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      “You HAVE to go to this interview!”

      That’s what Vicki said to me over coffee yesterday. I’ve been looking for a job for almost two months now, totally unsuccessfully, of course, when she drops this in my lap.

      “It’s, like, the best opportunity,” she said. “I found it on Hacker News, so you know it’s legit.”

      I frowned at her. “Hacker News?”

      “Sure, it’s where all the cool people in tech hang out.”

      I didn’t question her at the time. I really wish I had, but hindsight is amazing and all that.

      It was the most bare bones job posting I’ve ever seen. She handed me a printed piece of paper with a basic description of the job, some requirements, and an address. Nothing else.

      All I had to do was show up.

      “It’ll be easy,” Vicki said. “You’ll love it.”

      “What’s the company?”

      “Who cares? It’s a job and it pays well. You should give it a shot.”

      I hate to admit it, but that’s all the convincing I needed.

      Now, as I walk up the stoop toward a weirdly abandoned-looking house, I wish I had done a little more digging.

      I bite my lip and glance down at the ad, just to make sure the address is right. Sure enough, I’m at the correct place, but…

      “This has to be a trap,” I mutter to myself.

      I quickly take in the ad one more time, trying to decide what to do.

      Up-and-coming tech firm seeks brilliant young minds.

      Tired of impossible tech jobs? Tired of getting rejected?

      We want you, the bright and downtrodden.

      We are looking for junior programmers, consultants, developers, web designers, and general staff. Pay ranges from $40k/year with benefits to $120k/year with benefits, depending on position and experience.

      Oh, and speaking of experience: little to no experience is preferred.

      That’s right. Little to no experience is preferred.

      Tired of entry-level jobs with required two years’ experience? Yeah, us, too.

      Come to 252 West Arch and apply in person today!

      That’s it, that’s the whole ad. It’s apparently a tech company that does… something… looking for people to do… everything.

      I sigh. This is so stupid. It has to be a freaking scam. As soon as I walk in there, I bet they’re going to ask if I’m ready to climb the ranks of Scientology or something. But still, I’m desperate. I got my two-year degree in computer science in order to find a real job… but that hasn’t gone well.

      I’m in debt from school and from years of struggling as an actress. I dropped out of college to move to LA and tried to make it happen… but now I’m twenty-eight with basically zero acting credits.

      My parents cut me off. I was barely making ends meet as a barista. I had to make a choice.

      Stay and struggle and probably have my whole life repossessed.

      Or move home and get it together.

      So here I am, back in Philadelphia, trying to get my life back on track.

      And I feel just as desperate as I did out there.

      I sigh and look at the door. There’s no sign, but there is a bell, an intercom, and a little camera in the corner.

      Whatever. I need a job. I might as well find out if it’s a scam or not.

      Who knows. Maybe I’ll get lucky.

      I hit the bell and wait. At first, nothing happens, and I’m almost relieved.

      But then a voice comes on through the intercom. It’s a young guy, surprisingly upbeat.

      “Hey there! Who’s this?”

      “Uh, hi, my name’s Carly Miller, I’m responding to an ad placed on, uh, Hacker News?”

      Short silence. I glance at the camera, fidgeting a little, until the guy comes back. “Awesome! Wait right there, I’ll come get you.”

      And more silence.

      Who says “awesome” in a professional setting? But then again, this isn’t exactly a traditional office.

      It looks more like a haunted house.

      The neighborhood isn’t bad, though. It’s in east Philly, near the river, a bit north of Old City. There’s really not much around here except some businesses across the street, a few boring houses, and a hipster bar that looks like it serves beer in fake human skulls.

      I definitely don’t want to drink beer from a skull, real or fake, so hopefully I won’t be involved with those weirdos.

      After another minute of nervous waiting, the door slowly creaks open. Seriously, it creaks, like straight out of Scooby Doo. If it weren’t two in the afternoon, I might just turn and leave.

      Instead of a creepy butler, a young guy in a polo shirt and skinny jeans pokes his head out. He’s wearing thick dark glasses, has tussled brown hair, and his smile seems incredibly earnest.

      “Hi there,” he says. “Carly, right?”

      “Yeah, nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Jeremy. I’ll take you in now, he’s not busy. Follow me, please.”

      I hesitate, but Jeremy seems harmless enough. Definitely not like a skull-drinker.

      I step inside and he shuts the door behind me.

      The house is surprisingly nice inside. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this.

      It’s all modern, totally refinished. The floors are shining, nearly polished, and entirely wood. Thick, expensive carpets are tastefully placed, dulling some of the echoes and creaking floorboards.

      I follow Jeremy to the back of the house. And it is actually a house, not an office at all. The kitchen looks unused, but modern and spacious. There’s a living room and a huge kitchen table with papers strewn all over, plus a laptop open to Gmail.

      Clearly, Jeremy’s workstation.

      “So, take a seat, Carly, he’ll be with you shortly. Can I get you something? Tea, water?”

      “Water would be great.” I hesitate and decide to sit at the far end of the table.

      Jeremy opens the refrigerator and I can’t help but notice that it’s entirely filled with Fiji water bottles. He grabs me one of those and brings it over. Once it’s in front of me, he sits back down and starts typing away on his laptop.

      I sit there for a second, taking in the totally bizarre and insane situation I’m in.

      I’m apparently here for a job interview with some guy. I don’t know what the job is, or what the company is, and I’m in someone’s actual house. Although their refrigerator is full of fancy waters instead of food. Meanwhile, this friendly nerdy guy is typing away like it’s all totally normal.

      I can’t stand it. I honestly can’t decide between running or screaming, so I land on somewhere in the middle.

      “Excuse me, Jeremy?”

      He looks up and blinks like he forgot I was there. “Yes?”

      “Where am I right now?”

      He looks confused. “Your job interview.”

      “No, I know,” I say, laughing uncomfortably, although he does seem to get the joke. “It’s just that, the ad was really vague. Is this an office, and uh… what company am I here for?”

      He leans back in his seat for a second. “Do you have the ad with you?” he asks.

      I nod and fish it out of my bag. I hand it to him and he skims it before groaning. “Freaking Avah,” he grumbles before handing it back. “I can see why you’re confused. I mean, Jesus, there’s no info on there at all.” He cocks his head at me. “Why are you even here?”

      “It doesn’t require experience, I need a job, and I just got a CS degree.” I shrug a little. “Took a chance.”

      He laughs softly. “Well, you’re in the right place, believe it or not.” He leans back in his chair. “You’re interviewing for a position at Bison.”

      I stare at Jeremy and I honestly don’t believe him at first.

      But I don’t have long to remain shocked. A bell rings from somewhere and Jeremy hops up.

      “He’s ready. Let’s go.”

      I get to my feet and follow Jeremy back to the center staircase. We head up to the third floor, skipping the second entirely. There’s only a single door at the very back up here.

      “A little advice, don’t mention that you didn’t know where you were interviewing,” Jeremy says.

      “I love Bison,” I whisper to him. “I mean, I use it all the time.”

      He grins at me. “Glad to hear it. Mr. King will see you now.”

      With that, Jeremy turns and walks away. He leaves me in front of a boring wooden door with a simple brass doorknob and a plaque that reads “OFFICE” across the upper center.

      I hesitate for a second, my heart beating fast.

      Mr. King.

      Bison.

      I know the man behind this door.

      We went to high school together, way back in the day. I heard he started Bison, which is a mobile payments app that’s heavily integrated with businesses, and I knew it was doing well, but I had no clue he was in Philadelphia.

      We weren’t close back then. I mean, I knew him from afar.

      Okay, I had a crush on him. Like, a massive crush.

      And now I really, really hate him.

      Like, with a passion.

      I hate him more than anyone else in my life. I’ve held this hate deep inside for a long time, watered it, let it grow and flourish.

      Now, he’s on the other side of this door.

      And I want to work for him.

      My hand hovers there for a second. My mind flashes back to that cocky asshole, that gorgeous, cocky bastard.

      This has to be a trap. I can feel it, deep down inside.

      This isn’t a coincidence.

      I should turn around. Run away. Go back to my normal life.

      Or I can turn the doorknob and step into a new world.

      His world.

      I clench my jaw. The weight of my debt suddenly makes me step forward.

      But the memory of his face makes me turn the knob and step inside.

      I look into an office. There are bookshelves on either wall and straight ahead is a large wooden desk. Sitting behind the desk is Davis.

      He smiles at me, cocks his head. I recognize that look.

      The scrutiny. The confidence.

      The door clicks shut behind me. I’m rooted in place. Davis’s face is handsome, gorgeous really, with perfect blue eyes, a striking jaw, thick hair, slim nose. He leans forward and I can tell he’s more muscular than I remembered, definitely older, more powerful.

      It’s Davis, but he’s all grown up.

      And now he’s even more gorgeous than I remembered.

      “Hello, Carly,” he says, his voice silky smooth. “Remember me?”

      I remember him. I remember hating him. I remember wanting him.

      I should’ve run away.
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      I stare at Carly Miller, the girl from my past, and I can’t stop smiling.

      She looks even better than I remember. Beautiful, thick blonde hair, slightly curly and shining in my dim office lights. She’s wearing a light blue blouse, top button undone, showing off just a hint of full, perky breasts. Her skirt is black and tight, showing off her hips and slim figure.

      God damn. Even better than I guessed.

      “I remember you,” she says softly. “How long’s it been, Davis?”

      I shrug. “Ten years?”

      “Yeah, something like that. I heard you were doing good.”

      I grin at her. “That’s one way of putting it. Take a seat, Carly.”

      She hesitates, lingers near the door. I can tell she’s wondering if she should come inside, come fully into my web.

      But I know she’s going to. Just like I knew she’d show up here when I had her friend Vicki hand her that job posting.

      Vicki doesn’t know that came from me, of course. But it all goes back to me, all to get the one girl that got away into my office for the most important meeting of my life.

      And of her life.

      She finally sits down, smoothing out her skirt, looking nervous. “So, uh, I’m here about a job,” she says.

      “I know. I’m glad you came. You look good.”

      Her eyes flash. I can’t tell if it’s anger or desire.

      “You do too,” she says, almost reluctantly.

      I smile a little. I know the effect I have on women, and I can tell she’s enjoying it right now.

      “How have you been?”

      “Fine,” she says. “I moved back to Philly a couple years ago.”

      “You were in LA, right? Following your dreams?”

      She looks a little uncomfortable. “Yep. So, uh, what’s this job about?”

      I lean back in my chair, looking at her closely.

      “It’s unconventional,” I admit.

      “I thought it was a developer position?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say softly. “I don’t know what they told you, but that’s not why you’re here.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Why am I here then?”

      I sigh and stretch a little. This part is… delicate.

      “Carly, did you know that I’m not American?”

      “I didn’t know that,” she admits. “Is that important?”

      “Very,” I say. “I’m actually Canadian, here on a work visa. For years, I haven’t had to worry about my status, given how successful I’ve been.”

      She frowns a little. “You think you’re going to be deported?”

      “It’s a very strong possibility,” I admit. “My old business partner has contacts in the Immigration Department, and he’s been aggressively pursuing that line of attack this last year.”

      She bites her lip. “Why would your former business partner try to get you deported?”

      “He stole my idea and started a company of his own,” I say simply. “And now he’s trying to get rid of me completely.”

      She watches me carefully for a second. “I don’t see what any of this has to do with me.”

      “Of course.” I stand up and pace around my desk, coming toward her. I catch her stare, her eyes roaming my body, lingering on my muscular arms and chest. “You see, Carly, I need a particular person with certain skills and a measure of plausibility. And you’re perfect.”

      “Okay, just come out with it,” she says. I can sense the impatience and annoyance on her lips.

      “I want to marry you.”

      She stares at me, eyes wide. For a second, I can see something there, something a lot like desire.

      But she quickly laughs, shaking her head. “Are you joking?”

