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PART ONE


Chapter One

 


Vosges

Jade

It’s
almost the end of my shift, and the small diner
is quiet. I wait behind the counter as our former high school star
quarterback’s gaze flickers between the diner’s once-white display
above my head and me. When his three obnoxious friends settle
loudly at the largest table by the window I cleaned this morning, I
exhale slowly. Crap. They’re eating in.

I don’t like
him. I don’t think anyone does, nor
should, but Andy Macron is the very spoilt son of Vosges’ mayor. A
bully shark in a small fishbowl.

“Three
burgers with cheese fries, one onion
rings, and four chocolate milkshakes.”

His cocky
grin still in place, he turns toward one
of his friends whose thick fingers fly over the cell holding his
attention. Hey, Mo, wanna try a burger?”

Glancing over my shoulder, I grin
at Flo who leans against the wall of the narrow kitchen. She’s the
only other employee of the Star Diner. She’s also our very good
line cook and the manager of everything—except for the money
handling which she happily leaves to Bernie, the owner of the
L-shaped eatery.

Mo, the
brutishly large—or is it wide?—receiver shakes his head without
lifting his eyes from his
device.

The
tall, in-love-with-himself butthole scoffs as he
pivots back to me. “And a salad for the vegetarian pussy.” He says
the word with his usual entitled glee I’ve always found
detestable.

“What
dressing would you like?”

The
butthole everyone calls ‘Cute Andy’—God
knows why—braces his elbows on the beaten counter and flashes the
smile that won him the graces of Leah Donald, the head cheerleader,
as well as the biased affections of every teacher and
administrators at Vosges’ high school. He rakes his big hand
through the mop of his salon-sun kissed hair and shrugs.
“Whatever’s good.”

The
antiquated POS clangs open in the near
empty diner. “Twenty-one dollars ninety-three, please.”

He
winks, and his voice lowers. “Come on, Jane. I
don’t have my wallet with me. Maybe this can be on the house. What
do you say?”

First my name’s Jade and ... screw you?

When I lean over the counter,
his bulging gaze drops to my breasts pushing against the thin,
striped shirt Bernie insists on me wearing even though I’m the only
server here. The loud noise of the cash drawer I slam shut brings
back his weasel-like eyes to my face. “Then, I
guess you and your friends will have to go hungry.”

Andy’s face
turns red, his nostrils flare, and I can
almost hear his teeth grind before he stomps to his table with his
fists clenched by his sides—I presume to get money from his
friends.

Flo
grunts, and I turn to her. Watching the group of
jocks with narrowed eyes, she whispers, “Do you want me to stay?”
When I shake my head, she grins. “I’ll be back in an hour to help
you close. Will you be okay with the grill?”

“Yes, I’ll see you later.
“

She
removes her apron and puts one of the
flower-scented, rolled-up cigarettes in her mouth before stepping
toward the back door. As the heavy door jangles shut, Andy returns
to the counter wearing a cruel grin, and I roll my shoulders
back.

Maybe I should have asked Flo to stay.

He tosses a
couple of bills that land beside the cash
register. “Here.”

When I reach for the money, he
grabs my forearm and jerks it hard toward him, crushing my ribs
against the edge of the counter.

“Ow! What
are you d—?”

His ugly rictus is close enough
for me to smell the beer on his breath. “Not so brave now that your
friend’s gone.”

Gritting my
teeth at the pain radiating up my arm, I plant my
heels on the floor and pull my arm back. “Let
go, you psycho.” I speak loud enough for everyone in the diner to
hear, but like at school, his clique does nothing, and no-one
helps. When I angle my teary eyes back to Andy’s, he squeezes
harder.

“Who the fuck do you think you
are? You and your mother are fucking whores.”

I can’t
help the shame burning my face. I’ve
heard versions of these words so many times, and yet it still
hurts.

The bully’s
knuckles turn white around my forearm. I
scan the diner again, but the customers—including my ex tenth-grade
English teacher, Ms. Graves, who liked me until she met my mother,
Sylvia—are suddenly busy not looking at me.

My
skin chafes under Andy’s fingers. Pain shoots up
my shoulder. “Andy ... stop—”

I’m
about to call for Bernie when several things
happen at once.

The door of
the diner slams open. Someone big and
very fast is at the counter. The cash register whines. I stumble
back as Andy releases my arm.

A
huge hand clutches the quarterback’s throat from
behind. Then, Andy’s body takes flight in slow motion.

The
jock’s big body hits the linoleum in a thud that
makes me wince. He skids on his back across the floor all the way
to their table while his friends jump out of the way with their
cellphones raised high.

Unable to
look away, I pull my head in at the muted
crunch of his flailing limbs hitting chairs and tables.

On his
back, Andy braces himself on one hand
while he wraps his other around his throat.

When the
man stands over him and bends at the
waist, putting his face close to his, my arm-grabber whimpers. I’m
too far to hear what’s being said, but the defeated bully’s hair
flops wildly over his forehead as he nods several times.

The
stranger hauls Andy up by the collar of
his designer t-shirt—and wow—he dwarfs Andy.

His deep-brown hair contrasts
against the bottle green of his t-shirt that molds over his wide
shoulders and tapered waist. His jeans-covered strong legs are
braced apart as he shifts his attention to the three pallid boys
plastered into the front window who gawk at him.

I hope those are tears on Andy’s face.

The man’s
voice is low but somehow echoes
throughout the diner. “Take your pisshead friends and get the fuck
out of here.”

The
four of them including elephant-steps-Mo scatter
so fast, they tip over a chair that my rescuer picks up and slides
under the rectangle rickety table.

The
muscled back of the Andy-thrower shifts as he
pivots, and I hold my breath. His back is sexy, but his front
is oh-My-Lord. His
gait is fluid and powerful as he prowls to the counter, sending my
heartbeat into a frenzy.

“Are you all right?”

The
rolling rumble of his voice grazes my skin and
sets low in my belly. Up close, he’s... I exhale a trembling breath
and hook my eyes onto his incredible clear grey ones framed by
strong arched brows. He’s not pretty or even classically
handsome—too much strength in his angular jaw—but his lips are full
as if to soften the almost brutal masculinity emanating from him.
He’s gloriously beautiful.

My
body sways toward his, and I have to lock my
knees to stop myself from climbing over the counter to... I lick my
dry lips.

What’s wrong with me?

He opens his wide palm over the
counter. “Let me see.”

I eagerly place my wrist into
his warm hand and gasp at the heated shiver his touch triggers.

My savior yanks his hand from
underneath mine.

Did he feel it too?

Yes, he probably did because
his frown screams that he didn’t like it.

What man would want to touch
the daughter of the town’s whore with that much care?

As I steel myself against the
sudden flow of tears pressing behind my eyes, the door’s little
bell jingles. A stunning blonde woman dressed in tiny denim shorts
paired with a white tank top cocks her hip and crosses her tanned
arms under her generous breasts.

