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  Chapter one
The Empty Mansion


The Southern California sun poured across the infinity pool like warm honey, turning the water into a shimmering sheet of liquid gold. Lauren Grassley moved through her morning yoga flow on the teak deck. Her lithe body bent into a perfect downward dog. At thirty-eight, she still had the figure that turned heads at the country club, full heavy D-cup breasts straining her pale pink sports bra, a narrow waist flaring to generous hips, and an ass filling her matching leggings with lush inviting curves. Her long wavy blonde hair twisted up in a loose knot. A few strands clung to her sun-kissed neck from the light sheen of perspiration. 
She held the pose and felt the stretch in her hamstrings, the pull of toned muscle. From outside, it looked like paradise. The mansion sprawled behind her, eight thousand square feet of modern glass and stone that Anthony's commercial real estate empire had bought. Staff came and went. The garden stayed immaculate. The cars in the garage gleamed. Yet silence pressed against her skin like a second atmosphere.
This is supposed to be enough, she thought. She exhaled and flowed into warrior two. So why does it feel like I'm disappearing?
Anthony had left for the office before she woke. He always did. At fifty-five, he remained handsome in that silver-fox boardroom way, tall, distinguished, expensive suits tailored to hide the softening middle from the last decade. But the man who once couldn't keep his hands off her had become someone who treated her like another asset to maintain. Their sex life, if it could be called that, had dwindled to polite perfunctory encounters every few months. She emerged from them more frustrated than satisfied. He came, rolled over, and slept before she caught her breath.
Lauren finished her sequence and stood with hands on hips. She stared out at the Pacific glittering beyond the hills. The breeze carried faint scents of chlorine and bougainvillea. She peeled off her sports bra on the way inside. Her heavy breasts swayed free. The cool house air kissed her skin and tightened her nipples into rosy peaks. She tossed the bra onto a leather chaise and walked barefoot through the vast echoing living room.
The housekeeper had come and gone. Fresh flowers sat on the marble island. The chef's note detailed the dinner menu. Everything was perfect. Everything was empty.
In the master bathroom, she showered. Multiple jets pounded her shoulders and back. Her hands moved over her body with clinical efficiency at first, shampoo, conditioner, body wash. But as steam thickened, her touch lingered. She cupped one breast. Her thumb brushed the sensitive nipple. A sigh escaped her lips. It had been weeks since she'd felt real desire. Weeks since Anthony had looked at her like a woman, not a well-kept trophy.
She shut off the water and wrapped herself in a thick white towel. She padded into the bedroom. The king-sized bed felt ridiculously large for one person. Anthony was in San Francisco until tomorrow night. Again.
Lauren dropped the towel.
Naked, she stretched out across the cool duvet. The ceiling fan turned lazy circles above. Her green eyes drifted shut. For a long moment, she breathed and tried to ignore the ache low in her belly. It never went away anymore.
One hand trailed down her stomach. Fingers brushed the neat strip of blonde hair above her pussy. She was already slick. The realization flushed her cheeks with shame and hunger. I shouldn't need this so much. But she did. God, she did.
She parted her thighs. Cool air kissed her heated sex. Two fingers slid along her outer lips, spreading the wetness. A moan floated from her throat. She circled her clit with practiced strokes, light at first, then firmer. In her mind, she didn't picture Anthony. She never did anymore. The fantasies stayed vague, faceless, powerful. Strong hands gripped her hips. A hard insistent body pressed her down. The thick stretch of a cock that filled her, one that didn't finish in two minutes and leave her clenching around nothing.
Her breath hitched. She slid two fingers inside and curled them against that sensitive spot. Her back arched. Her other hand kneaded a breast and pinched the nipple hard. Sparks shot down to her core. The wet sounds of her fingers pumping grew louder in the quiet room. She imagined being taken from behind, breasts swinging, fingers tangled in her hair as they drove into her. Deep relentless strokes made her see stars.
"Oh, fuck," she whispered. Hips rolled to meet her hand. The fantasy sharpened. She pictured sweat-slick skin, powerful thighs slapping her ass, a low masculine groan of pure satisfaction. Her pussy clenched hard around her fingers. The orgasm built fast, coiling tight in her belly until it snapped.
Lauren came with a sharp cry. Thighs trembled. Toes curled into the duvet. Waves of pleasure rolled through her. But even as she rode them, the familiar hollow followed. It was good. It wasn't enough. Her body wanted more than her fingers could give. She wanted to be stretched. Claimed. Used until she couldn't think.
She lay there afterward, chest heaving, staring at the vaulted ceiling. Thirty-eight years old and masturbating alone in a ten-million-dollar house. The absurdity made her laugh, a bitter sound echoing off the walls.
By evening, she had composed herself. She wore a simple emerald-green sundress that hugged her curves and made her eyes pop. Her hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders. Anthony came through the door at seven-thirty, exhausted but pleased. Silver hair tousled, tie loosened.
"Smells good," he said, kissing her cheek. His blue eyes skipped the dress clinging to her breasts. "The new chef is working out."
They ate at the long dining table for twelve. Candlelight flickered between them. Lauren tried conversation, his trip, the charity gala she chaired next month, her restlessness.
Anthony speared grilled salmon. He gave the polite smile she despised. "Restless? Darling, most women would kill for your schedule. You have the club, yoga, committees. If you're bored, take up tennis. Or redecorate the guest wing."
She set her fork down. "It's not about keeping busy, Anthony. It's us. We barely touch anymore. When was the last time you looked at me?"
He sighed and checked his watch. "I look at you every day. You're beautiful. You know that." His tone stayed clipped, formal, like investor meetings. "I'm closing the Century City deal next week. Things will slow after. I promise."
Lauren wanted to scream. Instead, she sipped chilled Sauvignon Blanc. Silence stretched.
Anthony cleared his throat. "Speaking of the house, I've changed the pool service. The current crew's sloppy. New company sends one guy, young, strong, reliable. Starts in days. Cheaper than the team, better work. Keeps the estate sharp."
He said it casually, like lawn fertilizer. Something shifted in Lauren's chest, interest, curiosity, a faint electric spark. A young guy. Strong. She pushed the thought away.
"That's fine," she said.
His phone buzzed. He glanced at it, already elsewhere. "Big client in New York." He stood, kissed her head. "Don't wait up. I'll be in the study late."
And he was gone.
Lauren sat alone at the long table. Candle flames danced in the AC draft. She finished her wine in silence.
Later, twilight settled over the hills. She wandered to the second-floor balcony overlooking the backyard. Pool lights cast rippling turquoise across palm trees. Below, the old pool truck parked near the equipment shed. Two men in gray uniforms loaded gear, their last time. One slammed the tailgate. The other gave the mansion a regretful look before climbing in.
The engine rumbled. Red taillights flared. The truck rolled down the driveway and vanished through wrought-iron gates.
Lauren gripped the stone balustrade. Evening breeze lifted her hair. The mansion felt larger, quieter. The old crew gone. A new one coming.
A young guy, Anthony had said.
She stayed long after the lights vanished. She stared at the empty pool deck where someone new would work soon. Her pulse quickened at her throat. The wine, she told herself. Loneliness.
But turning back to the empty house, the ache stirred again, low, insistent, hungry.
The mansion had never felt so vast.
Or so full of possibility.