      “Not at all.” I sit on the edge of my desk. “You’re an actress, so you can pretend to be my wife and pull it off. You know me from my past, so there’s some plausibility there, since we have a history. And you’re in the tech field, another connection that makes this feel more real.”

      She’s shaking her head, making a face. “No way, Davis. No way. You’re crazy.” She slowly stands up, and I stare at her body, at her breasts and hips. I want her to turn around just to give me a glimpse of that tight, firm ass I know she’s hiding under that skirt.

      Fucking hell. I know I made the right choice just looking at her.

      “This is nuts,” she says. “I have to go. I need a real job, not some… fantasy.”

      She turns toward the door. I should speak up, but…

      That fucking ass.

      As she gets to the door, I snap out of it. “I’ll make you rich,” I say. “I’ll pay off your debts and make you very, very rich.”

      She stops, hesitating. “Come on, Davis,” she says, laughing nervously.

      “Five million, plus your debt erased.”

      That gets her attention. She blinks, frowns slightly, turns back to me. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Five million. We’ll draw up a contract. It’ll be strictly confidential, due to the nature of our arrangement, but it’ll be binding.” I stand and step toward her. I get that flash again, half anger and half desire. “Think about it, Carly. You’ll never have to struggle or worry again. You can pursue anything you want anywhere you want. I’m offering you freedom.”

      She stares at me. “You’re offering me marriage.”

      “That too.” I grin a little, cock my head. “That wouldn’t be so bad. I could make that interesting, too.”

      She crosses her arms, pushing her breasts together. I can’t help but stare, brazen and open about it. I want her to know that I want her body and I’m not afraid to taste it.

      “You want me to commit a crime,” she says.

      I shrug. “I have lawyers, great lawyers. You’ll never get in trouble, but you also won’t get caught. You’re an actress, remember? We can craft a story, make it real.”

      She takes a breath, lets it out. “This is crazy.”

      “Six million,” I say, meeting her gaze.

      “Eight,” she whispers.

      I grin. “Done.”

      She shakes her head. I walk toward her, take her hand. She lets me steer her back to her chair and she slowly sinks down into it.

      “You’ll be my wife, and you’ll help me stay in the country legally,” I say softly as I kneel down in front of her.

      She stares at me like I’m insane. “Right,” she manages. “Your wife.”

      I reach into my pocket and take out the little box I had in there just for this moment. Heart pounding, I flip it open.

      “Consider this the down payment.” I take the ring and slip it onto her finger. Half a million dollars’ worth of diamonds glitter in the light.

      She can’t take her eyes off them.

      “It… fits.”

      “Of course it does,” I whisper, coming closer to her. I can smell her shampoo, the soap on her skin. I want to rip open her top, feel her breasts, shove open her legs, ravage her pussy. I’m throbbing with need for her body and I can barely hold myself back.

      But she turns her head away, biting her lip.

      “It’s too much,” she says, breaking the spell.

      I stand and go back to my seat behind the desk. “It’s perfect,” I say. “My wife wouldn’t get anything less. Now, we should discuss the details.”

      She manages to meet my gaze again. “Details?”

      “Right. We need to discuss how we met, how long we’ve been dating, all of that information.” I hesitate a moment. “Plus, we need to establish the rules.”

      “Rules?”

      I grin. “Right. How often do we kiss? Hold hands? Sleep in the same bed?” I lean toward her, eyes locked on hers. “Fuck?”

      She blinks and recoils. “We don’t fuck,” she says, a little too loudly.

      I laugh softly. I love her discomfort. “We don’t have to, but I think you’d be making a mistake if you took it off the table completely.”

      “No sex,” she says quickly. “No touching unless we’re in public and we have to pretend.”

      I sigh. “That’s not very fun.”

      “We’re keeping this professional.” She draws herself up, and I’m suddenly impressed. She looks fucking sexy when she’s getting down to business. “This is a business arrangement. It’s just a job for me. I’ll do what I have to do to make it work, but… nothing past that. Okay?”

      I sigh. I’m disappointed, but not surprised.

      And anyway, it’s not like this is going to stop me.

      “Fine,” I say.

      “Good.” She clears her throat. “As for the back story, you can come up with it.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “I was thinking you were a stripper and couldn’t control yourself when you felt my big, rock hard—”

      “Okay, maybe I should have some input.”

      I shrug. “If you want. But the part about how I lick your—”

      “Okay, okay, I get it. You’re a perv.”

      “Not a perv, just imaginative.”

      “Whatever. All you can do is stare at my chest and think about sleeping with your wife. I’m not an idiot.”

      I grin at her. “I know you aren’t. It’s why I chose you.” I lean toward her. “And I’m not trying to hide what I want to do with you.”

      She bites her lip. “Why are you doing this, Davis? I mean… why me?”

      “I told you. It makes sense.”

      “There are plenty of other women who could fill this role just as easily.”

      “But none that knew me when we were younger. You do remember, don’t you?”

      She glares at me. “I remember a young cocky asshole that I could barely stand.”

      I laugh softly. “And I remember a young, sexy woman that was too stuck-up for her own good.”

      She glares at me and all at once, I can see the old Carly.

      Headstrong, beautiful, smart. I fucked things up back then, ruined what I could’ve had with her, all because I didn’t understand what she felt for me. And when I finally realized it, there was no going back.

      “I remember your tongue in my best friend’s mouth,” she says softly. “And I remember you bragging to me about it for weeks.”

      I wince and look away.

      It’s true. I hooked up with her best friend at the time. I didn’t know Carly was into me, to be fair. We’d been friends for a while, ever since we both showed up for the first day of boarding school at the George School.

      It was instant friendship. And instant attraction. But she always acted like she was too cool for me, too cool for everyone. I was hanging out, kissing girls, having fun, and she was studying and watching films and memorizing monologues.

      Things were good, we were close. Up until I hooked up with her friend. And bragged about it.

      Our friendship died out pretty fast after that. I’ve always regretted the way I let that fizzle, and I never really understood it, either.

      I didn’t get why she gave a shit if I hooked up with her friend.

      Now though, now I have a second chance to get what I want.

      I just have to make her stop hating me first.

      “Yeah, well. We were kids.” I shrug a little. “What can I say, we all did stupid stuff.”

      She makes a face and looks away.

      I linger in that silence for a second before clearing my throat.

      “Okay. I’ll have my lawyer draw up the papers. You go over it, sign it, and then…” I trail off.

      She meets my gaze again. “And then we get married.” She looks down at the ring on her finger.

      “That’s right. You become my wife and then I make you rich as hell.”

      “Rich as hell,” she whispers. “No more debt.”

      “Freedom. That’s what I’m offering.”

      “Freedom,” she echoes.

      I grin at her, but as she looks away, I know what she’s thinking.

      My version of freedom looks a lot like a prison.

      I know that. I can’t pretend otherwise.

      But this is going to be the best prison imaginable, if only she can learn to get over herself and give herself over to me.
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      The next day is a blur of confusion.

      At exactly six in the morning, a huge stack of papers is delivered by courier. I answer the door of my little apartment on the third floor of a row home with a frown.

      “Carly?” the kid asks me.

      “Yeah?”

      He thrusts a stack of papers into my chest. “Enjoy,” he says as he speeds off down the hall, probably out to his next delivery.

      I stand there, dumbfounded, before dropping the papers on my kitchen table. A minute later, my phone rings.

      “Sign the end, initial every page,” Davis says to me.

      “How’d you get my number?”

      “It’s on your resume,” he says, laughing.

      “Oh. Right.”

      “The contract is airtight and it includes all of the provisions we spoke about yesterday.”

      The memory of the day before drifts back to me. Sitting in that room, negotiating a marriage with that gorgeous asshole…

      “Are you there?” he asks.

      “I’m here. It’s going to take a while.”

      “You have two hours. A car will be there by eight to bring you to my office.”

      “Where we met yesterday?”

      He laughs. “That was my Philly house. No, you’re coming to Bison’s office to meet my staff and to announce our engagement. Wear something sexy.”

      “To your office?” I ask, head spinning.

      “Okay, fine. Dress appropriately. But wear something sexy underneath.”

      I call him an asshole but he already hung up.

      I spend the next hour signing frantically to give myself enough time to get ready. It occurs to me that he wants me to speed through this, but I have to trust him, at least a little bit

      Not entirely though. Never entirely.

      Never again.

      I hesitate over one provision toward the end. The Signee pledges to do everything in her power to please the Party, including but not limited to, massaging, cooking, cleaning, other Wifely duties, listening, laughing, spending time, hugging, holding hands, and so forth.

      I sigh, but I sign.

      Over and over like that, I sign. Little clauses pop out to me, little things that make me think I’m making a huge mistake, but that number hovers in my mind: eight million dollars.

      And the ring on my finger. Five hundred thousand.

      A down payment for my services.

      I stare at the ring when I finish the last page with forty-five minutes to spare. I haven’t taken it off, even though it feels weird on my finger.

      I’m his fiancée. And this is my engagement ring.

      Fake. It’s all fake.

      I stand, shake my head, and take a shower, trying not to picture all the things that would please him as I let the water run down my naked body.
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      Bison’s main headquarters are right in the heart of Philly off Market Street, a few blocks away from Rittenhouse Square.

      It’s a beautiful building, glass and spacious. The security guy buzzes me in right away like he expected my arrival. I ride the elevator to the thirty-third floor, and as I step out, I’m greeted by Davis’s smirking face.

      I’m a little surprised to see him right here. He’s wearing a dark suit, slim fitting and perfect for his muscular proportions. He steps toward me and kisses my cheek.

      It takes all my willpower not to pull away.

      “Very good,” he whispers in my ear. “Remember. You’re mine now.”

      I smile when he pulls away even if I want to stab him in the face.

      “Ready, honey?” he asks me.

      “Ready,” I say.

      He takes my hand. The receptionist waves as we pass, and Davis introduces me on the fly.

      “Hi,” I manage to say before he whisks me into the back offices and in front of a huge crowd of people.

      They start cheering right away. I stare at them and only barely keep my jaw from hitting the floor. Davis raises my hand above my head, the one with the ring on it, like I’m a boxer and I just won a fight.

      He basks in the cheers and I keep a smile plastered on my face. The people are mostly young tech-looking types, which doesn’t surprise me one bit. It’s the kind of crowd I wish I were a part of.

      I guess I am now, at least in a way.

      The cheers eventually die down and Davis speaks up. “Okay, team, thanks for that amazing welcome. Everyone, this is Carly, my fiancée. She’s visiting the office today, so be nice. Try not to spread any bad rumors about me, okay?”

      He gets a laugh at that stupid joke and he beams at them like a motivational speaker on stage.

      “Now, get back to work.”

      I wave as they clap again and slowly disperse. We stay standing there in the entrance, watching them go, before Davis turns to me.

      He pulls me against him and kisses my cheek again. “So far, so good,” he whispers. “Don’t be so scared, though. You love me, remember.”

      “Right. We’re in love.” The words sound automatic, like a robot is saying them.

      He smirks, like he’s loving how this is driving me nuts, and leads me further into the office.

      I meet so many people I can barely keep track of them. Junior programmers, team leads, accountants, lawyers, marketers, sales people, all the positions you’d need for an enormous and successful company like Bison are represented.

      Davis seems to know them all by name. It’s actually amazing. He even points out a summer intern.

      “Leo!” he shouts, and the young kid with frizzy hair grins.

      “Sup, Davis.” He nods as Davis gives him a fist bump as we walk past.

      “Do you really know everyone?” I ask Davis.

      “Of course. They’re my people. I’m nothing without all of them.”

      I frown a little bit. That’s not the answer I expected. I figured it was a morale thing, or a weird business school power move, but I didn’t expect that level of humble self-awareness.

      “Come on,” he says. “My office is over there.”

      We stop in front of a big glass door with shades covering it. Davis pulls me inside, into one of the biggest office spaces I’ve ever seen.