“Sax?”

My savior doesn’t move fast
enough for her liking because her tone sharpens. “Saxton, we’re
late.” She slides her sunglasses up and browses the diner with her
lips pinched in disgust. “This place’s a dump.”

When Ms. Graves cranes her
wrinkly neck up and humphs loudly, the blonde just stares at her
until the teacher hunches back over her half-eaten salad.

Without another word, my savior
strides out of the diner and opens the passenger door of his shiny
black truck for the nameless woman. Then he climbs behind the wheel
and drives away.

Saxton. His name’s Saxton.

****

Saxton

Breanne, my sister—humans would
call her my stepsister—lowers her sunglasses and turns to me. “What
was that, back there?”

I keep my eyes on the road.
“That little asswipe was hurting the girl.”

As I drive us back home, she
sighs.

“Seriously, Sax, why do you
even bother? Humans aren’t worth nor deserving of our time. Let
them kill each other. They’ll do us all a favor.”

I’ve heard this all my life,
and I’m usually of the same mind, but when I heard the girl’s
distress and saw that little asshole who was easily three times her
size hurting her, I had to act. When the fucker was down, I showed
him my wolf’s eyes until the stench of his fear filled my
nostrils.

Beneath the smell of grease
permeating the dingy diner, I honed in onto the heady scent of
honeysuckle radiating from the beautiful girl behind the counter.
When I got close, her scent sweetened with pheromones, and I got
hard. Which has never happened around a human.

As we drive past the town
limits, Bree shifts to face me.

“Sax, you’ve been gone for too
long. I’ve missed you, but more importantly, our pack missed you.
The other packs are sending more and more of their lieutenants to
challenge your father every year, and the Prestwood pack is gunning
for war over our territory. Samwell’s strong, but—”

“Bree, I don’t want to lead the
pack. I—”

She yanks her glasses off.
“Sax, this isn’t about you. Do you know how rare it is for an alpha
to birth another natural alpha and not force him out to build his
own pack? Sam wants you to take over. And I know you’re younger
than most alphas, but it’s your destiny.”

I clench my jaw. Being the
alpha’s son and a natural born alpha set me on a path I never had
control over.

Before I can answer, she says,
“It’s not the olden days anymore when the defeated alpha had to
die. But our pack is one of the richest ones, and unlike the two
southern packs, we’re not getting hunted down by humans because we
know not to mix with them. We’re tight, we’re strong, but one day,
one of those young power-hungry assholes will get the upper hand in
the dominance fight, and they will kill him because of who we are.
Or just to prove a point.”

Bree’s unfortunately right.
Without the destiny bullshit, it’s my duty to care for and preserve
my pack as well as our very existence as Weres.

She takes a deep breath. “I
don’t want to lose my family again.”

The plea in her voice and the
fear in her scent make me clench my fingers around the wheel.

“Mom and Carson are worried,”
she says.

Fuck. Carson, my
father’s beta, and Roselyn have always had a quiet dislike of each
other. Nothing was ever said, but there’s always been an
unwavering, veiled animosity between them. So, if both are
concerned, things are worse than I was led to believe when my
father called two weeks ago to demand my return.

Bree’s mother, Roselyn, the
woman my father mated after my mother died, came to us after her
whole pack, the Forrester pack, was massacred. Grant Forrester, the
alpha of the pack was Carson’s young brother who was mated to
Roselyn’s sister. At the time of the devastating attack, Carson,
who had been my father’s beta for years, vouched for the inclusion
of the only family he had left.

I glance at the she-wolf seated
beside me. When Rose and Bree came to live with us, she was a pup,
and I was in my late teenage years. She used to sit at the bottom
of the stairs of our old house and wait. I’d come back home and
find her half-asleep, clutching her teddy bear.

It took the wild teenager I was
a few weeks to understand she was acting out of fear, but when I
did, I made it a habit to reassure her I would be coming back.
She’s my baby sister, one of the only people I can fully trust, and
while I was in Europe, she was the only person I kept regularly in
touch with.

I veer into the driveway of our
family house. The imposing mansion with its twelve bedrooms doesn’t
exactly scream home, but it’s the only one I’ve known.

As soon as we climb out of the
car, a wolf approaches. My father wants to instigate a dominance
fight and has been relentless since I’ve returned home. But that’s
not his scent. I lift my chin at my best friend, Ris, as he rounds
the corner of the house.

“Hey, Sax,” he says, but his
eyes are on Bree. His tone is hungry as he greets her.
“Breanne.”

There’s a breathiness in my
sister’s voice. “Harris.”

She strolls past him, and I
chuckle silently when his gaze stays glued on the she-wolf’s ass
until she closes the door behind her. Even his wolf growls.

When I slap his shoulder, he
whips his head toward me. “Ris, just claim her already. You like
her; your folks like her.”

His shoulder bunches under my
hand. “Nah. She’s Luna material.” He rolls his shoulders back. “And
you know how Rose is.”

The whole pack does. My
father’s mate has made it very clear that her daughter deserves no
less than an alpha as a mate, which keeps most unmated males away
from Bree, and in turn, pisses my sister off to no end.

Falling in step with Harris, I
glance at my brother-in-arms. “If Bree’s—”

When both he and his wolf
snarl, I shake my head. “Understood. I’ll drop it.”

He dips his chin as we resume
our walk. “How was the tour of our territory? Not as exotic as the
Farina’s territory, but not bad, huh?” He leans in, which won’t
stop anyone within a twenty-meter earshot from hearing what he
says. “Heard you happily obliged to many of their women.”

No apologies there. I love a
hard fuck, and I love women who love fucking. “Let’s catch
rabbits.”

My best friend nods at our
childhood code for ‘I need to keep whatever I’m about to say from
the pack.

We morph into our wolves and
run toward the thick forest.

When we reach the river, we
head for the old oak tree with a cache at the base of its trunk and
dig out the change of clothes we stashed there. After we get
dressed, we walk upstream in silence for a few minutes. I can’t
sense anyone around, but I still pitch my voice low.

“I want you to look into
someone for me. She works at the Star Diner, and some fuckwit
attacked her earlier.”

Harris’s scowl matches the
anger bristling through me. There’s never any fucking reason to lay
a hand on a woman. Never. Whatever her species is.

“Are Prestwoods breaking our
laws?”

One of our sacred laws forbids
us to take human life unless we’re under direct attack. I shake my
head. “It was one of her own kind.”

His brows hit his hairline.
“Why the fuck do you care what humans do to each other? When I
clench my jaw, he sighs. “Was it in Mordsen or Vartan?”

“In Vosges, she—”

“That little shithole?”

My people haven’t changed.