  
  Chapter two
First Sight of the Bull


Lauren stood at the tall window of the upstairs sitting room. Morning light warmed her bare shoulders. She wore a simple white linen sundress that clung to the swell of her D-cup breasts and skimmed the wide curve of her hips. The thin fabric revealed the faint outline of her nipples when the breeze shifted just right. She told herself she was checking the grounds, making sure the new service arrived on time. Nothing more. 
Her pulse betrayed her.
The black pickup rolled through the iron gates at exactly eight o’clock. It parked beside the pool equipment shed. The driver’s door opened. Lauren’s breath caught.
He stood taller than she’d expected, six-two at least, with a powerful build from real work, not gym mirrors. Dark wavy hair curled above his ears, still damp from a shower. Bronze skin stretched tight over broad shoulders and thick, corded arms. Reaching into the truck bed for his gear, he pulled his faded gray T-shirt taut across his back. It outlined every ridge and valley.
Jesus.
The word floated through her mind before she could stop it. Heat bloomed low in her belly, unwelcome. She pressed her thighs together. Her inner lips yielded against the lace of her panties. At thirty-eight, she had no business reacting like a schoolgirl to a man half her age. An electric spark tightened her nipples against the linen.
Marco Castana moved with confidence. He unloaded skimmers and chemical bottles like the mansion and its luxuries were his own. He paused to wipe his brow with his shirt’s hem. Lauren’s mouth went dry. A strip of taut, bronzed abdomen flashed in the sunlight. Muscle ridges vanished beneath his jeans’ waistband like an invitation.
She should step away. Instead, she stayed. She watched him survey the pool with a critical eye. He gripped the bottom of his T-shirt and peeled it off in one motion. A small sound escaped her throat.
His body was obscene in its perfection. Wide pectorals tapered to a narrow waist. Deep abdominal cuts flexed as he tossed the shirt into the truck. A thin trail of dark hair plunged into low-slung black swim trunks that clung to powerful thighs. Modest, yet unable to hide the heavy, promising bulge that shifted with his movements. Lauren’s fingers tightened on the windowsill. Her pussy throbbed, liquid.
He’s the new pool boy. That’s all. Anthony hired him. You’re a married woman.
The reminders felt paper-thin.
Marco dove into the deep end without hesitation. He surfaced with water streaming off his shoulders and skimmed the surface with strong strokes. Every motion revealed another angle. The flex of biceps, back muscles rippling on arm extension. Lauren’s breath quickened. She hadn’t felt this physical awareness of another person in years.
Before she could talk herself out of it, she went downstairs. The pitcher of fresh lemonade, tart and sweet with clinking ice, served as both hostess courtesy and flimsy excuse. She carried two glasses on a small tray, condensation beading.
The sun felt hotter on the pool deck. Marco climbed out and checked the filter housing. Water rivuleted down his chest. Up close, he overwhelmed. A faint scar crossed one eyebrow. His jaw could cut glass. Turning, his dark eyes locked on hers with stomach-fluttering intensity.
“Morning, ma’am.” His voice was smooth, accented. California English laced with Latin cadence. “You must be Mrs. Grassley. I’m Marco. The new service.”
He wiped his hand on his trunks before offering it. Lauren set the tray on the glass table and took it. His palm was warm, callused, dwarfing hers. The contact sparked straight between her legs.
“Lauren,” she corrected. “Please. We’re not formal here.”
His smile unfolded, knowing. “Lauren, then.”
She poured lemonade, hyperaware of her breasts shifting beneath the thin dress as she leaned forward. Handing him the glass, their fingers brushed. A touch lingering. His sun-hot skin met the glass’s cool shock. Her nipples stiffened against the white linen. Marco’s gaze flicked down, then back to her face.
“Thank you,” he said, voice lower. “Hot morning.”
“You work fast,” she replied. “The pool looks better already, and you’ve been here an hour. The old crew never got the water this clear.”
He drank long, throat working. A condensation drop fell onto his chest and slid between his abs. Lauren tracked it before catching herself.
“I like things clean,” Marco said. His eyes stayed steady
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