      One half is a conference table complete with projector and screen. The other half has a couch, two chairs, a coffee table, a desk, a little bar in the corner, bookshelves, and filing cabinets.

      There are two people sitting at the conference table, their laptops and papers spread out around them. I recognize the first guy from my job interview.

      “Carly, you know Jeremy,” Davis says.

      “Hey again.” Jeremy grins at me.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “He’s my personal assistant. And that fine young lady is Avah.”

      I look over at Avah. She’s tall, dark-skinned, natural hair, wide eyes and full lips. I think she could be a model in another life.

      “Hey there,” she says.

      “Avah is my right-hand lady,” Davis says. “She’s the number two in the company.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      “They know about our arrangement,” Davis says, dispelling my curiosity.

      “Oh, okay,” I say.

      “And I think it’s fucking insane,” Avah says. “I told him not to do it, but hey, whatever. It’s his life, he can spend it in jail.”

      “Oh, right,” I say. “I can spend it there with him, I guess.”

      She winces. “Sorry.”

      I smile at her, shaking my head. “No big deal. He’s an asshole, but he pays well.”

      “He pays you?” she asks. “He just begs me to show up and I keep doing it.”

      I laugh as Davis rolls his eyes. “Okay, okay, I get it, I’m the worst.”

      Avah grins at me. “That’s right, and don’t you forget it.” She winks and heads over to her stuff, gathering it up. “I have a meeting with the update lead in a few minutes, Davis. When’s the ceremony?”

      He checks his watch. The word “ceremony” sticks in my skull like a catchy piece of music.

      “An hour. So make it quick. You’re my best man.”

      She blows him a kiss and leaves the room. Jeremy smiles at me. “Can I get you anything, Carly?”

      “No, thanks,” I mumble.

      “I’ll be right outside.” He gathers his stuff and follows Avah out.

      “His desk is right out there,” Davis says, walking over to a little wardrobe in the corner. He takes off his jacket and hangs it up.

      I can’t help but stare at his muscular arms.

      “Right,” I manage to say.

      He grins at me and sits down at his desk, gesturing for me to sit in one of the chairs. I obey, sinking down into the seat.

      I stare at him, head spinning. “I heard her say… ceremony,” I finally say.

      He nods, grinning huge. “That’s right.”

      “Like a… wedding ceremony?”

      “Bingo.”

      “Today?”

      “In an hour.”

      “Shit.”

      I lean back in my chair and he laughs.

      “That’s how every little boy dreams his future bride will react upon learning of her upcoming nuptial.” He gives me a mock swoon.

      I don’t have the energy to joke back. “I didn’t know it was happening today.”

      “It’s today,” he confirms. “No reason to wait. It was in the contract.”

      I glare at him. “That huge stack of papers it took me over an hour to breeze through?”

      “That’s the one.” He grins bigger.

      “You did that on purpose.”

      “Sure did.”

      “You asshole. What else did I sign away without realizing it?”

      “A lot,” he says, leaning toward me over the desk. “I think you’ll find most of it very, very stimulating.”

      I sit there, staring at him, trying to decide if I want to slap him, scream, or kiss him, when there’s a knock at the office door.

      “There she is,” he mutters. “Come in!”

      The door opens and a small woman walks in. She’s wearing a smart pant suit, violet-colored, with high heels that make her tiny frame look only marginally less tiny. Her hair is blonde and cut short and she’s holding a nice leather portfolio.

      “Elaine, meet Carly,” Davis says.

      I stand and shake the small woman’s hand. I realize that she’s probably in her fifties when I originally mistook her for twenty.

      “Pleasure,” she says. “Are you ready to get fitted?”

      “Fitted?” I look back at Davis in horror.

      “And hair and makeup,” he says. “You’re getting married, sweetie.”

      Instantly I snap back into my role. Clearly Elaine doesn’t know about the truth of this, so I’d better be careful.

      In fact, I’d better be careful at all times from now on.

      “Right, of course. You’re helping with that.”

      “Come this way, sweetie,” the small woman chirps. “You’ll make such a pretty bride, I swear, Davis sure knows how to pick ‘em. Long legs, great boobs…”

      She chatters away as I slowly follow her.

      I throw one final look back at Davis. He’s grinning his head off, his eyes on my ass, and a thrill runs through my chest.
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      I stand in front of the mirror and stare at myself.

      I’m wearing a freaking wedding dress.

      I barely recognize myself. I’ve been standing here for ten minutes now, staring at my reflection, while Elaine hovers around, fixing little things and nervously chatting away.

      As soon as we left Davis’s office, it was like going into a NASCAR pit crew or something. A bunch of stylists descended on me in this back room with a big mirror along one wall. They did my makeup, my hair, even painted my nails. And then, at the end of it all, they brought out my dress.

      It’s beautiful. I hate myself for admitting it, but it’s perfect.

      “He picked it out,” Elaine says absently as she plays with my train. “Pretty, right? He has very good taste, that Davis does. He’s very talented.”

      “He is,” I mumble, staring still.

      I find it hard to believe that Davis would pick something so… tasteful.

      It’s a simple dress with a scoop neckline that just barely shows a hint of my breasts, lacy long sleeves, a simple bust, and a wide lacy skirt. It’s elegant, simple, and timeless.

      “I tried to sell him on another one, but he insisted on this one,” Elaine says. “Set him back a hundred thousand dollars, but what’s that matter to a man like him? Oh, I’m sure you know all this already, dear.”

      I stare at myself, horror descending. One hundred thousand dollars. Five hundred thousand for the ring.

      I’m wearing six hundred thousand dollars.

      For a second, I want to scream.

      But I do look pretty. I really do. Actually, I look like someone else, like a fairy tale version of myself.

      It’s terrifying.

      There’s a knock at the door and Avah pokes her head in. “Ready?” she asks, and does a double take. “Wow. You look hot. But classy hot.”

      I smile at her and I feel some of the ice inside of me break. “Thanks.”

      “You okay?”

      I nod. “Fine.”

      She frowns and gives me a look that says, you can run away if you want, but I just smile again.

      “Really, I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Nerves are normal. Anyway, we’re getting started.”

      Elaine clears her throat and steps back. I have to tear myself away from the mirror.

      I plaster a smile on my face.

      “Let’s do it,” I say. “Let’s get married.”

      Avah smiles at me and steps fully into the room. I stare at her and for a second, I feel like the ugliest person ever. She’s wearing a gorgeous blue dress that follows her curves perfectly, stylish and chic, showing just enough of her breasts to be alluring but still on the right side of appropriate.

      She offers me her arm and I hesitate, but I take it. She’s taller than me, but it doesn’t matter. She’ll upstage me anyway.

      Not like it matters. This is a fake freaking wedding, after all.

      Although it’s legal. And as far as anyone else is concerned, it’s real.

      Avah leads me from the back room into the main office. It’s completely transformed now into an open space with chairs on either side. The staff is sitting in them and they cheer as I enter, standing up and grinning like mad.

      Avah walks me down the aisle. Davis is standing up front with Jeremy and a man I assume is a minister. He’s older, gray, round-faced, round glasses, kind smile. Avah leads me to my spot, deposits me across from Davis, and stands back behind me.

      “I thought she was your best man,” I whisper to him.

      “I decided to lend her to you for now,” he whispers back, grinning. “Well, actually, she made me. But still.”

      I smile and feel some part of me loosen up. Davis’s grin is genuine as he takes my hands and the minister begins.

      “Dearly beloved,” the minister begins, stops himself, then clears his throat. “Employees of Bison, we are gathered here to witness the union of Carly Miller with Davis King…”

      As the minister goes on, I stare into Davis’s eyes, keeping a smile plastered on my face.

      I keep drifting between confusion, revulsion, anger, and excitement. I don’t know what any of it means or why I’m putting myself through this, and then I meet Davis’s gaze again, his handsome eyes burning into mine, and I’m reminded what I’m here for.

      Money. Lots and lots of Money.

      And this man. My husband…

      “Do you, Carly, take this man as your husband, to have and to hold, until death do you part?”

      “I do,” I say softly.

      “And you, Davis, do you take this woman as your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, until death do you part?”

      “I do.” Davis smirks, eyes staring into mine.

      I’m marrying this man. Right here, right now, I’m marrying him for real. It’s insane and I can barely understand what’s happening. I mean, yesterday I was just another girl going on a job interview.

      Now I’m marrying a rich asshole to get him a green card.

      “By the power invested in me by the State of Pennsylvania, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      I don’t have time to think about this part. Davis comes at me, pulls me against him, and kisses me.

      The room goes wild. Clapping, cheering, hollering, like it’s the end of the Super Bowl and their team just won.

      It would be disorienting if I could hear any of it at all.

      As soon as his lips touch mine, I’m in a new world. It’s the same world as before, but in this world, I’m kissing Davis. I’m kissing the man I’ve hated for years, ever since he broke my heart. I’m kissing the one person I’ve always promised I’d never touch.

      And I really, really like it.

      That’s the worst part. It feels so good, like it’s the culmination of years of want and desire just flooding through me.

      It’s our first kiss, right here, at our wedding, in front of a room full of strangers.

      And just as soon as it starts, he pulls away. I stand by his side, flustered, as he grabs my hand and holds it up. The room cheers and we walk down the aisle together as music plays from somewhere. I’m totally overwhelmed again, flushed and blushing and breathing fast.

      I’m married. I’m seriously married.

      He leads me back to his office. He shuts the door, closing out the sound of the wedding. He pulls the blinds closed and suddenly it’s like none of that happened.

      “Good job,” he says to me casually, walking over to his wardrobe and taking off his jacket again.

      “Uh… thanks.”

      “Very convincing. Especially the part where you loved every second of that kiss.”

      I nearly gag. “Excuse me?”

      He pauses, looking surprised. “When I kissed you, you loved it.” He cocks his head. “Or you are actually a good actress.”

      “You asshole,” I say, anger flaring up again. “I didn’t enjoy that at all. You think I’d enjoy anything about this… this… ambush wedding?”

      He laughs and sits down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have time to fill you in on all the details.”

      “Did you pull this together overnight or something?”

      He grins, shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “How did you even make it happen? Seriously, Davis, what is with you?”

      I stalk toward him, cheeks hot, this time with rage.

      “Oh, come on, Carly. You know me.”

      “I do know you. I remember a spoiled, selfish asshole. You haven’t changed.”

      He laughs softly. “I’ve changed a lot. I can tell your temper hasn’t.”

      I glare at him. “Whatever. It’s done, we’re married. Happy?”

      “I am happy,” he says softly. “I think you are, too. Even though you don’t want to admit it.”

      “I’m happy I don’t have to go through that again.”

      He rolls his eyes and suddenly stands. “You’re telling me that if I kissed you, right here and now, you’d be upset?”

      “Absolutely. We’re not acting right now.”

      He comes around the desk, staring at me. “Liar.”

      “I’m not lying.” I step back as he comes closer, nearly stumbling over the train of my dress. I curse and he closes the distance between us, grabbing me and pulling me against him.

      I catch my breath and look up into his eyes.

      “Come on, Carly,” he says softly. “You loved that kiss. And besides, you’re my wife now. Why not enjoy it?”

      “There’s nothing to enjoy. Except the money you’ll pay me when this is over.”

      He grins at me. “Maybe,” he whispers, leaning closer. My heart flutters in my chest. “But I think you’d rather get another taste right this second.”

      We stay like that, suspended in the moment. There’s a voice in the back of my mind screaming at me, telling me to push him away, but I can barely hear that voice.

      Because the louder voice is begging me to kiss him again.

      I want to taste him, he’s right, and I hate it. I want to taste him so badly it almost hurts. He drives me absolutely wild, but he’s such a selfish asshole.

      We hang there, suspended in the moment.

      But the door opens, and Avah steps inside, breaking the moment. She looks at us, a little surprise in her eyes. Davis grins and steps away from me.

      “What do you think?” he asks Avah without any preamble.