Our pack territory expands over
two large counties, Vartan, and Mordsen, across which the largest
forest of the state runs through. Vosges is a little town—or a big
village, as my pack sees it. It’s a little stunted in time and
doesn’t have much to offer in terms of natural resources or
business opportunities, but it’s patched on the eastern border of
Mordsen making it, de facto, part of Cavendish territory.

I bury my hands in my pockets.
“Yes, the shithole that’s part of our territory.”

We resume our walk.

“What do you want with
her?”

Lick away the pain that little
turd inflicted on her. Then taste every inch of her soft skin until
she’s screaming my name.

“I just want to make sure she’s
okay.”

“Sax, you’ve had more lupine
pussy than I can count. You just decided to go human? You know how
your dad feels about fraternizing with them.”

I can almost taste the
honeysuckle.

“Will you do it?” When he nods,
I add, “She’s young, brunette, long curly hair.”

Golden eyes, round,
high tits, plump biteable lips, and the most mouth-watering
honeysuckle scent.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Jade

“Jadey-Jay, where’s my
money?”

I clench my fingers around the
plastic handle of the mop. Sylvia, my mother, calls me that when
she’s drunk or in the mood for a fight. One often leads to the
other, so I step away from her to finish sweeping the kitchenette
floor of our small apartment.

Keeping my head down, I wedge
the mop against the wall in the little gap by the stove. “Mom, I
don’t have any.”

Sylvia staggers toward the
corner of the square room and bends over the small side table I
found in a dumpster. When she snatches the overstretched backpack
containing everything I own, I curl my fingers into fists and wait
as she shakes the content of my bag on the floor: my bus pass, my
cell, my books, and some tissues.

“Filthy little liar,” she half
slurs half hisses.

There’s no point in fighting
with her when she’s like this. She pulls two twenty-dollar bills
hidden in my phone case that she brandishes in my face before
sliding it in the back pocket of her glued-on jeans.

In two steps, she’s in my face,
and I focus my gaze on the freckles on the tip of her nose she
hasn’t buried underneath her thick make-up. Her bright red lipstick
bleeds in the right corner of her lips. Her eyes are heavily
circled in black kohl, and her lashes have tripled in weight and
length.

She grabs my jaw so hard that
tears clog my throat. “Not even born and you were already a sneaky
little bitch.” Her grip tightens, and I dig my short nails in my
palms.

Here it goes again.

After having her periods for
the first four months, Sylvia realized too late she was pregnant,
and gave birth to me on her eighteenth birthday. So, unlike the
kids around me who treated that day like a second Christmas, I’ve
spent every birthday making myself as small as possible to avoid
the specific brand of rage she unleashes on that day.

She shoves me back, and I wince
as blood floods back to my face. “Whatever you own is mine. You
ungrateful little bitch, and while you’re under my roof—”

“Sylvia, I’ve been paying the
rent and bills for more than a year, so technically you’re
und—”

Whack. She slaps me.
Right across the face. My ears pop, and my cheek sets on fire while
pain wets my eyes. The woman has a mean right hook she loves
practicing on me. Always in the face.

But today, I won’t give her the
satisfaction of begging her to stop. With my eyes on hers, I tuck
my hair behind my ear and cross my arms on my chest. She leans in,
slightly taller than me in her heels, and I clench my jaw when the
stale wafts of tobacco on her breath hit my nose.

“You’re not better than me,
Jadey-Jay.”

Well, I’m not throwing myself
at married men because I’m so desperate to be loved I sleep with
whoever shows me a little attention.

As if she read my mind, she
inches closer until we’re nose to nose. “You wait and see. You’ll
meet someone who makes you wet, and you’ll fall for him. But
they’re all liars. They’ll take what they want and leave. Enjoy it
while your body looks like that.”

Something flits in her eyes.
Something that pulls me to her and tightens my chest.

“Mommy...”

She steps back and narrows
bloodshot eyes on mine. “You and me are the same. You’ll see.”

You and I, I
automatically correct—not out loud because I value my teeth—while
she teeters across the room. When the door shuts behind her, I rub
my face and kneel on the damp floor to pick up my things.

Just another Tuesday.

Half an hour later, as I step
off the bus, I readjust the weight of my backpack and look to the
clear blue sky. Exhaling Sylvia out of my mind, I stroll through
the soft ground of the small path. The quiet park at the edge of
town is my favorite place in the whole wide world. Tammy, my only
friend in high school, took me here the first time Sylvia hit
me.

I lost Tammy when Sylvia slept
with her dad. Her mom moved them out to San Diego or San
Francisco—I’m not sure anymore—but I kept coming here when I needed
to dream a little.

The whisper of the breeze
dancing through tree leaves and lush grass soothes me as I arrive
at my little haven. Clutching the straps of my bag tighter, I cross
the stone bridge over a small creek and smile at the majestic
Brewer’s willow. This is my secret place, my personal paradise.

Once under the heavy curtain of
its sheltering hanging leaves, I spread out my small blanket in the
little niche between the roots where the soil is flat. After
placing my water bottle and the apple I took from the diner on the
edge of the frayed coverlet, I set my back against the wide trunk
and open my book.

Much later, my cell buzzes.
It’s time to go. I pack up quickly and make my way back in time to
catch the last bus to Vosges. After dining on the other half of the
sandwich I had for lunch and a can of soup, I eventually fall
asleep on the mattress in my corner of the bedroom I share with my
mother.

The muffled sound of Sylvia
stumbling into the apartment wakes me up. and I reach for my phone.
It’s 3:21 AM. I rub my eyes to clear the fuzziness out of my brain.
“Sylvia?”

When I hear a crashing noise, I
sit up. She’s not alone. “Mom?”

Rushing into the lit main room,
I freeze.

My mother is on her knees, and
I stare at her forehead bumping on the stranger’s protruding
belly.

Bile churns in my stomach.
“M-mom?”

Without releasing the man’s
genitals, she twists her head toward me. Her lipstick has spilled
around her lips, and her smile looks demonic. “Jade, go back to
bed. Ted and I are nearly finished here—”

The fat man grunts. “That your
daughter? I’ll pay double if she—”

I slap my hand on my mouth and
run to the sink of the bathroom just in time to regurgitate my
dinner.

 



Chapter Three

 


Jade

Two weeks later, and fourteen
minutes late for my shift, I hurry through the perpetually dark
alley leading to the back door of the diner and pull my hair into a
ponytail. The smell of fried bacon welcomes me in the long, narrow
kitchen.

“Hey, Flo.”

Floralis is her full name. She
whispered it to me as one whispers a secret, three days after I
started working here. When I asked why everyone called her ‘Flo,’
she said one should only give their full name to the people they
love or are about to fight because names have power. It was a
little strange, but also really cool. Flo is beautiful, I mean
top-tier-supermodel type of beautiful, and the kindest woman I
know.

“Hi, sweetie.”

She lifts a thirty-pound bag of
potatoes in one hand and effortlessly places it into the sink.

