landed that contract for the Sunrise Condos buildings.”

      “No shit!” I sat back again, grinning up at him while squinting. “Fucking cool.”

      “Right?” He grinned, flashing perfectly straight teeth I couldn’t help but envy.

      There’d been no yearly dentist checkups when I’d been a kid, no option of an orthodontist to fix my crooked lower teeth.

      Just another insecurity to add to the shit in my life.

      Grey had offered to pay, but I’d taken enough handouts from him in our nine years together.

      “When do we start?” I asked, refusing to fall back into the trap like I’d done the night before and on my walk home from the cafe.

      “They want two guys full time—and I was hoping you’d take on the management of the property.”

      I blinked in the bright sunlight, sure I’d misheard. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, man. You’ve proven your worth time and again. No one shows up like you, works their ass off without complaint. Fuck, if I had deeper pockets, I’d offer you another raise.”

      Wyatt had given me one six months earlier, and I’d been beyond thankful for his generosity.

      “You’re the hardest worker I have, Blaine. Wish I could clone the fuck out of you.”

      Warmth swelled inside my chest at the words of praise. If the guy kept talking like that, I’d fall into platonic love with him like I was with Grey.

      “I appreciate it,” I told him.

      He dipped his head. “Same. I’ll let you know what’s up with Davidson in the am, but if he calls off again, I’ll make sure you’ve got a grunt to help you finish this by Friday.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I put the business sign in the yard out front—sorry I didn’t replace yours from the last job.”

      Part of our contracts allowed for us to put up advertisement signs in customer’s front yards, and the one I’d had in my company truck had gone missing.

      “I need to order a couple more, so I’ll be sure to grab you a few.”

      “Thanks.”

      Wyatt ambled back the way he’d come, and I focused back on doing a good job to keep the positive reviews coming in for Lionel’s Landscaping. The busier Wyatt was, the more security I had.

      Even if the new management position didn’t come with another pay raise, the knowledge that my boss trusted me to represent his family business made me smile all damn day.

      When Grey got home later that night, he pulled up short, blinking at me where I stood in the kitchen, grinning like an idiot while making spaghetti.

      “Did you go out and get laid all on your own?” he asked, his voice raised in disbelief at my rare display of jolliness.

      “Wyatt’s offering me a management position—he landed that Sunrise Condo contract.”

      “Get the fuck out.” Grey set down his briefcase and shrugged off his suit coat. “That’s fucking awesome.”

      The previous twenty-four hours had been a roller coaster, diving into shit from the looks of the woman we’d shared, to chugging upward from the sight of coffee girl then cresting at the news from Wyatt.

      An hour later, my brain rushed back downhill over the news Grey watched on TV behind me while I finished up our dinner dishes.

      A young girl, barely legal, had filed charges of childhood rape—against a well-known TV evangelist.

      My stomach emptied right there on the floor, spaghetti, beer, and bile splattering over the marble tile.

      “Fuck!” Grey hopped off the couch, the TV shut down and the clicker tossed, clattering on the living room floor. “Sorry, Blaine—I didn’t change channels fast enough—fucking hell.”

      Another eruption gagged me, and I coughed, bent over with my hands on my knees.

      Memories slammed into my brain, and I shook, eyes wide and staring at the reddened mess I’d made so I wouldn’t focus on the images in my head.

      Grey laid his hand on my lower back, rubbing while offering me a wet paper towel. “Okay?”

      I nodded, swallowing hard against another heave. Grabbing the towel, I blinked and straightened. After a quick swipe of the damp cloth over my face, Grey spun me, pulling me against him.

      A shudder ripped through my body, and I sank into his embrace, my cheek on his shoulder, my arms limp at my sides.

      It wasn’t the first time Grey had held me upright and offered his strength when mine left me.

      “I’m so fucking sorry,” he murmured, his breath hot on my hair.

      “Not your fault.” My voice rasped from acid rawness.

      “Go hop in the shower. I’ll clean this up.”

      I pulled away, shaking my head, coolness sliding down over my front where his body had provided much-needed warmth. A deep yearning to take advantage of his heat swept through me, but I stayed steady. “No. I’ll do it.”

      The stench of vomit clung to my nose long after I scrubbed the floor, and it took a hot shower and a thorough scouring of my teeth to erase the effects of past memories.

      Fucking bottoming out in my head did me in every goddamn time.