      “It went well,” she says, ignoring what she just saw. My cheeks are bright red again, and I have to look away from them.

      “They expect we’ll go on our honeymoon now, right?” Davis asks.

      “Right,” she says. “Will you?”

      He shrugs. “We’ll move Carly into my place and go from there.”

      “Okay,” Avah says. “If you do go away, the jet is ready to take you anywhere—”

      “Hold on,” I say, interrupting. “Move into your place?”

      He cocks his head at me. “Of course. You think my wife is going to stay in her old apartment?”

      I frown. Obviously, I hadn’t thought of that, but of course it makes sense.

      “We’ll move you in starting tonight,” Avah says to me, smiling kindly. “I think you were already at his house yesterday?”

      I glance at Davis and nod. “I think so.”

      “Good. You’ll be comfortable there, don’t worry.” She glances at Davis. “He’s not all that bad, you know.”

      Davis laughs. “A ringing endorsement.”

      “For now, let’s get you changed again and head back to your apartment to pack, okay?”

      I nod at her, grateful for her kindness. She leads me back through the office, back into the changing room.

      As I put my old clothes on, I keep thinking about that ceremony and about the ring on my finger. Avah comes in and brings me the marriage license to sign, which I do without hesitation.

      I’m in this now. Might as well make it official.

      Once I’m done, Avah points at the dress. “That’s yours now,” she says.

      I pause. “Isn’t it crazy expensive?”

      She nods. “I’d sell it if I were you. Anyway, let’s go.”

      I grab the dress, not sure what I’m going to do with it. I follow Avah out the door and through a back hallway to the elevators.

      Back there, back in his office, my husband is working.

      My new husband. The man I hate.

      I don’t know how I got myself into this mess, but I won’t let him beat me. I’m going to earn that money and never, ever see that bastard again.
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      I get home late on the night of my wedding. After work, I stopped by one of my favorite bars with Jeremy and had some drinks, lamenting the life of a single man.

      “You’re not really married, you know,” he had said to me back at the bar.

      “For all intents and purposes, I definitely am,” I told him, and took a big sip of whisky.

      Now, back at my house, I can already see differences. Bags are piled in the foyer, keys I don’t recognize are in a bowl in the hallway. I can smell food in the kitchen, and the television is playing some reality TV show I haven’t seen since college.

      I don’t know why I’m doing this to myself. Well, I guess I do. I need to break Niko, and I’m willing to do anything to make that rat fuck pay.

      Still, marriage…

      I never pictured myself married.

      Being single suited me just fine. If I got lonely, I found someone to spend time with me. If I wanted to fuck, I picked up a girl and took her home.

      Being single was fun. It was satisfying.

      Now, though, I’m married. No more running around. I have to take this seriously or else risk getting both me and Carly thrown in jail. And I can’t do that to her.

      I sigh and grumble to myself as I walk down the hall and step into the kitchen.

      And spot Carly sitting on the couch, in front of the TV.

      She looks over at me. Her hair’s piled up in a messy bun on her head and she’s wearing a pair of tight black yoga pants, brown Ugg boots, and an old t-shirt. She’s not wearing makeup and she’s clutching a pillow in her lap.

      And she looks fucking beautiful.

      All at once, I understand why I did this. All at once, I realize why I wanted this so badly.

      Carly smiles at me, and I smile back.

      For a second, I forget she fucking hates my guts. I can pretend that we’re really married.

      Fucking Carly. Beautiful, fiery, sexy Carly.

      “What were you doing all night, asshole?”

      I’m brought back to reality pretty quickly.

      “Celebrating,” I say, leaning against the kitchen counter. “You?”

      “Hauling boxes.” She glares at me. “I notice that you weren’t around to help.”

      I shrug. “I assumed Avah hired some guys.”

      “She did.”

      “Then you’re all taken care of.”

      “Thanks, hubby.” She turns away from me, staring at the TV.

      I feel a sudden irrational jolt of anger. I storm into the living room and stand in front of the television. I cross my arms and glare at her until she pauses her show.

      “I understand you hate me,” I say softly. “But now that you’ve signed the contract and gone through with the ceremony, you’re all mine. You do understand that, don’t you?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m only yours to a point. Beyond that…”

      I smirk, cocking my head. “You have no clue what you signed away.”

      For a moment, uncertainty flashes across her expression. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Oh, but it does.” I step toward her. “Tomorrow, I want you to wear a very short dress. Make it borderline inappropriate.”

      She blinks. “Excuse me?”

      “Short dress. Tomorrow. I want to see your ass shake when you walk.”

      Her eyes go wide. “You can’t make me do that.”

      “Yes, I can.” I walk over to her and look down. “I definitely can.”

      She glares at me. “Don’t be a dick, Davis.”

      “I’m not joking.” I bend down and put one finger under her chin, tilting her face up toward me. She blinks and bites her lip. “Wear a short dress. I want to see you wearing it tomorrow morning when I come down for breakfast. Do you understand?”

      She says nothing, just gives me a hard stare. I smile and nod to myself before stepping away from her.

      I leave her there in the living room, smiling to myself.

      This is why I got married.

      Oh, yes, this is definitely why.

      Now I remember.

      Playing this game with Carly is going to be very, very fun. We’ll just have to see who breaks first.
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      I wake like a kid on Christmas morning.

      It’s a little past nine when I roll out of bed. I haven’t slept so soundly or so long in ages, but I feel refreshed as the sunlight streams in through my window.

      I brush my teeth and shower before getting dressed. I choose a simple pair of jeans and a button-down shirt. I pull on socks before padding down the steps.

      As I pass Carly’s room, I note that the door’s ajar. I peek my head in and find the space messy as hell, her bags half unpacked, clothes strewn all over.

      But the room’s empty. Her bathroom door stands open and empty as well.

      I smile to myself and head downstairs. I resist the urge to whistle a little tune as excitement flows through my body.

      I get halfway down the steps when the smell of cooking eggs, bacon, and coffee assaults me. I haven’t had breakfast cooked in this house… well, ever. I’ve always had it delivered. I’m grinning as I hit the bottom step and turn toward the kitchen.

      Carly’s standing in front of the stove, cooking something in the frying pan. I have to assume it’s eggs, based on the mess I see around her. Part of me wants to clean it up, but my eyes are instantly drawn to her body, and I forget all about the mess.

      A smile spreads across my face.

      The dress is short, tight, and black. It barely covers her ass, which is tight and round, just like I requested.

      “Good morning, dear,” I say.

      She turns to me. She’s wearing a little white apron and holding a spatula in her hand.

      “Good morning,” she says, almost chipper. “Hungry?”

      “Absolutely.” I frown a little bit, suddenly feeling suspicious. “Why are you cooking?”

      “What, I can’t cook for my husband?” She smiles sweetly at me.

      I cross my arms. “Did you poison it?”

      She laughs. “Can’t collect my money if I kill you.”

      “Maybe, although we are married now,” I point out.

      She hesitates a second and I think I can actually see her consider murdering me.

      Instead, she laughs. “Relax, Davis.” She looks over her shoulder. “I’m trying to play along, okay?”

      I relax a little bit. I walk over and step up right behind her. She hesitates, surprised, as I take her wrist and move the spatula away from the eggs. I take the pan off the heat and turn off the burner.

      She looks over her shoulder. “Thanks, they were done,” she murmurs.

      I grab her hips and pull her ass against my hard dick. She makes a sound, half surprised yelp, half moan. I smirk and pull her from the stove, backing her up against the island.

      She stares at me, biting her lip, as I pin her there.

      “What’s your game, Carly?” I whisper in her ear.

      “No game. Just playing my role.”

      I chuckle darkly. “I don’t believe you, sweetheart. You hate me. We both know it.”

      “I’m wearing the dress,” she says, and she actually blushes, although she sounds annoyed. “I’m cooking for you. I’m playing along. I just want this to go smoothly, okay?”

      I smirk, lips grazing her throat. “Smoothly, you say?” I grab her hips, hoist her up onto the counter. She gasps as I push her legs open. “Exactly how smoothly do you want it to go?”

      She bites her lips and grabs my hair. “Careful,” she says, but she doesn’t push me back.

      I push her legs open wider.

      She lets out this little noise. It’s half moan, half gasp. I bite my lip, my cock getting hard instantly, as she releases my hair and leans back, catching herself with her hands.

      I stare at her panties. Navy blue with white polka dots and a little bit of lace around the edges.

      She pushes her legs closed. “What are you doing?”

      “Testing something.”

      “Testing what?”

      I push her legs open again. She still doesn’t resist me.

      “You can tell a lot about what a woman’s thinking based on the underwear she chooses.”

      Carly bites her lip. “What do mine say?”

      I smirk and lean closer. I slowly slide my right hand up her thigh and press it against her pussy overtop of her panties. I can feel her heat radiating off, and slowly her wet pussy starts to drip through the thin cotton.

      “It says you’re lying to yourself,” I whisper in her ear.

      She doesn’t have time to say anything in response. I stoop down and push her skirt up, hiking it up around her hips. I grab her and pull her against my mouth, kissing her pussy with my tongue.

      She gasps, surprised. I lick the fabric, tasting cotton and pussy. It tastes fucking good as I reach up with one hand to pull her panties and slip them aside.

      Her pussy is pink and glistening wet. I can barely control myself. I want to fuck her, right here and now. I want to slide my cock deep, pump in and out of this incredible tight cunt, but it’s not time for that. She’s not ready.

      Instead, I’m going to taste her, and give her a taste of what I can make her feel.

      I lick her little pussy, smooth and clean, top to bottom. She lets out this little groan as I start to tongue her clit, rolling along it, tasting her delicious fucking juice.

      “God damn,” I croon, teasing her with my fingers. “Fucking perfect. You know how you taste?”

      “No,” she says, blinking.

      I lick her pussy then stand up and kiss her.

      She seems shocked at first, but quickly melts into it. I push my tongue along hers, letting her taste her own pussy.

      “That’s how you taste,” I say, dropping back down between her legs.

      “Shit,” she moans as I tongue her again, lapping her up, sucking and licking her clit. “I’ve never…”

      I slide two fingers deep inside. “Tasted yourself?”

      She nods, mouth open.

      I slide my fingers back out and clean them off with my tongue. “You’re delicious. You really are.”

      She bites her lip. “No way. You’re just being…”

      I slide my fingers inside of her again, and this time, I make her clean them off.

      She groans, sucking on my fingers. I tease her clit with my other hand and when she’s done, I decide not to play around anymore.

      I slide my fingers back inside, curling them to tease her, finding the spot that’ll drive her wild. I drop down to suck and lick her clit, tonguing her little spot, making her hips rock.

      This is only the beginning for her. She doesn’t know what she’s signed up for, but now she’s getting a taste.

      And I’m getting a taste of this delicious fucking pussy.

      I can barely control myself. It’s taking all my strength not to pull her off this counter, turn her around, and fuck her until she screams. I’d leave her in a puddle of her own cum when I finish with her.

      But not yet. So close, but not yet.

      I fuck her faster with my fingers. The sound of her moans reverberates through my ears. I fuck her deep, curling them, pressing against that spot. I lick her clit, sucking, eating, using teeth and tongue and lips, everything to drive her wild.

      She rolls her hips faster, grabbing my hair with one hand. I go with her, match her speed and intensity. I bury my fingers deep, pushing her further, sliding in and out. The moans keep me going, keep me fucking hard.

      “Oh, god, Davis,” she whispers. “You fucking asshole.”

      “That’s right, insult me,” I say, fucking her with my fingers nice and fast. “You want to come, don’t you?”

      Her eyes flash anger at me. “Yes,” she breathes.

      “Then tell me how much you love my mouth on your pussy.”

      “No way,” she says, eyes wide.

      “Say it, Carly.”

      “I love your…” She trails off.

      “Say it.”

      “I love your lips on my pussy. There, okay? Asshole.”