Flo, the Amazon warrior.

I grin, still amazed at how she
manages to move so gracefully within the tiled wall and the cooking
area built a meter apart.

She grins back. “Bernie wants
to see you in the dungeon.”

Bern’s always been kind and
fair, but I can’t help my heartbeats from jogging.

He hates tardiness, but it’s
only the second time I’ve been late for work in three years.
So, what…?

Clamping on my swirling mind, I
tuck my uniform shirt in my jeans. “Why?”

“Don’t know, but get your tush
back here quick. I need some help before the after-school
crowd.”

She barely finishes her
sentence when Bernie’s accented voice fills the back of the diner.
“Is she here yet?”

Flo rolls her eyes, and I rush
toward his office.

After a short knock, I step
into the small room that looks more like a messy Ali Baba’s cave.
Behind his desk, there’re two tables heaving under boxes and
paperwork. Metal shelves full of jars of funny shaped pickles—I
think that’s what they are—dig into the little space left while red
linen tablecloths we never used hang on hooks attached to the
shelves. The space looks more crammed than last time I was
here.

Seated in the old black leather
chair which has been there forever, my slender boss peers over his
tortoise framed glasses with an expression that sends my heartbeat
into a frenzy.

What did Sylvia do?
Is gentle Bernie caving under the pressure the good citizens of
Vosges have been putting on him since he hired me when no one
would?

He sets his bony elbows on the
wooden desk in between the smaller mountains of stuff, and I step
closer. “Bern, I’m sorry I’m late. I had to—”

When Bernie lifts his palm up
and gets to his feet, I clasp my hands behind my back.

Please, don’t fire me.
Please...

He steps around the desk and
hands me a white sealed envelope.

My last paycheck?

“Here, kid.”

Something heavy inside it hits
its corner, and my heart races.

“It’s all yours if you still
want it,” he says.

I rip apart the piece of
stationary and cover my open mouth. It’s a key.

After finding Sylvia on her
knees that night, I asked Bernie if he’d rent me the small
apartment two blocks away from the diner he uses for storage. He
grunted a nonresponse, and it took me three days before I realized
he was too nice to say no to my face.

My lips move to thank him, but
the words get stuck in my closed off throat, so I grin at my
gruffly boss who’s always treated me with kindness when the rest of
Vosges’ elite regarded my mother and I as parasites.

Swiping off my tears with
trembling fingers, I inhale deeply. “Thank you, Bern. Thank you so
much.”

He nods and his thin lips
stretch into a smile. “I’ve cleaned the place out for you, but it
needs some painting. I talked to Todd at the hardware store. He’ll
give you a discount on whatever you need. You can have the place
for free until you leave for university.”

I clear my throat. “Bern, I can
pay rent.”

The best boss in the world
shakes his head. “No rent, just utilities. I don’t pay you much,
and even with a full scholarship, you’ll need every penny to make
it through. Life in the city is expensive.”

When my breath hitches, Bernie
sits back at his desk and waves his bony hand at me. “Go back to
work. The she-dragon needs you in the kitchen.”

Clutching my key tight against
my racing heart, I pinch my lips and nod. I don’t want to blabber
like an idiot and embarrass us both, so I exit the office.

The day is a blur, but I don’t
care. I even grin as I take the order from a group of cheerleaders
and jocks seated in the back booth.

No Andy. Not since the day
my savior gave him wings.

When my shift finally ends, I
race past the two blocks from the diner and stop before the narrow
black door of my castle.

With shaking hands and my heart
dancing hard, I unlock the first door and climb the seven steps to
the small abode. On top of the carpeted landing there’s another
door, this one a dirty yellow. After easing it open, I inspect the
emptied space, its grey walls, naked light bulb on the greyer
ceiling, and its hardwood floors. I graze my fingers on the small
counter, open the little fridge, and turn on the barely used
stove.

Everything’s
working.

I twirl with my arms spread
wide in the studio.

My place. Mine.

****

Over the next month, while
Sylvia has once again disappeared into her latest hook-up, I go to
class, work at the diner until closing, then rush to my apartment.
When I told her I was moving out, she just sneered. She didn’t ask
where, and I didn’t volunteer the information.

The sheer volume of work it
takes to paint walls is astounding. But Flo comes to help every
day. We paint the front door purple, the studio white, and splash
some bright red on the wall near the kitchenette to brighten up my
palace. We also treat the hardwood floors. Well, Flo does, because
I had no idea floors needed treatment. The main window is wide and
lets the light flood the room, while a smaller window in the other
corner is perfect to air out the smells of the cooking I’m not
planning to do.

I spend most of my savings on a
new mattress and the nicest bed linen I can afford.

Flo gives me a small couch she
never used while Bernie gifts me with a round bistro table and two
chairs he acquired from one of the companies hoping to turn
Bernie’s diner —their idea—into a franchise.

The end of May brings in the
tourist season, longer hours, and better tips. As a graduation
gift, Bernie gives me a bonus I spend on cheap but new essentials
for my studio: lots of vibrant colored cushions, a side table, a
dinner set, matching glassware, and metal cutlery.

****

It’s Friday, and the diner has
been exceptionally busy. After my shift, I wave goodbye to Flo and
Cam, the surly student Bernie hired to help in the kitchen.

“Night, see you tomorrow.”

The evening is warm, and my
tips were good. In the mood for ice cream, I make my way to the
convenience store. Standing with my nose right up against the
locked door, my sigh steams the dirty glass. Shoot, they’re
closed. Maybe tomorrow. I walk back to my studio… My
studio. I grin to myself, and I would whistle if I knew
how.

After a quick shower, I crack
open both windows of my tiny apartment, hoping the evening
temperatures will cool it down. Then, I go for a stroll to the town
center. Summer is my favorite season in Vosges, the town doubles
its population with new, smiling faces of families enjoying their
vacation. People who don’t know me nor my mother.

As I amble past the busy town’s
square, jeering noises loud enough to cover the din of the evening
passers-by spill out through the open windows of the only bar in
Vosges. When I peek through the window, my heart drops. Sylvia’s in
there.

Treading through the crowd, I
crab walk between bodies until I reach the pool tables at the back
of the stuffy bar. Sylvia has her back to me, and both her hands
clutched tight around a bearded man’s arm. He jerks his arm out,
sending her floundering backward.

I reach for her. “Sylvia—"

My mother’s teary face is
flushed as her red nails claw back into the man’s arm. “I love you.
Please don’t go—”

A small circle of onlookers has
formed around us while some patrons lean against the bar, fully
enjoying the spectacle that is my mother clinging to a man who
doesn’t want her. Again. I step back, dive my hands into my
pockets, and wait. The last time I tried to stop her, I sported a
black eye she bragged about for days.

The balding, middle-aged
stranger yanks his arm out of her grip and aims his repulsive
expression at me. “Take your fucking mom out of here.”