      Weakness continued to plague my knees, and no matter how much I tried to focus on the present, my thoughts wandered to my sister.

      With dark hair and bright hazel-green eyes, she’d been a spitting image of our led-like-a-lamb mom—and in our leader’s sights when I’d left.

      At thirteen, she’d been a budding beauty, and our dad had pushed her into our leader’s focus whenever he’d been able to.

      I feared what had become of her, if she’d been soiled like I’d been. Used up and left a mere husk. Incapable of feeling good emotions for longer than fleeting moments.

      Guilt rose to choke me as I lay in bed, my eyes clenched tight. Leaving her behind hadn’t been easy, but if I had stayed at the compound, I would have rested six feet beneath the soil long before my time. I’d been near the point of suicide when Grey offered to take me away from the only home I’d known.

      Selfishly, I’d agreed.

      And not a day didn’t go by that I didn’t mourn the only family member I’d loved—and left.
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      By morning, the feel of Blaine in my arms had faded, and a scowl etched on my face. A near sleepless night made me bleary-eyed and grumpy as fuck. Longing to fix the shit of Blaine’s past had haunted me every minute, and the only conclusion I found was to do away with the cult once and for all.

      If the compound emptied, its leaders suffering for the hurt they’d caused dozens of people, then perhaps Blaine would gain emotional healing and be able to move on with his life.

      He’d told me enough of the nightmares he’d lived that if proven true would disband the sheep-like flock of followers from the man they looked upon as a god. And possibly put the asshole and his wife behind bars where they belonged.

      But how could I expose what went down behind the chain-link fence, especially knowing Blaine wouldn’t ever be able to take part in any court case brought against them? Merely hearing about a similar situation to what he’d endured had brought up his dinner the night before and left him weak.

      And I wouldn’t be able to hold him, be his strength, as he took the stand to help do away with the fuckers.

      Lips in a grim line, I settled back in my office’s chair the first minute I could spare from work and rang my father back home.

      “Greyson, my son.” His usual greeting revealed his grin, but my lips didn’t twitch.

      “Dad.” I sounded shorter than I’d intended.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, his tone flatlined by mine, all business.

      “What do you know about that compound back behind our vacation home?” I asked rather than answering.

      “The people keep to themselves and are well respected. Pious. They’re rarely seen in town. Why? Is something going on with Blaine?” Concern filled his voice as it always did whenever we spoke of the man he saw as a second son.

      I hadn’t ever told my dad about the full extent of abuse Blaine had endured at the compound, and I wasn’t about to uncover the truth of his hurtful past without permission. Ever since Mom’s accident, Dad and I had become wicked close, but I refused to reveal secrets that weren’t mine to share.

      I’d been a little kid lost without his mom, and Dad had the love of his life torn from his side. We’d clung to each other, but no matter how close or good our relationship, nothing could replace what we’d lost.

      Being ten years old and having to hear your dad sob while alone in his bed every night does shit to a kid’s brain. Makes you recognize insecurity and fear abandonment—even if it takes years to put a name to both.

      At least Dad fully understood my feelings for Blaine when I’d come out to him, and he’d agreed to keep my unrequited love to himself. It had been at Dad’s prompting for us to leave the East Coast where my love might feel safer and heal from the bit of trauma he’d known about.

      “He’ll be fine,” I stated, hoping like hell I spoke the truth. “Any chance you could get me the name and number of that detective you used a few years back? I’ve got shit that needs dug up and exposed for what it is.”

      “Anything for you and that boy of yours,” Dad stated quietly, his gruff voice an attempt to hide his generous spirit I’d inherited.

      As his only offspring and still seen as the golden child he’d always believed me to be, I knew Dad would give me whatever I asked for, same as always—same as I would do for those I cared about and loved. He might not have the nurturing heart of a mother, but he offered all he could.

      Same as me.

      I jotted down the information and promised to call him later with my findings.

      “Before you go…” He paused, a rare display of insecurity in his tone.

      My brow furrowed. “Yeah?” I asked when he didn’t continue.

      “Would you be averse to me dating again?”

      His words took a few seconds to compute in my head. Dad hadn’t shown interest in other women. Ever.

      Dad. Dating.

      A sweet exhale deflated my lungs, and I found myself grinning just as the clouds outside my office windows broke, allowing beams of sunshine to create rectangles of light on my office floor. “It’s about damn time. Seriously, Dad. I hate that you’ve been alone for the last nine years without me.”