      I push my fingers deep, making her gasp. I kiss her, bite her lower lip. “You say you want to play along, but I think you’re not obeying me at all yet.”

      “I don’t have to obey anyone,” she says, teeth clenched.

      “I think you do.” I slide my fingers in and out. “Tell me you want me to get you off.”

      “Get me off.” Her hand grips my hair, pulling. “Get me off, you asshole.”

      I grin at her, bite her lip again. “Say please.”

      “Please,” she groans.

      I drop down between her legs and I give her what she wants.

      I lick her clit fast, sucking, tongue rolling. I fuck her with my fingers, pushing her, moving fast. Her hips roll and I keep my rhythm, matching her pace, and we move like that. It’s a dance, a fucking dance. I know she’s close, I can tell by the way her moans are completely unrestricted.

      Finally, it comes. The orgasm rips through her, a powerful wave that sweeps up every muscle in her body, makes her throw her head back, a smile on her lips.

      “That’s right,” I whisper, a thrill of desire running through me. “Come for your husband.”

      She groans and slowly the orgasm finishes. When she’s done, I step back, leaning against the stove. I clean her off my fingers while she watches.

      That was one of the sexiest fucking things I’ve ever seen. That orgasm was so intense, so incredible. She’s breathing heavily, staring at me with a mixture of desire, anger, lust, and hatred. It’s one of the most complicated things I’ve ever seen.

      And I love it. She pushes her panties back into position and slowly hops off the counter.

      “Your breakfast is ready,” she says as she walks out of the kitchen. “Enjoy, asshole.”

      I grin and watch her walk down the hall. Her ass sways just a little bit. She looks over her shoulder as she mounts the steps and, buried under the anger, I can see the desire still there.

      She walks upstairs and I smile to myself.

      Yeah, being married is going to be fucking fun.
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      Living with Davis is strange.

      I don’t know how to approach anything. None of this stuff is mine, and yet I live here. He’s my husband, and yet he’s not really.

      Not to mention I still hate him. And I’m far from trusting him.

      That moment in the kitchen was just a lapse. I baited him into it, practically. I knew what I was doing, wearing that dress, cooking breakfast for him. I was trying to test him, trying to mess with him.

      Really, that backfired on me hard.

      He leaves the house maybe a half hour after that little thing in the kitchen, whatever it was. I don’t ask where he’s going, and he doesn’t offer.

      I do get changed, though. I put on sweats and boring underwear.

      Because screw him.

      As I sit in front of the TV, I can feel myself buzzing still. That orgasm was amazing, I mean, one of the best orgasms of my entire freaking life. I’ve been with other guys of course, and they’ve even gotten me off a few times, but never, ever, ever like that.

      Never with such confidence. Never with such intensity.

      The way he looked at me, made me taste myself…

      He was controlling. He was teasing.

      And it was amazing.

      I try not to think about my husband. My fake asshole husband that I hate. The guy that hooked up with my best friend years ago and bragged about it to me, even though he knew that I was in love with him.

      The guy that broke my heart. And now he’s back to do it again.

      I sigh, shaking my head, trying to dispel the worry and regret.

      I’m here and this is happening. After a bit, we’ll get divorced, and I’ll get paid.

      Easy, no problem.

      It’s almost like I can start to believe my own bullshit as the day slowly slips past.

      I lose myself in more reality TV, trying not to think.

      I check the clock and it’s nearly noon when my phone starts to ring. I feel like a coma patient coming back to the world.

      I answer it. “Hello?”

      “Sweetie, did you get married?”

      I blink, surprised.

      It’s my mom.

      “Mom, hey,” I say.

      “I just read this thing online about you. My friend Jeannie sent it to me, and it says you married some rich guy named Davis? In his office? And your ring is worth a million dollars?”

      “Half a million,” I correct her.

      There’s silence on the other end.

      “Mom, I’m sorry,” I say. “It all happened so fast.”

      “So fast that you got married without telling me?”

      I can hear the hurt in her voice, and it almost breaks me. I almost tell her the truth, spill it all, admit everything.

      But then I remember I can’t. If I want this to work… it has to stay a secret.

      Otherwise, no money. Nothing.

      “I’m sorry,” I say stupidly.

      She clears her throat. “Well. Okay. Is he nice?”

      “Yes,” I lie. “He’s very nice. You’d like him.”

      “Your father and I want to meet him.”

      I bite my lip. “Where is dad?”

      “He’s… out,” she says.

      “Right. Of course he is.” I push the anger down. For once, I deserve my father’s silence.

      I have a complicated relationship with Richard Miller. We were close when I was younger, but as I got older and my interests diverged from his own, he started to… resent me.

      Strangely, impossibly. When I skipped college to go into acting, he was angry as hell. Yelled, screamed, threatened. My mother’s the only thing that kept him from really going over the line.

      They supported me for two years out in LA but I knew that wouldn’t last. He cut me off without warning, and hasn’t talked to me much since.

      I don’t hate him. I feel like I understand why he did it. I just wish he had been kinder to me.

      I just wish…

      Well.

      It doesn’t matter.

      What’s past is past.

      This marriage isn’t going to fix my dead relationship with my father. I can accept that.

      I just hope it doesn’t hurt my relationship with my mom.

      Mom sighs. “Listen, honey. He saw the article too and he wasn’t…”

      “He was disappointed. I know. I’m used to it.”

      Another short silence. “Honey, you have to understand. We’re a little confused. This happened so fast. You never even mentioned this guy.”

      I bite my lip. “We’ve known each other a long time. It happened fast but… it’s good.”

      “Are you happy?” she asks.

      “I am,” I say softly.

      “Okay,” she says. “I won’t pretend like I understand or approve, but what’s done is done.”

      “Thanks,” I say. That’s about as close to my mother congratulating me as I’ll ever get.

      “We’d like to meet him,” she says.

      “We?”

      “Your father, too.”

      “Really?”

      Short silence. I can hear her say something to someone nearby. “Yes, he does,” she says into the receiver. “When can we do it?”

      “Soon, I promise.”

      “Okay, good. I’ll call you again soon.”

      “Thanks, mom. I love you.”

      “Love you too, honey.”

      She hangs up the phone. Guilt threatens to crash over me.

      I sit there and stare at the TV. I don’t know what to think, but right now, my whole mind is a mess.

      My parents know about this. It’s real, and my mother… she’s disappointed. And my father wants to meet him, or at least my mother is going to force him to…

      The phone starts ringing again. I figure it’s Mom calling back with something she forgot to say.

      I answer it right away. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Carly.”

      I bite my lip almost instinctively. “What do you want?”

      Davis chuckles softly. “That’s not how you greet your husband.”

      I put a fake smile on my face. “Hey, sweetie pie,” I say, sweet as syrup.

      He laughs again. “That’s good. Listen, you need to come to the office.”

      I frown. “What for? I thought we were on our honeymoon.”

      “It’s delayed,” he says. “I need you here. A car’s on the way. Get dressed.”

      I clench my jaw. “Is this how it’s gonna be, you just ordering me around all the time?”

      “More or less.”

      I clench my jaw. “My mom just called me,” I say, changing the subject abruptly.

      He hesitates. “I’m not surprised.”

      “She was surprised. There’s some article about us? She knows details, Davis.”

      “Of course she does. We put out a press release along with some preliminary photos.”

      I stare at the wall for a second, digesting this. “And you didn’t warn me?” I say softly.

      “It’s all part of the deal,” he says.

      “My parents know. And they’re upset.”

      He hesitates again. This time, his voice is softer. Almost… apologetic.

      “What did you think would happen, Carly?”

      “I don’t know!” I explode. “I thought I could tell them before they found out on their own.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you wanted that.”

      “You never asked.”

      He sighs. “I can’t read your mind.”

      I grind my teeth for a second. “Fine. Okay. Whatever. They want to meet you.”

      “Fine,” he says. “We’ll make that happen. Actually, that’s good. It’ll add more realism to all this.”

      “It’s all about you, isn’t it?” I say softly. “Do you even care how this is affecting me?”

      “No,” he says. “You had a choice. You chose money and this deal. The car’s on the way.”

      “You asshole. You’ve always been a selfish prick.”

      “Get dressed,” he says, sounding tired. “I’ll see you soon.”

      He hangs up the phone before I can yell at him some more.

      I sit there, seething with rage.

      He doesn’t care about anyone but himself. He only thinks about what’s best for this situation, for getting through this and getting what he wants. That’s the only thing he ever thinks about.

      He doesn’t give a shit about me.

      I’m just a means to an end.

      I stand up, almost shaking with rage.

      But… he’s right about something.

      I chose this.

      I didn’t have to sign those papers. I didn’t have to take his deal.

      I didn’t have to kiss him. I didn’t have to let him get me off…

      His fingers graze my skin again. I shut my eyes and will them away.

      I open my eyes again and take in the unfamiliar house.

      He’s right. I chose this.

      That doesn’t mean he has to be a dick about it.

      Slowly, I start to move. I head upstairs. I get dressed.

      I play the game because that’s the game I chose to play.

      When the car comes, I get inside without a word, and it whisks me away.
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      After that phone call, I can’t stop thinking about what she said.

      “Do you think I’m selfish?”

      Avah looks up from the conference table on the other side of the office. She frowns a little. “She’s getting to you, huh?”

      “Just answer the question.”

      She leans back, considering. “Sometimes,” she says finally. “But everyone’s selfish sometimes.”

      “Carly seems to think it’s an intrinsic part of my personality.”

      “Carly was just thrown into a crazy new situation that she wasn’t prepared for and is lashing out,” Avah says.

      I grin a little. “You know just what to say.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Look, are you being selfish with her? Yes, a little bit. But she chose to sign on for this. Now, you’re both involved, and if you can’t make it happen… well, you’re both going to jail.”

      I nod once. “Right.”

      “So, no time for fucking around.”

      “No, no fucking around.”

      “Good. And seriously, don’t make me give you another pep talk, Davis. It’s not like you.”

      I laugh and shrug. “I guess she really is getting to me.”

      Avah rolls her eyes and gets back to work. I stare at my computer screen and all the emails I should probably respond to, but instead I just think about Carly.

      About her body, her hips. Her lips, her taste, her pussy, her voice as she came…

      Avah is right. I have to get it together for both our sakes. I can’t afford to be weak right now.

      But I also can’t help myself. I want Carly, pretty fucking badly. I need to figure out how to deal with her and with myself before this all gets fucked up.

      Carly shows up, just like I knew she would. She’s wearing a tight pair of jeans and an old sweatshirt. Her hair is piled on top of her head, but at least she’s wearing makeup.

      “You summoned me, husband?” she says, coming into my office. Her tone has a hint of anger to it.

      Avah stands up. “Actually, that was me.”

      Carly hesitates and I grin at her. “It’s not always my fault,” I say.

      She shrugs at me and looks to Avah. “What’s up?”

      “Well, you heard about the press release. We want to do some more media stuff, but we need more pictures.”

      “Ah,” Carly says.

      “Feel up for it?”

      Carly glances at me. “Sure. Is he going to be involved?”

      “Not for all of it,” I tell her. “Lucky girl.”

      She ignores me.

      “He’ll join you later on,” Avah says.

      “Okay then. Let’s get it over with.”

      “Great. Come on, this way.” Avah moves past her and the two girls leave my office. Carly doesn’t even look back in my direction.

      I sigh and reply to a couple emails. I have to actively resist the fact that Carly is doing a photoshoot maybe fifty feet away.

      But of course, I can’t resist that for long.

      Sooner than I expected, I end up climbing to my feet and walking out into the hallway. I practically sneak toward the back room where they’re taking pictures, my heart beating fast, not sure what I’m about to see.

      Someone greets me, but I ignore him. I stop at the door ahead and crack it open, peering into the space.

      It’s where Carly got dressed yesterday morning for our wedding. Today though, it’s filled with lights and several people. I spot Avah right away, and the photographer.

      And Carly, dressed in a short skirt, smiling, an umbrella in her hands.