I’ve never met him, but I’m the
spitting image of my mother. We share an identical oval shaped
face, longish straight nose, wide mouth, and almond shaped
eyes—mine brown and hers a pale blue. I’m taller than her which I
guess came from the father I’ve never met.

For a second, I want to flee,
but my loyalty to her keeps me in this hellhole. I block my senses
and move into my bubble, the space in my mind I go into to not see
the stares, the mocking smiles, and the pity.

I grab Sylvia’s hand. “Sylvia,
let’s go.” When she bucks, I pull harder. “Mom, let’s go.”

Her arms swing out of my grasp,
and the move twists her top and exposes her breast.

Mom, please.

After yanking the material back
over her chest, I walk her out of the pub, ignoring the crude
whispers.

Once we’re out on the pavement,
I step away from her flailing fists and nails while she blames me
for her loneliness and her desperate need for company.

I’ve been in that dark and
punishing place she throws us both in too often. I wipe my tears
off while she spits insults in my face. I can’t save her, but the
little girl in me wants to beg for a hug and a little tenderness.
When she runs out of hurtful things to say, I slide my shoulder
under her arm and wrap my arm across her back while scanning the
streets for a taxi. Her place is too far, and I’m not taking her to
mine.

“Come on, Mom. Let’s get you
home.”

She trips and nearly drags me
in her fall before steadying herself.

“Do you need a ride?”

I whip my gaze to the black
truck as shivers course through me at the sound of Saxton’s
voice.

Great. Just great.

I dip my burning face. “No,
we’re okay, thank you.” I hoist Sylvia upright and half carry her
for a couple of meters before Saxton-the-glorious steps in front of
us. God, he moves fast.

“Let me help.”

Before I have time to reply, he
scoops my mother up like she weighs nothing and carries her to the
back seat of his truck.

Sylvia giggles and grips the
collar of his t-shirt as he places her on the seat. “Ooh, baby, you
and I could have a lot of fun.”

Oh God. Kill me. Kill me
now.

I fist my hands in my pockets
while heat engulfs my face.

His chuckle is low. “I’m good,
thanks.”

Was he in the bar? Did he see
her? Or me?

I stare at my feet while my
heart drums in my ears.

He tilts my chin up with gentle
fingers and I inhale sharply. “Get in. I’ll drive you home.”

After he opens the passenger
door for me, I settle in the comfortable cabin filled with the
smell of cheap perfume and alcohol. I push on the small button to
open the window and clasp my fingers in my lap. Within seconds, a
small snore rises from the backseat of the car, and I wince, but he
says nothing.

I should say something. I
should...

When he shifts toward me, I
hold my breath while my heartbeat speeds up.

“I’m Saxton. Sax. Nice to meet
you again.”

“S-sorry, I’m ... Jade, and
this is my m-mother, Sylvia.”

After giving him her address,
we ride in silence for a few minutes before I clear my throat. “Do
you live … around here?” When he glances at me, heat crawls up my
cheeks. “I mean, I’ve never seen you in Vosges before.”

I listen to his deep voice as
he tells me his family has been settled in the state for
generations, and that he’s just come back from Europe. But we
arrive at Sylvia’s apartment complex before I can ask more.

As I unbuckle my seatbelt, he
says, “Get the door, I’ll get her inside.”

“Okay.”

Saxton carries Sylvia to the
door while I rummage through my bag. After I unlatch the lock and
switch the light on, he sets a mumbling Sylvia on her feet.

In a burst of drunken energy,
she staggers to the couch where she passes out again.

Squeezing the door handle
tight, I put the door between us and lift my gaze to his.

“Thank you again, Saxton. This
was very kind of you.”

His expression makes the
butterflies in my belly do summersaults. “Will you be okay?”

Please, go. Please.

“Yes, we’ll be fine. Thanks
again. G’night.”

I close the door and sigh.
After pulling a blanket over my mother, I wash the pile of dirty
dishes in the sink before I settle in the plastic lounge chair set
near the window.

Will I ever see…? No.
After tonight, there’s no point in wondering about him. Who
would come near me after witnessing Sylvia being Sylvia?

I wrap my arms around my knees
and finally fall asleep.

The next morning, I empty my
wallet of all my tips on the coffee table and go catch my bus.

For the next week or so, every
time I hear the bell of the diner’s door, my heart beats faster. A
month passes, and eventually, I give up hope of seeing him
again.

I so should know better.

Bent over one of the booth
tables, I rub the cloth hard over the smooth surface.

 



Chapter Four

 


Saxton

“Son.”

Fuck. I clench my jaw as I stride
in the dining room. Him calling me son can only mean one thing. As
I settle across from my father, seated at the head the massive—even
to Weres standards—rectangle table, Samwell Cavendish leans
in.

“Sax, the pack needs a leader.”

My
wolf bristles at the challenge in his tone, but
before I can reply, Roselyn walks in, looking like she stepped out
of a magazine shoot.

She doesn’t
look a day over thirty even though she’s nearly three hundred human
years. It’s one of the benefits of our
nature—something to do with being able to morph and heal. We’re not
eternal, but once we reach adulthood, our aging process slows down
to a near standstill. And we can be killed but our life span
spreads over centuries.

“Good
morning, Sax,” she says and sits in my
father’s lap.

“Hey, Rose.”

Seconds
later, Rachel, the young she-wolf working
in the mansion’s kitchen, pushes a cart into the room. When she
sets a plate of bacon and waffles—Roselyn’s breakfast of
choice—before my father, he slides it to the empty seat adjacent to
his. My father’s mate pushes on her knees and settles beside him
while Rachel places a mug of coffee before me.

“What can I get you, Sax?”

Her
flirtatious smile and the pheromones she
flings my way are clearly offering more than breakfast. But after a
few too many overly dramatic break-ups, I steer clear of she-wolves
in my pack.

“I’m
good, Rachel, thanks.”

Bowing her
head slightly, she pivots to my father. “Alpha, can I get you anything else?”

After my
father’s slight shake of head, she turns
to Rose. “Roselyn?”

My father’s
mate glowers. “No.”

As Rachel
exits the room swiftly, Rose angles her
glare at my father. “I’m your mate. Pack members should address me
as such.”

Is that same old tired shit still going on?

Samwell’s
tone is firm. “Rose, I won’t demand they
call you Luna. It’s their prerogative, and theirs only.”

Roselyn’s
expression belies the quiet of her scent.
Her ability to conceal the scent of her emotions makes her an
oddity within the pack and amongst werewolves in general. Which is
probably why most of the pack is wary of her.

We don’t
trust what we can’t scent.

“Sam, I’m
the female alpha of the pack. It’s my
right—”

Samwell’s tone is hard. “Rosie,
it’s not a right, it’s a privilege. Has someone disrespected
you?”