      “It’s been good.” His tone sounded like a smile. “I’ve done a lot of healing, worked through my grief. Dahlia says I’ve made amazing steps toward living again.”

      Dahlia. His therapist—his person from what I’d figured out with how much he talked about her.

      “It took you long enough to realize she’s the one, Dad.”

      “She really is.” He sounded all dreamy like he gazed off into the sunset, imagining her in a white dress walking hand in hand with him on the beach.

      I scrubbed a hand down over my face. Fucking romantic sap. I tended to keep that part of me under lock and key since Blaine wouldn’t ever accept my loving words and dreams lavished on him.

      “You have my blessing,” I told Dad even though he hadn’t asked for it.

      “Thank you, Greyson.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you more,” he kidded back as always, and I hung up a few second later, my throat tight.

      I’d often wondered if he hadn’t dated since Mom’s passing because I would see it in a negative light. Sure, we’d lost the woman we’d both loved, but life continued, and I longed for him to be happy.

      Mom would, I didn’t doubt. Even at ten, I’d known she’d wanted the best for him—same as she had for me.

      Fuck, did I miss her soft smiles and kisses goodnight. The tender arms of unconditional love and affection I used to soak in.

      A deep yearning for nurturing slumbered inside my heart like I was still ten years old, but I couldn’t ask Blaine for it. It had been enough that I could give him just a taste what I yearned for.

      But the memories of Mom that my conversation with Dad had brought to the surface had me wishing for more. I realized how much I missed out on in life. Dad was moving on…did I have it in me to look as well?

      I blinked at the information I’d written down, pulling myself from grief that still made me wish things could be different between Blaine and me.

      Dan Higgins, PI, would give me something else to focus on. Lucky for me, he was in his office and had a few minutes to spare.

      Without naming Blaine, I went into some of what he’d experienced in the compound, explaining the punishment boxes and the whipping post in the village green he’d been tied to a few times.

      My free hand clenched my chair arm, and I had to force myself to relax. The cold coffee I’d been sipping didn’t do much to ease the tension in my guts that always cranked up when thinking or speaking about Blaine’s past.

      I also went into what Dad had said about the cult members but told Higgins it was a front for the sick shit the leader and his wife did all in the name of God.

      “Infiltrating the compound won’t be easy or cheap,” Higgins stated once I finished.

      “Money isn’t a concern,” I assured him, my stomach still in knots. Just the tales of what Blaine endured made me nauseated. I couldn’t imagine what he’d dealt with—enough he puked at the mere mention of religious sickos. “I just want—need—to expose the truth.”

      Higgins didn’t speak for a few seconds. “How far do you plan on taking this if the stories you’ve heard aren’t hearsay?”

      “As far as possible. I won’t rest until the lying assholes abusing innocents are behind bars. But there’s more.”

      “I’m listening.”

      I inhaled until it hurt, ready to reveal a secret Blaine didn’t speak of but I’d wondered over with the haunted look in his eye the night before after puking all over the kitchen floor. “There’s a young woman named Sarah Mitchell who lived at the compound as of nine years ago. Dark hair, hazel-green eyes. She would be around twenty-three now.”

      “Someone you know personally?”

      “Close enough.” I offered what I could about Blaine’s younger sister. “I’d like whatever news you can find on her first.”

      “My schedule doesn’t allow for much right now, but seeing as you’re a Scott, I’ll make the time.”

      After a brief overview of his charges, I promised to wire him the retainer fee, thankful as fuck for my surname and assets. Coming from money had its benefits even if it left me with a handful of true, honest friends. Dad and Blaine being the ones I sought out when I needed anything. I could count on the two of them to not bullshit or manipulate me.

      Once we hung up, I filled my lungs to bursting and slowly let it leak out in attempts to ease the tension in my shoulders.

      “You’re a broody bitch this morning.”

      I glared at my secretary who’d waltzed into my office without knocking. Another of the few I considered friends, Meryl knew she could get away with murder when others in my employ wouldn’t dream of speaking to me in such a way. Or entering without being invited.

      “Lucky for you,” she said, striding across my office, “I took an early break and stopped by Darlene’s.”

      My frown dissolved as Meryl set a box of donuts on my desk. “I fucking love you.” I all but groaned the words.

      “I know.”

      I popped open the box and shoved half a chocolate iced donut into my mouth. A groan did escape me.

      “Personal or business?” Meryl asked, perching her pert ass on the corner
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