      I have no clue why she has an umbrella, but I don’t care. I can’t even look at it. I take almost a minute before I can comprehend the scene.

      Carly is posing for pictures, smiling, moving, her hips sashaying, her lips full and perfect. She looks gorgeous, absurdly gorgeous, like they took her inner perfection and made it manifest on the outside.

      No, that’s too poetic. Fuck poetry. In this moment, I’m not feeling poetry.

      I’m feeling lust. I’m feeling fucking. I’m feeling hard as goddamn hell.

      She looks hot. Holy shit, she looks amazing.

      I sneak in the back, unable to help myself. Nobody notices me at first. The photographer instructs Carly and she does as he asks.

      I stand next to Avah. She glances at me, but doesn’t look surprised. “She’s done this before,” she whispers.

      “How can you tell?”

      “She has an ease in front of the camera. Like it’s not weird for her at all.”

      “I can see that.”

      Avah grins at me. “Keep calm, soldier.”

      I glare at her. “I’m calm.”

      “She looks good, I know.”

      “I said, I’m calm.”

      She shrugs, still grinning, and shuts up.

      We go back to watching. Carly doesn’t notice me. She doesn’t seem to notice anyone. They take away the umbrella, they change her top, they put her in pants, they put her in pearls. The whole time she’s focused, intent on the photographer, following his every command.

      And everyone is staring at her. Nobody cares about anything else. It’s all her.

      I can’t tear my eyes away. I watch for a half hour, one picture after the next, over and over again. Carly doesn’t indicate that she notices me, and I don’t want to break the spell.

      “What’s this for anyway?” I ask Avah after a while.

      “Story in People Magazine,” she mumbles.

      “Seriously?”

      She nods. “I’m that good.”

      I snort, but don’t argue. She’s definitely that good.

      More pictures, more poses. Eventually, the photographer steps away and everyone takes a break.

      Finally, Carly notices me. It’s like she’s waking from a dream as she drifts over.

      “What do you think?” she asks, eyes locked on mine.

      “I think you looked good,” I say.

      She smiles, and I’m surprised that it’s genuine. “Thanks.”

      We watch each other carefully. Avah looks between us and sighs.

      “We need you both in ten,” she says, and drifts away.

      I step toward Carly. “Did you do some modeling out in LA?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m just not camera shy. Can’t be when you’re trying to be an actress.”

      I nod slowly. “I can get that.” The room’s emptying around us, people drifting out to take their break. We’re left alone, facing each other like enemy combatants.

      She smiles sweetly at me. “I didn’t think you’d care enough to come watch.”

      I smirk in reply. “No way I could resist.”

      “Please. You’re a big, important CEO. You don’t have time for photoshoots.”

      “I have time for you, little wife.” I step toward her. She doesn’t move.

      She’s wearing jeans and a flowing white top, unbuttoned just enough to show off her breasts. I can’t help but stare at her chest, picturing her full breasts in my hands as she rides my hard cock, sweating and moaning, back arching, ready to—

      “What?” she asks. “You’re staring at me.”

      I take a breath. “I can’t help it.”

      “Try harder.”

      “No. I keep thinking about this morning.” I step closer to her. She blinks as I place my thumb on her chin, sliding it up to touch her bottom lip.

      “You should forget about that.”

      “You said you wanted to play along,” I say softly. “You want to play the part. Do you even know what the part is?”

      “Your wife,” she whispers.

      “My obedient wife,” I correct. “My meek, obedient wife.”

      She snorts, shakes my thumb away. “I’m not meek.”

      I step closer, taking her by the hair. She gasps as my lips graze hers on the way to whisper in her ear. “But you do obey.”

      “Davis,” she groans.

      I kiss her, deep and slow. I can’t help myself. Watching her model has my blood up, ringing in my ears, desire rushing through me.

      I love her kiss, her taste, her tongue. It’s a fresh meadow, a spring morning, a mist on the skin during a hike. It’s fresh and good and everything I’ve been missing from my life, all wrapped up into one.

      I pull back and she stares at me, blinking, dazed.

      I tighten my grip on her hair. “I need you to do something for me,” I say softly.

      “What?” she whispers.

      “I want you to prove how much you want to play your part, Carly.”

      “How?”

      “Get down on your knees.”

      She bites her lip. “Right here?”

      I kiss her softly. “Obey me, Carly. Do you want to be rich? Do you want to feel good?”

      She hesitates before sinking to her knees. I’m so fucking hard I can barely stand it.

      I don’t need to tell her what else to do. She reaches forward on her own, unbuckles my belt, tugs down my slacks. She stares up into my eyes, her expression mingled with desire and anger, like before.

      I love it. I fucking love it.

      She pulls down my boxer briefs and I catch a surprised glint in her eyes when she takes my big cock in her hands. I’m thick and long, bigger than I bet she’s ever seen.

      She takes me into her mouth after a few tentative strokes. I let out a soft, satisfied groan.

      “Don’t be shy,” I whisper. “You want to be a good wife, don’t you?”

      She takes me deeper into her mouth. I groan, grab her hair tight.

      “Anyone could walk in right now, Carly,” I tell her as she starts to suck me faster. She can barely fit my big cock in her mouth, but she’s working, her incredible tongue sliding around the tip of my cock. “They’d catch you down on your knees, sucking me off. Is that what you want?”

      She pulls back, stroking me. “No,” she says.

      “Then you’d better suck my cock like you fucking mean it.”

      She glares at me but takes me into her mouth again. This time, she slides me into her throat. She gags once, twice, but I slide deeper, and she takes me entirely.

      I groan. It’s so fucking sexy, watching her deepthroat my cock. She pulls back, sucking me, sliding up and down faster. She trails her lip with her hand, rubbing spit into my shaft.

      I grab her hair, pulling it tight. We don’t have long before someone comes back in, but I’m not holding back.

      I push her down on my cock, pushing into her throat. I fuck her mouth, her pretty face, and she takes it. She works my shaft, sucking me, bobbing back and forth.

      “Fuck, girl, you’re so goddamn sexy. Watching you take those pictures had me fucking hard the whole time,” I whisper to her as she works my cock with both hands. “I’ve been rock hard since I married you. Every second I’ve been thinking about you, thinking about fucking your tight pussy, getting you off, making you scream my name.”

      She sucks me faster and I grab her hair. I can’t help myself. I can’t hold back any longer.

      I come in her pretty mouth, thick spurts of it. She doesn’t even miss a beat. She swallows my cum, every single drop. When I finish, she licks my cock clean.

      I groan, buzzing with pleasure. I manage to get my cock back in my pants as she stands.

      “Was that good enough?” she asks me sweetly.

      “That was more than good enough,” I say softly.

      “Good.” She kisses me, opens her mouth, tongue into mine. “Do you like your own taste?” she whispers in my ear before walking away.

      I’m left alone in the room to buckle my belt. I can’t help but laugh.

      God damn. That fucking girl is amazing.

      I’m grinning like a moron for the rest of the day.
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      The morning after the photoshoot, I’m still buzzing with Davis.

      I’m tired, but I get out of bed and start breakfast. I try to distract myself from thinking of him, of getting on my knees and sucking his cock, how fucking hot it was to swallow his cum, to make him groan, get him off.

      And kissing him, giving him a taste of his own medicine.

      That was just a stroke of genius, if I do say so myself.

      I’m smiling by the time I’m done cooking. I think he liked it when I kissed him after I was done. I think he likes when I get feisty, aggressive, angry.

      He shouldn’t. I’m not acting angry.

      I really am angry.

      But that anger is mixed with confusion. I can’t seem to separate the two out, no matter how hard I try.

      Because I want him. I hate myself for it, but god damn, I want him. Every time he comes near me, I’m dripping wet just thinking about what he could do to my body.

      I want to go wild, lose myself. I want to feel his hands on my skin, make him fuck me until my back arches.

      I want it all. And that big cock…

      Well, maybe not all of it. Maybe not right away, at least.

      I need to work myself up to taking it all.

      I’m smiling as I drink coffee and eat some eggs. He’s still not up when my phone starts ringing.

      An unknown number. I frown, consider ignoring it, but I decide to answer on a whim.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Carly Miller?”

      It’s a man’s voice, terse and serious and deep. “Yes, this is she.”

      “Hello, Ms. Miller. Or should I say, Mrs. King?”

      I laugh softly, although it’s forced. “Right. Mrs. King, I’m not used to that yet.”

      “Of course,” he says softly. “Ma’am, my name is Agent Long of the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement. My office has been buzzing about your recent marriage for a couple days now.”

      My jaw practically hits the floor.

      This is it. I mean, this is what Davis said was going to happen.

      But we didn’t prep. We were supposed to go over his family history and all that, but we didn’t have time. I mean, we’ve only been married for like two days now. I’ve been too busy coming to grips with my situation to actually start studying what I need to know.

      I force myself to laugh again, and I can hear how hollow it sounds. “Really?” I ask. “Why would Immigration care about our marriage?”

      Playing dumb is the oldest trick in the book. It’s probably patently stupid, but whatever. I’m too off guard to come up with something cleverer.

      “You do realize, Mrs. King, that your husband is not a United States citizen?”

      I clear my throat. “Of course, but he’s Canadian. I mean, and he’s been here forever. Why would ICE care about him?”

      There’s a short pause on the other end. I think that’s a reasonable argument to make. I’m playing the silly actress girl from his past, the trophy wife, the bimbo. I have to play a little stupid, at least.

      “Ma’am, our office deals with all immigrants, not just those from our southern border.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Okay, so like, he’s an illegal?”

      “No,” he says. “Not exactly.”

      “Then I don’t understand.”

      He sighs. I can tell Agent Long is already sick of dealing with the new Mrs. King. I can’t help but smile a little bit at that.

      “Mr. King has been having some issues lately with our office, but marrying you would solve all of those questions. Can you understand why my office would be interested in you?”

      “No,” I say. “I really don’t get it.”

      Another short silence. “We want to speak with you in person,” he says finally. “Will you be available to meet this week?”

      “No,” I say quickly. “We’ll be on our honeymoon.”

      “Of course.” His voice is flat. “When will you be returning?”

      “One week,” I say.

      “I’ll schedule something with you then. Have a wonderful day, Mrs. King.”

      He hangs up the phone abruptly. I stare down the floor for a second, my heart racing.

      I just lied to an Immigration official. I mean, those were pretty small lies, but still.

      I lied for Davis.

      It’s beginning.

      I hurry to the stairs without thinking. I run up then, taking them two at a time. I bypass the second floor, where I’m staying, and head up to the third.

      I stop outside of the door marked OFFICE before pushing inside.

      It looks just like I remember. Bookshelves, desk. Except there’s a door to the right that I missed the first time I was in here, which isn’t surprising. I was too busy staring at Davis to take note of my surroundings.

      I walk over to the door and pull it open, heart racing.

      This is Davis’s room. He explained to me yesterday that I’m not supposed to come up here if I don’t absolutely need to.

      But of course this is a pretty good reason to go seek him out.

      I step inside his bedroom. Up ahead, there’s a large bed, king-size, neatly made with gray covers. There’s a dresser, two nightstands, a lamp. It’s almost bare.

      I turn my head to the right. There’s an open door with some steam spilling out of it.

      And Davis is standing there, wearing only a pair of boxer briefs, a towel around his shoulders, his hair damp and tousled.

      I blink for a second as the scene slowly comes into focus.

      Davis, nearly naked.

      His body is lean and muscular. He’s perfectly proportioned, actually. My eyes move down to the boxer briefs, clinging to his body, and the enormous bulge that makes my eyes go even wider.

      Until he clears his throat. “What are you doing in here, Carly?”

      I snap my gaze back up to his face. “Ah, er, sorry, I didn’t realize you were in the shower.”

      He sighs. “I told you not to come in here unless it’s important.”

      “I know, I just, I’m sorry.” I can feel myself blushing. “Do you mind putting something on?”