When my father’s mate says no one
has, Samwell cuts his focus back to me, but Rose gets in first.
“Your father and I think it’s time for you to take the helm.
I—”

My appetite
lost, I get to my feet and watch my
father. “When’s good for you?”

As
the alpha steps to me, my wolf growls in warning
but no threat comes from him, so I unclench my fists as we stand
eye to eye. My father’s hand shoots out to take hold of the back of
my neck.

“Thank
you, Sax.”

This is
more sentiment than he’s ever displayed
toward me, and shock stuns me into place before I shift back.
“When?”

“Full moon
before Fall solstice.”

That’s three months from now. As
I make my way to the double doors, his tone is almost amused. “I
won’t make it easier on you just because you’re my son.”

No, he’ll probably
make it harder.

****

Jade

Today’s my birthday. The only
one that counts. I am, at last, legally free from the shackles of
my mother’s non-existent guardianship. As planned, I went to the
family clinic to ask for the pill because I won’t become Sylvia.
Yesterday, Bernie and Flo spoiled me with a chocolate cake and two
days off. I’ve been saving my tips and have enough for a shopping
spree to my favorite bookstore chain.

After a quick shower, I slip
into a tank top and flowy skirt I splurged on at Target when I
received my scholarship. Then I hurry to catch the bus to Mordsen,
the biggest neighboring town.

Once there, I treat myself to a
lovely chicken sandwich for lunch, as well as a trim at the
hairdresser who shows me how to turn my unruly ringlets into
sophisticated, soft curls.

Seated at the bus stop, I
stroke my bag full of books, already enjoying the titillation of
the first page of each of them.

 


“Going home?”

Snapping out of my reverie, I
gape for a few seconds at the black truck parked in front of the
bus shelter, and grin at Saxton. Happy birthday to me. It’s
as if for once, the universe likes me. I strut to his car with my
hands clutched around the heavy plastic bag containing my
treasure.

“Yes, the bus should be here
in....” I check my cell. “Six minutes.”

When he smiles, my heart
flutters. “Hop in. I’ll take you home.”

There’s no chance I’d refuse
him. “All right, thanks.”

I place my books on the back
seat and tuck the top of the plastic bag underneath them to secure
them before climbing on the passenger’s seat.

Being eighteen gives me
unsuspected courage, so I turn to him and fall into the stormy grey
of his eyes. “Hi, Saxton.”

“Hi, Jade.”

God, the way he says my
name...

He points his chin at my
bounty. “What’s in the bags?”

My voice is helium-pitched, but
I’m way too happy to care. “Books and stuff for my place.”

We drive through the light
traffic getting out of Mordsen in quasi silence. I lean back on the
seat and revel in the quiet beauty of the peaceful countryside.

“If you want some music, put on
any stations you’d like.”

“I’m okay with silence,” I say
to his profile.

The side glance he casts my way
makes me all shivery. “Yeah? How come?”

Because I grew up in chaos, so
silence feels like a luxury.

I shrug and clear my throat. “I
just like the quiet.”

When we pass the town sign
welcoming us to Vosges, he steers toward Sylvia’s address, and I
turn to him. “Take the third left after Main Street.”

He parks at the front of my
building, and I’m about to thank him when he places his arm on my
headrest and slants his handsome face close to mine.

His voice is low. “How old are
you, Jade?”

My heart somersaults and I
blink several times. “Uh... I’m... Sevent— eighteen.”

Lord, what a sexy
smile.

“Are you sure?”

Biting my lower lip, I nod.
“Today. My birthday’s today.”

Saxton’s gaze dips to my mouth,
and he leans closer as if…

Is he going to kiss me?

“Happy birthday, Jade.”

“Th-thank you.”

A little disappointed, I
unlatch the passenger door, and after grabbing my books, I wave
with a smile and walk to my door.

The next second, his breath
tickles my temple. “Jade—”

I jump. “How do you move so
fast?”

When he chuckles, I grin,
utterly pleased I created a reaction that makes him look even
sexier.

“You probably have plans
tonight, but I want to take you to dinner for your birthday.
When—?”

“I have no plans tonight.” I’m
too keen, but I don’t want to lose my chance at him.

More of his sexy side smile.
“I’ll pick you up at seven.”

Staring at his lips, I nod.
“I’ll be ready.”

His deep and somehow muted
grunt pulls me in closer, and I step into him until I crane my neck
up to keep his gaze.

“Jade, don’t look at me like
that.”

Heat swallows my face, and I
bow my head.

Idiot.

He curls his fingers under my
chin, and the light touch sends a shiver through me while his thumb
strokes the corner of my mouth. “You’re so damn beautiful.”

Everything inside me melts, and
I let out a shuddering breath.

No, you’re the beautiful
one.

His hand falls by his side.
“Seven.”

Yes.

I nod to his back as he strides
to his truck.

At 7:00 PM sharp, I check
myself in the mirror near the foot of my bed. I love the black,
bodycon, off shoulder dress Sylvia tossed at me one day grumbling
it was more suitable to me since I dressed like a nun. Feeling all
grown up, I fluff my hair and slide into the only pair of heels I
have. My mom didn’t give me much I’m proud of, except for lots of
fine hair, satiny, clear skin that barely needs makeup, and long
thick lashes. Mascara and lip-gloss are all I need. And all I
own.

At the knock, I yank the door
open and gape.

Saxton’s wide shoulders are
wrapped in a grey T-shirt and his long legs encased in dark blue
jeans. He looks… He’s big, powerful, and filling out the doorjamb.
He sets his eyes on me, and I lock my knees while the drum of my
heart deafens me.

He strokes my cheek with his
thumb. “Hi, Jade.”

“Hi, Saxton.”

When he steps back onto the
landing, I grin at him while I crush my cell between my sweaty
palms.

He grins back. “Ready?”

A few minutes later, we’re on
our way to the restaurant. In the car, my heart stammers as I
glance at his profile. I want a kiss. I want to kiss him. I want my
first kiss to be with him. As if he heard me, he takes my hand and
holds it on his muscled thigh, and I shiver.

“What are your plans after
summer?”

Still shaken by my reaction to
him, it takes me a couple of seconds before I tell him about my
dream of becoming a psychologist, and the part-time receptionist
job I secured a couple of months ago.

“What about you?”

“Nothing as exciting. I’ll be
taking over for my father.”

When his jaw clenches, I shift
closer. “You don’t want to?”

His tone sharpens, but there’s
a kind of sadness in his voice. “It’s not about me. My family needs
me, and my duty to them supersedes any personal want.”

I really don’t know what to say
to that, so I nestle back into my seat.

We drive the rest of the way in
a comfortable enough silence until he says, “We’re here.”

Saxton parks in the paved
driveway of a small mansion with a perfect lawn and elegantly lined
outdoor lights. Vaguely registering the smooth clap of the door on
Saxton’s side, I stare at the restaurant. Although I’m wearing the
best outfit I’ve ever owned, my clear skin and good hair will never
be anywhere near good enough for a place like this.