      “No,” he says. “You barged in here. What do you want?”

      I chew my lip before looking at him. I get myself together. He’s grinning now, clearly enjoying my discomfort.

      “I just got a phone call,” I say.

      He lifts an eyebrow. “So?”

      “From an agent with Immigration and Customs Enforcement.”

      He stares at me without speaking or moving. He’s almost like a statue standing there, mostly naked, mind whirling.

      “What was his name?” he asks me finally.

      “His name?” I blink, not expecting this question.

      “I assume he said his name.”

      “It was Agent Long.”

      He sighs, shaking his head. “So, it’s starting.”

      “What’s starting? Do you know him?”

      Davis takes a deep breath. “Bill Long is a friend of Niko’s. He’s the guy that’s going to bring me down if he can.”

      I chew on my lip nervously. “He sounded competent.”

      Davis laughs. “Great. Nice to hear.”

      “I’m just saying. How is this even legal? I mean, that guy using Immigration against you?”

      “He has money and connections. Legality doesn’t apply to a man like him.”

      I clench my jaw. “What do we do?”

      “Don’t worry, little Carly.” He smiles and steps toward me. I watch him as he comes closer, his body still slightly damp, beautiful in the morning light. “I’m rich and connected too. Laws don’t always apply to me, either.”

      “Of course,” I say, shaking my head. “Is this what you people do? You just use people as pawns in your own little games?”

      “Pretty much.” He stops close to me, tips my chin up toward him. “I don’t think you mind. In fact, you can’t keep your eyes off my cock right now. I think you like it.”

      I pull my chin away from him. “Don’t be such a dick,” I say.

      He laughs. “Sometimes you won’t listen to anything else, little Carly.”

      “I listen.”

      “You don’t. You’re too busy thinking about my cock buried between your legs.”

      I glare at him. “Okay, enough. What are we doing about this agent?”

      “It’s time for you to start studying,” he says. “You need to learn everything about me. Every little detail. Think you can handle it?”

      I stare at him, at his amazing body, his intense eyes, and I want to say no. I want to turn around, leave his house, never look back.

      But I don’t quit.

      “I can take it,” I say softly. “Bring it on.”

      His grin is huge and almost terrifying. “Good. Very good. Now get out of my room.”

      I nod once, flip him off, and leave, my head spinning.

      Immigration officials. Naked Davis. I don’t know which one is worse.

      Actually, yes, I do.

      I don’t want to fuck the immigration guy.
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      “Bring over the materials.”

      That’s all I need to say for Jeremy to show up twenty minutes later with a box literally full of study aids. He drops it down on a table and looks at Carly.

      “This is everything,” he says, and pulls out a binder. “Start here, it’s the basic stuff, like where he was born and what his parents are like and all that.”

      “They’re assholes,” I call out. Carly glances at me but looks back to Jeremy.

      “Did you make all this?” she asks.

      “Yes,” he says, looking proud.

      She sighs. “Of course he can’t make his own material.”

      I laugh at that, but don’t argue.

      “Anyway,” Jeremy says, looking awkwardly at me. “This is everything you need. If you read it all, you’ll get there.”

      She nods. “Where’s the stuff for high school?”

      Jeremy digs through the box and produces two binders. “Here they are.”

      Carly takes them from him, walks over to the trashcan, pulls it out, and dumps them in. Jeremy watches, horrified.

      “I spent three hours each on those,” he whispers.

      She shrugs. “Sorry. I don’t need those. I know everything I need to know about Davis from high school.”

      I grin at her and she just glares in return. We have a short little staring contest before Jeremy interrupts.

      “Well, uh, anyway. Good luck. We’re going to need to sit down soon and make some material for Davis.”

      I sigh. “Do I have to?”

      “Only way for this to be real,” Jeremy says.

      Carly laughs. “Poor Davis. You’ll have to think about someone other than yourself.”

      “Doubtful,” I grumble.

      Carly grabs the first binder from the table and takes it over to the couch. She plops down, flips it open, and starts to read.

      “Thank you, Jeremy,” I say to him softly. “Head on home. I’ll take care of this.”

      He shakes his head. “I really don’t mind helping.”

      “I know you don’t, but we have a deal, remember?”

      He sighs. “I do the materials, but no more.”

      “Right. I don’t want you implicated in this. Your job is done and you’ll be paid for what you did.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “Jeremy,” I interrupt. “You need to get paid. Seriously, when was the last time you bought new clothes?”

      He grins sheepishly. “Okay, fine.”

      “Good man.” I nod at him and he nods in return before leaving the kitchen with a quick glance at Carly.

      Jeremy has been with me for three years now. He started as an assistant, but he’s a lot more than that now. My whole world functions because of him. He’s basically the third person on my company’s hierarchy.

      And he’s my friend. Despite what Carly thinks, I have friends, and I take care of my people. Jeremy is getting paid an enormous sum of money for all this hard work. He wants to do more, but I won’t let him. I won’t risk him.

      I make myself some tea while Carly studies. After about an hour, I make her some coffee along with a grilled cheese sandwich.

      “Thanks,” she says, glancing up. “Your middle name is Francis?”

      “Family name,” I say.

      She snorts. “Sure, sounds like it.”

      “What’s your middle name?”

      “Jean,” she says.

      “Carly Jean.” I smile. “Sounds pretty.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” She gives me a look and goes back to poring over the binder.

      I sit in the kitchen, watching her nervously. I don’t know why I can’t seem to leave her alone. I scroll through my phone, play on my laptop, but mostly I’m just watching her.

      I feel strangely vulnerable. I think it has something to do with her learning my whole life story. I mean, I know what Jeremy put down in those binders. It’s all factually correct, although it lacks a lot of the nuance. That should be fine, I doubt ICE knows whether or not my childhood was happy.

      Still, she’s learning a lot about me. It’s strangely intimate, especially considering that’s Carly reading all that stuff.

      We have a history. A complicated, long history. And now that history is only getting more complicated.

      I keep thinking about that moment in the office, her mouth around my cock, my mouth on her swollen little clit. I want to push those binders aside, kiss her lips hard, fuck her right here on the couch. I want to make her strip for every answer she gets wrong until she’s naked, trembling, begging for more.

      But I don’t, I can’t. I need this to work. Fuck, she needs it to work.

      I can’t risk getting her in trouble for this, at least not any more than I have already.

      After a few hours of studying, nervous pacing, and general unease, I finally can’t take it anymore.

      “We gotta get out of this house,” I announce, standing up.

      She looks over at me, frowning. “Why? I just got to the good part.”

      “Which bit?” I crane my neck to see.

      “Your middle school baseball days. I didn’t know you were such a stud.”

      I sigh. “Of course I was a stud. I still am.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Why do we have to get out of here?”

      “Because,” I hesitate. “You need context.”

      “I have plenty of context. I know you already, remember?”

      “You need perspective then.” I glare at her. “Come on, get up. Let’s go out.”

      “Go where?”

      “I don’t know. There’s a bar around the corner. We’ll get a drink.”

      She sighs. “I guess I could use a break.”

      “Come on.”

      She looks at me like I’m crazy but she finally gets up, tossing the binder aside. “All right, all right. Fine, just let me get changed really quick.”

      I groan but I nod. She rolls her eyes and hurries upstairs. I watch her ass as she climbs the steps, shaking my head.

      What am I doing? I don’t need to take her out right now. I should be making her work harder, like a taskmaster. I should be on top of her, wringing out every single second of work possible.

      Instead, I’m going easy. I’m taking her for drinks.

      And as soon as she comes down the steps, I know why.

      Sweater that fits her body perfectly. Tight jeans that barely leave anything to the imagination. She cocks her head as I stare at her.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” I clear my throat and have to look away. I keep thinking about taking a fist full of that hair, grabbing it tight, feeling her full breasts, making her suck my cock again. “Come on, let’s go.”

      I hurry outside, hoping my fucking hard-on will relax on its own.

      “How long have you lived here?” she asks me as we head down the sidewalk.

      I glance at her. “A few years. Well, I’ve had the house for a few years. I don’t always stay here.”

      She snorts. “I noticed. The place looks like nobody lives there.”

      “It’s more of a home office than a home.”

      “Where’s home for you then?”

      I shrug. “Wherever I am at any given moment.”

      She laughs. “Sounds corny.”

      “I know, but it’s true. I travel a lot for Bison, so I’ve gotten used to being anywhere but home.”

      “Isn’t that hard?”

      “Sometimes,” I admit. “But it’s not too bad.”

      “Makes it hard to have relationships, I bet.”

      I laugh softly. “I haven’t had a relationship in a long time.”

      “Really?” she raises her eyebrow.

      “My relationships tend to last a night and not much more.”

      She groans. “Of course.”

      “Does it surprise you?”

      “Not at all. You’re a rich asshole.”

      “Being rich doesn’t have anything to do with it.” We reach the little bar around the corner and I turn on her, grabbing her wrist. Surprised, she stumbles against me.

      “Women want to fuck me,” I say softly. “Can you blame me for giving them what they want?”

      She stares up at me for a second, standing against my chest. For that second, I think she’s about to kiss me.

      Instead, she shoves me away. “Asshole,” she mumbles.

      I laugh and lead her inside. It’s a little place, just a bar along one wall and grimy bathrooms in the back. They have exactly three beers on tap, and the guys sitting on the cracked vinyl stools look like they’ve been there for ages.

      We sit at the far end, away from the others. I ask for a beer and Carly gets the same thing. The bartender, a woman with gray hair and a scowl, comes back with two glasses of what I think is probably Miller Lite, but who knows.

      We cheers and take a sip. “Come here often?” Carly asks me, jokingly.

      “Yeah actually,” I admit. “Whenever I’m in town.”

      “Really?”

      I nod. “Nobody knows me here. Nobody bothers me here. I can just sit and drink.” I nod at the other guys. “They’re here for the same reason.”

      She bites her lip. “Yeah, I’ve seen bars like this.”

      “They’re all over Philly. They basically exist to serve a single neighborhood. I bet this place has been just like this for fifty years.”

      “Maybe longer,” Carly says, poking at the chipping bar.

      I laugh. “It has character.”

      “It has lice.”

      “Fair point. But still, part of the charm.”

      She sighs. “Sometimes, charm’s overrated.”

      I laugh again and sip my beer. We sit in silence for a second before Carly starts to fidget.

      “What?” I finally prompt her.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Go ahead, wife.”

      She glares at me. “What were your parents like?”

      I shrug. “It’s in the file.”

      “Their names and jobs are. But it doesn’t talk much about them.”

      I glance away from her. This is what I was afraid of, but also what I wanted. If she’s going to know me…

      Maybe, if it were just an ICE interview, I wouldn’t care what she thought. I wouldn’t care if she had context or not.

      But for some reason, I think I do care. I think I care a lot.

      “My father was a drunk asshole,” I say softly.

      “He was an investment banker?”

      I nod. “We lived outside of Vancouver. He spent all his time working or thinking about work.”

      “And he died?”

      “When I was twenty.”

      She sighs. “Sorry.”

      “Like I said, he was an asshole.”

      “He was still your dad.”

      “Fine. But whatever, he’s gone.”

      “What about your mom?”

      I don’t answer for a minute. I take a sip of beer, trying to explain what my mother was like.

      “Imagine an artist that always failed, but never knew she was failing,” I finally say. “Now imagine that artist’s medium is the charity auction, and you have my mother.”

      She frowns slightly. “Hard to picture.”

      “I know. My mother was a perfectionist. Still is, actually. You might have to meet her at some point.”

      “Probably. Since we’re married and all.”

      I grin at that. “Slow down, Carly. You’re moving so fast.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Do you have a good relationship with her?”

      “Good enough,” I say. “She was there for me when I was young and when my father was being a particularly bad drunk. Otherwise…”

      She’s quiet for a second after I trail off. “Otherwise?”

      “She’s distant. Doing her own thing. When I left the house, we basically stopped talking.”