The cool wind on my frozen body
hauls part of my terrified brain to Saxton as he opens my door. I
unbuckle my seatbelt and step out of the car. When he takes my
hand, I focus on his fingers tightening on mine as we walk between
red velvet drapes cinched by golden ropes sheathing the
restaurant’s entrance.

The place is full of richly
dressed people. God, even the mayor is there—sans Andy—as well as a
few people I’ve seen on TV. The light from the modern chandelier
shimmers softly on the dark wooden floor as a woman who should be
on a catwalk approaches us. Her smile, directed solely at Saxton,
brightens up her already beautiful face.

“Sax, it’s been a while.
Welcome back.” She tilts her head to the side, looking past my
shoulders. “Is Breanne coming? She—?”

Saxton’s hand tightens around
mine while he turns toward her, and I hold my breath as the walls
seem to be closing in. I’m not the only one feeling it, because the
hostess-model-whatever pales and dips her chin before taking two
leather-covered menus.

A male voice calls out Saxton’s
name from inside the restaurant.

“Sax. Good to see you back,
man.”

The two men meet halfway in the
middle of the wide hallway and slap each other’s backs while two
other men approach him.

People seem to genuinely like
him.

While I wait slightly behind,
the hostess edges closer, and her voice is barely above a
whisper.

“Have you been here
before?”

I straighten my shoulders while
crushing my cell to death. “N-no. Never.”

The woman narrows her slanted
blue-ish eyes while her long, ebony, straight hair moves like silk
as she examines me from head to toe. She does contempt really well.
“Are you sure? Because your dress is the exact replica of the
uniforms which were stolen three years ago.”

She inches closer and points at
the dropped collar of the dress. “See? All our uniforms are
embroidered with the initials of the owners. ‘S.C.’ for Samwell and
Saxton Cavendish.” She turns her fingertip to the V-neck of her
red, fitted dress. “Right here.”

I grit my teeth as tears pool
behind my eyes. All my life, I’ve been keeping out of Vosges’
devouring gossip mill, but even I have heard of the Cavendishes,
the richest landowners in the state. So rich they have a helipad at
the back of their property.

My blood freezes as her
perfectly arched brow lifts.

“I don’t know where you … got
it from, but it sure is a bold choice to come here in a dress
bearing Sax’s initials.”

Buzzing cotton wool fills my
head while a cold shudder shakes my body. Sylvia stole the dress
from…?

I’ve been humiliated before.
But this … this is… Oh God.

Spinning around, I hurry toward
the door. The driveway is full of luxurious cars gleaming under the
fading daylight.

I need to get away from
here.

I check my cell and pull out
the fifty dollars—my last week’s tips minus my electricity
bill—stashed in my phone’s case.

Will that be enough for a taxi
back to Vosges? I don’t know where I am…

A strong hand curls around my
upper arm from behind, and I come face to face with Saxton’s
frown.

“Jade, what’s wrong?”

The words won’t come out, and
all I can do is shake my head.

His fingers wrap around my
nape. “What happened?”

My throat is clogged.

His eyes lock onto mine. “Jade,
I was gone for a minute, and when I turn back, you’re gone.” He
pulls me in closer. “Tell me what happened.”

“I want to go home. Please,
take me home.”

Saxton’s frown turns into a
scowl before he nods. “Let’s go.”

On the journey back, strangled
by the tight dress, I sit completely still. From time to time, I
can feel Saxton’s gaze on my heated face, but I keep staring
straight. When the car stops in front of my studio, I unbuckle my
seatbelt with shaking hands.

He curls gentle fingers under
my chin. “Jade, what happened back there?” His slightly calloused
thumb brushes my cheekbone. “Baby, talk to me.”

The tenderness of the
endearment thaws a bit of the sheet of ice paralyzing me, and I
take a deep breath. “You’re Saxton Cavendish. Your family owns a
helicopter.” It’s a stupid statement. I know it is, but it says
everything of the worlds separating us.

When he nods, I shift away from
his touch and press my back against the door. “And you know who I
am.”

Another nod. “I’ve asked around
about you—”

Sharp pain cuts through my
chest. “Oh, you did, uh? And what did people say about me?

“Jade—”

There’s a warning in his tone,
but I can’t stop myself. “Let me guess. The richest man in the
county wants a bit of fun, so he picks the daughter of the woman
who’s known for sleeping around. Like mother like daughter, right?”
I lean in. “What was the plan for tonight? You take me to the
expensive restaurant you own, and I would be so grateful that I’d
fellate you in your car or sleep with you?” Tears stream down my
cheeks, and I inch closer. “How much money were you planning to
leave on the side t—?”

“Enough.”

Although low, the force of his
voice lashes in my head while his blazing silver eyes set on
me.

He slants closer, and I hold my
breath. “I’ve wanted you since I saw that fuckwit grab your arm.
But, baby, you’re so young. I had to get away from you.”

Stunned into silence, I gawk at
him. Then, warmth spreads in my chest. “W-what?”

After raking his fingers
through his dark mane, he says, “Jade, I don’t want to pull you
into anything you don’t want or are not ready for, but I can’t
fucking stop thinking about you.”

He waited.

Which is more than any of the
men—the married men—of Vosges did before making sexual advances
when I was barely in my teens.

My heart smiles.

He waited for
me.

I edge closer. Why? How old are
you?”

He clenches his jaw. “Twenty …
six.”

A bubble of joy pops in my
voice. “Are you sure?”

Saxton’s lips twitch as he cups
my nape, and I drown into his eyes.

“Jade, make no mistake. I want
to fuck you until neither of us can move.” He pulls me closer, and
I grip his thigh while my heartbeat takes flight. “I want you.”

Again, he waits. For me. And
right there, I know. He’s going to matter. He already matters more
than anyone ever has. “Come upstairs with me.”

Once in my apartment, he
reaches in the pocket of his jeans and hands me a velvet box as we
sit on the couch. “Happy birthday, Jade.”

I beam at him. “Thank you.”

As I stare at the box, he
chuckles. “Open it.”

I do and… Oh my God. It’s a
thick silver bracelet with a flat, oval pendant dangling from the
clasp. “It’s beautiful,” I whisper as I graze trembling fingertips
on the piece of jewelry.

He lifts the bangle from its
case. “Let me.”

After Saxton clasps it around
my wrist, he kisses the back of my hand, the inside of my wrist,
and my palm, sending threads of heat all over my body. When he
catches my waist to sit me across his lap, I gasp while my hateful
dress rides high on my legs.

Every part of him is hard, and
my heart’s beating so fast I’m sure he can hear it.

His warm hand travels up my
back, slides under my hair to curl around my nape, and he grazes
his mouth on mine. My lips tingle, and I press my mouth against
his.

He touches the tip of his
tongue to my bottom lip. “Let me in, baby.”

At the growly command, I open
my mouth. The wet warmth of his tongue touches mine and ignites my
skin. Shivering, I loop my arms around his neck and lick at his
tongue. The kiss deepens and heats up, melting my body around
his.

He trails his open mouth down
the side of my throat, and I grip the hair on the back of his neck
to hold him to me. “Oh...”

The sound of Saxton’s groan
while he slides his hands under my dress turn my voice into a needy
whimper.

“Saxton...”

My whisper drowns in my
scattered breath. The slow glide of his fingers toward the juncture
of my thighs is... I roll my hips back and forth. I want more of
... everything. When his fingers finally reach the edge of my
cotton panties, he circles the pad of his thumb over the apex of my
sex.

“Fuck, baby. You’re
gorgeous.”

I open my eyes to find his on
my panties, and it’s so sexy, another shiver runs through me. He
kisses me and the strokes of his tongue pull at my nipples. Still
kissing me, he lies me on my back. His heavy penis pressing against
my sex makes me tremble. Breathless, I cup his face.

“Saxton. Wait … wait.”

As he slants back, I stammer.
“I’ve never.... This is my first time.”

His gaze hardens, and his jaw
clenches while his body goes rigid.

I shouldn’t have said
anything.

I swallow the lump in my throat
and grip the back of his neck. “I’m on the pill. And I want this. I
want you. I just wanted you to—”

I don’t get to finish my
sentence because in a seamless move, he gets to his feet with his
back to me. I jerk up, yank my dress down, and touch his back with
a shaking hand. “Saxton?”

When he pivots to face me, his
expression is hard.

“Thanks for telling me.” Before
I can think or say anything, he’s gone.

“Please, come back,” I beg the
door. “Please.”

The roar of his car leaving in
the quiet night pushes tears to my eyes, and I drop on my
couch.

Happy birthday to me.

 



Chapter Five

 


Saxton

A fucking virgin.

Untouched. Mine to take and to
pleasure.

Human.

I clench my fingers around the
wheel. She’s on the pill, but it would make no difference. Unless I
claim her, I won’t produce pups—perks of the alpha bloodline—and
certainly not with a human. Even one whose honeysuckle scent makes
me hard enough to pound nails.

After parking the truck in
front of one of the cabins the pack owns on the edge of our
territory, I morph. The pain and ecstasy as my bones crack and
reshape themselves last for a few seconds. My wolf whines, restless
to run off the electrifying tension coursing through us.

The wind whips around my body
as I speed through the forest. The smell of low bushes mingles with
the sweetness of berries, the earthy moss, and sap. Small preys
scurry away as soon as they sense the vibrations of my footsteps. I
won’t hunt tonight. I just need to run the honeysuckle off my
tongue.

A couple of hours later, after
morphing back, I wash the forest off my skin, and not bothering
with the lights, I step to the bay window and stare at the
forest.

A virgin.

Fuck no.

****

Jade

Bernie lowers his lanky frame
into the booth across from me while I twist the top of the ketchup
container. “Hey, kid. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything’s fine,
Bern.”

When he touches my hand, his
expression is concerned. So, I smile. “I’m okay. Pinky-swear.”

The sweet diner’s owner sits
back against the red leather. “On Friday, Vosges’ big wigs are
throwing their annual la-di-dah party at city hall. The maître D is
a friend of mine, and she needs serving staff. They pay three
hundred dollars for the day. Are you interested?”

The money will be welcome, and
maybe I’ll stop obsessing over Saxton for a few hours.
Saxton. My chest tightens, like every time I think of
him.

Bern taps the back of my hand
fisted around the cleaning cloth. “You don’t have to do it.
It’s—”

“Yes.” I clear my throat. “Yes,
I’m interested. Thanks, Bern. But what about the diner? I can’t
leave you and Flo—”

Bern pushes up to his feet and
winks. “We’ll manage. Go make some real money.”

****

Lining up with the other
servers, I roll my shoulders back as the mayor’s wife, a soft
spoken, immaculate woman stops before me.

We were asked to dress in
black, shirt and skirt for the girls and pants for the boys.

When her arched brows knit, I
hold my breath. “You look familiar.”

I’m about to reply when a man’s
voice booms in the vast kitchen. “Elaine, we need you at the front.
The flowers—”

As she exits the kitchen, I
exhale slowly. Saved by flowers.

The maître D claps her hands.
“All right, people. Here are your sections…”

Two hours later, I glide
between well-dressed guests who pretend to ignore the mini beef
Wellington that make me salivate. Once my tray is empty, I head
toward the kitchen and slow down as I cross through the wide
hallway, grateful for the AC.

“Jade.”

Saxton.

I wheel around, and my heart
thunders in my ears as he strides toward me. I smile, or at least I
try to, as he closes in, wrapping me in his woodsy cologne.
“Hi.”

His bass voice sheaths us.
“What are you doing here?”

“W-working. I’m working. What
are you doing here?”

His lips twitch, and he drives
his hands in the pockets of his black slacks. “I’m the guest of
honor.”

I roll my eyes. “Of course, you
are.” When his brow lifts, I grin. “You should try the mini beef
Wellington. They look really good.”

When he chuckles, the warm
sound makes me shiver. “Do you like them?”

My face heats up as I shrug.
“They’re for the guests only, but maybe there’ll be some left
over.”

He takes my hand, and the next
second, I’m running to keep up with his long steps. He stops so
abruptly that I crash into his side. The tray clatters on the
wooden floor of the stuffy room which looks like a library of
sorts. Saxton wraps his warm hand around my nape and pulls me up
flush against him.

Gripping his waist, I roll on
my toes. “Saxton…”

His lips descend on mine.

When his tongue sweeps over
mine in languid strokes, I curl my arms around his shoulders while
my body sets on fire. My lower belly throbs almost painfully while
my sex slickens.

I need more.

The kiss ends too soon. I touch
my mouth, dazed and shaking.

“W-what’s wrong?”

He cups my face and touches his
head to mine. “Baby, have mercy on me and go home.”

I don’t want to.

As he steps back, I fist his
shirt. “Saxton—”

“Where’s the new girl?” someone
bellows.

I turn toward the approaching
heavy steps coming at me, and when I pivot back, Saxton’s gone.
After picking up my tray from the floor, I return to the party
where I look for him everywhere, but he’s nowhere to be found.

At the end of the reception, I
thank the maître D as she hands me an envelope, then I run to catch
the last bus home. Once in my studio, I kick my shoes off, and
groan in relief.

****

Saxton

She’s home.

Standing in the street directly
across from her studio, I melt into the tourist crowd. My pack
won’t look for me here. I didn’t want her to get on that bus after
being on her feet for so long, but if I had driven her home, I
would have touched her.

When the delivery guy I sent
walks out of her building, before I can think, I’m at her front
door. I
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