      “Oh.”

      She sounds disappointed, and for a second, I hate myself for letting her down.

      But why do I care about that?

      “You have to understand. My mother cares more about her own world than she does about the world outside.”

      “I see where you get it from.”

      For a second, anger flares. But it disappears just as quickly. “You’re probably right.”

      She sighs. “Sorry. That was a low blow.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Do you ever wish you had a better relationship with her?”

      “No,” I admit. “Things are the way they are. I don’t dwell on anything else.”

      She frowns but doesn’t argue. I want to press her about her parents, about her imperfect life, but I bite my tongue.

      The whole point of this is to give her context. The whole point is to let her inside.

      I just hate letting people inside.

      I hate letting people into my world, into my pain. I don’t want her to know that I’ve struggled with my family, that my father was an abusive piece of shit, that my mother is distant and cold. I don’t want her to feel bad for me.

      But I also want her to understand where I’ve come from.

      It’s a complicated, messy situation. And I’m already starting to regret getting myself into it.

      I finish my beer. “Come on,” I say, standing.

      “Where now?”

      “Back home.”

      She nods, finishes her drink, and gets up.

      We walk slowly down the block. She stands closer to me, and I’m tempted to grab her hand. Suddenly, I feel a sort of closeness to her that I didn’t before.

      It’s more than just desire. More than lust.

      I have to cut it off, or else.

      “Get back to work,” I say when we get to the house. “I have some things to do.”

      She nods. “Listen, Davis. I know this is… weird.”

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “I don’t think you’re a bad person.”

      I stare at her for a second, surprised. “You don’t?”

      “No. I mean, you’re an asshole… but you’re not a bad person.”

      I laugh softly. “My god, Carly. Did you just compliment me?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Don’t get used to it.”

      I step closer to her, smirking. She backs against the door. “Come on, say something else. Give me another compliment.”

      “Don’t be thirsty,” she says.

      I laugh, put my hands on her hips. “Tell me how badly you wanted to fuck me this morning,” I whisper in her ear.

      “When?” she asks.

      “Don’t pretend. When you walked in on me. You want to suck me dry and ride me until you couldn’t walk. Tell me I’m lying.”

      She takes a sharp breath. “Yeah, definitely an asshole.”

      I smirk and kiss her. She kisses me back and the hint of needy hunger on her lips tells me everything I needed to know.

      I pull back, smirking, and turn away. “Get back to work,” I say as I walk down the stoop and head up the block.

      I leave her there, grinning to myself, reveling in this weird, confusing, complicated, sticky situation.
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      After that strange outing with Davis, it’s back to studying.

      Fortunately, I’m an actress. That means I’m used to reading really long, relatively boring documents and memorizing what they say. I keep thinking about this binder of Davis’s life as basically just one long script, and I’m the narrator.

      It’s slow going. I’m just one girl, after all, and I’m supposed to memorize this guy’s entire life story.

      Like, for example, I’m supposed to know that when he was ten years old, he had a rabbit named Charlie. Well, he and Charlie used to be close pals, hopping around the basement and all that crap, until one day Davis took Charlie out on a little walk.

      You can probably fill in the rest of the story. It ends tragically, like most of these stories tend to. Davis is heartbroken, and Charlie goes to live out the rest of his life on a farm upstate somewhere.

      Apparently, it was a farm that could magically heal truck-induced trauma, but little Davis wasn’t thinking too much about that.

      His life is filled with little anecdotes like that. A lot of them involve his father, and I can totally see why the two of them didn’t get along.

      Around one in the morning, I find a particularly gross story. Davis is eleven, Charlie long forgotten at this point. He’s heading home from a baseball game where the coaches gave out participation awards. Little Davis runs right up to his father, excited and giddy, and shows his father the trophy.

      “Isn’t it cool?” he asked his dad.

      His father took the trophy, stared at it, and broke the little baseball man off the base. He smiled at his son and handed the two pieces back. “Go win some more.”

      I think his father meant that as a motivational thing. I think his father was trying to get his son to work hard and earn more awards.

      Instead, it just made the poor little kid cry, which only pissed his dad off more.

      If there’s one thing I’m going to take away from reading this binder, it’s this: spanking your kid does not make him stop crying.

      I have to shut the binder after that. I feel a little sick, a little upset. I keep thinking about that little boy, desperate for his father’s love, and getting absolutely nothing but rejection in return.

      Rejection and the occasional physical punishment, of course.

      I can’t help but think of my own parents. If I had a father like that, I don’t know how I would’ve turned out. I mean, they cut me off and basically kicked me out of the family when I decided to become an actress…

      But at least he didn’t spank me whenever I cried. At least he showed me some affection. He’s still an asshole, but Davis’s father was worse. I can admit that.

      I get out of bed and stretch. The binder drops onto the floor as I pull on some sweats and a crewneck sweatshirt over my t-shirt. Quietly, I head downstairs.

      I haven’t heard from Davis since earlier. I figure he’s either not home yet or in bed, since the house has been quiet. I go into the kitchen, open the refrigerator, and pour myself a glass of white wine that’s still open from yesterday.

      That’s when I realize the TV is on mute, and Davis is sitting in the living room.

      “Shit,” I say, startled. “You scared me.”

      He smiles. “Sorry.”

      “What are you doing?”

      He holds up a paperback novel. “Reading.”

      “With the TV on?”

      “I don’t know why, but I like to have something going on in the background.”

      I sigh and put the wine bottle back into the refrigerator. I take a sip and look at him.

      He’s wearing the same clothes from earlier, a bit rumpled now. There’s a half-empty glass of something brown next to him, and his eyes look tired.

      “Have you been busy, little mouse?” he asks me.

      I shrug. “Doing some light reading.”

      “Same.” He puts a piece of paper into the book and tosses it aside. “Except this thing sucks.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just some historical book about a dead white dude that fought in some battle.”

      “Oh, you mean, every history book ever?”

      “Pretty much, yep.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “It’s not, but there’s something about biographies. They always help me get to sleep.”

      I laugh softly. For a second, I’m torn between going back upstairs and getting away from him and heading deeper into the living room.

      I take a step toward him. I suddenly see Davis as the eleven-year-old, desperate for his father’s attention. I see him as the ten-year-old, mourning the loss of his pet. I see the child that came before the man, that lead to the man.

      That formed the man.

      It explains a lot about him. Davis is an asshole, but I don’t think he knows any other way. His father didn’t show him a better way, at least, and it doesn’t seem like his mother was much better.

      I drift into the living room, surprising myself. I’m starting to see Davis in a completely new light.

      He cocks his head, smiling slightly. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You were staring at me. I know I’m handsome, but come on.”

      I bite my lip. “I’ve been reading too much about you, I think.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “What were you just looking at?”

      I hesitate. “I was reading about Charlie.”

      He laughs softly. “That little chestnut.”

      “Is it true?”

      “Very true. Poor rabbit. I should’ve put it on a leash.”

      “I’m sorry. That must’ve been…”

      “Tough?” He shrugs. “It was a long time ago. I’m over it.”

      “Still.”

      “Everyone has a fucked-up childhood, Carly. That’s what brings us all together in the end, hatred for our parents.”

      I laugh softly, but inside I feel like I’m breaking apart. “That’s not really true.”

      “It’s not?” He frowns. “Did you have a great childhood?”

      “I mean… yeah, I did.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I sigh and come toward him. I sit down on the couch, leaving a cushion between us.

      “My dad wanted a specific kind of life for me,” I say slowly. “But when I was younger, he really loved me. He was a good dad.”

      “That’s nice,” he says. “Maybe my theory really is wrong, and I’m just the fucked-up one.”

      “You’re not fucked up,” I say.

      “I thought I was an asshole.”

      “You are.” I hesitate. “But maybe it’s not totally your fault.”

      He laughs and leans toward me. “What if you’re wrong?”

      I bite my lip, meeting his gaze. My heart starts to beat quickly, although I’m not sure why. “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe I really just am an asshole. Maybe I can’t blame it all on mommy and daddy.”

      “Do you think that?”

      He shrugs and stands suddenly. “Who fucking knows.” He grabs his drink and walks into the kitchen with it.

      I watch after him. I should leave this, go back upstairs, go to sleep. But I can’t help myself.

      I stand up, wine in hand, and follow him. “I don’t buy this little self-pity thing you’re doing right now.”

      “You don’t?” He sighs, grinning. “Damn. Thought it might work.”

      I roll my eyes. “Come on, be serious.”

      “What can I say? I don’t like the idea of blaming all my problems on my parents.”

      “Okay, fine. It’s not all their fault. But you still have to admit, you had a really shitty childhood.”

      “You won’t hear me argue that.” He puts his glass down and cocks his head. “You’re starting to feel bad for me, aren’t you?”

      I hesitate a second. “Maybe for the little version of you.”

      “That version’s long gone, Carly.” He steps toward me. I can feel my heart jump in my chest. I cover my excitement by sipping my wine. I try to pretend like I’m not staring at his lean, muscular body.

      I try to pretend like I’m not thinking about his mouth between my legs.

      “There’s only the big version now, little Carly,” he says softly. He comes closer to me, and I don’t back away. He takes the glass of wine from my hand and puts it down on the island. “I don’t need you to pity me.”

      “I don’t pity you.”

      “Good. I was given a lot and I’ve built even more.”

      I nod, staring into his eyes. “You should be proud.”

      He laughs softly and reaches out. I don’t flinch away as he touches my cheek with his hand.

      “Come on, Carly. Don’t pretend like you’re starting to feel something for poor old me.”

      I bite my lip. “Not even a little bit.”

      “No?” He steps closer, his lips whispering against mine. “Are you sure?”

      I want to push him away. I want to scream.

      Instead, I step forward and kiss him.

      He’s not surprised. He doesn’t even hesitate. He kisses me back, rough and hard, lips tight against mine.

      A thrill runs down my spine as I wrap my arms around his neck. He stoops down, hands on my hips, his tongue in my mouth.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this. Kissing him here, in this house, it’s so dangerous. It’s setting a dangerous precedent.

      We have to live together. We have to pretend to be married.

      If we add this into the mix…

      But I don’t care. I can’t help myself.

      I’m not thinking about the young version of Davis anymore. I’m thinking about the man in front of me, the man that pisses me off, drives me insane, pushes my buttons, gets me soaking wet, gets me so excited I can barely breathe.

      There’s only the asshole from my past, the asshole I need.

      He pushes me back and I let out a gasp as he pulls off my sweatshirt. He tosses it aside, eyes hungry, hands roughly teasing my breasts through my thin cotton t-shirt.

      “No bra, that’s a good start,” he whispers. I feel my ass press against the cold granite countertop. “Let’s see what else you neglected to wear.”

      I groan as he slowly slides a hand down the front of my sweatpants.

      He finds my panties and cups my pussy overtop them.

      “How disappointing,” he whispers in my ear. “But at least you’re dripping wet.”

      “No, I’m not,” I protest.

      He laughs softly, teasing me with his fingers before sliding his hand down my panties. I gasp as he touches my clit, pressing against it softly, rolling around it with his middle finger.

      “You’re definitely wet, little Carly,” he says. “You’ve been thinking about this all day, haven’t you?”

      “No,” I say.

      “Liar. You’ve been picturing what it would be like to fuck your husband.”

      “I haven’t. It’s only going to make things more complicated.”

      “What’s complicated about a man fucking his wife senseless?” He laughs and slides two fingers inside of me. I gasp, grabbing onto his muscular arms tightly as he kisses my neck.

      “You know what I mean. If we keep doing this…”

      “You’d be lucky,” he says.

      “No, I mean, it would get messy.”

      “Good. Let’s make it nice and messy.” He slides his fingers out, making me groan, and teases my clit. “You seemed to like to make it messy when my cock was down your throat.”

      “No,” I groan, although even I know I’m lying.

      “Yes, Carly. You liked swallowing my cum, taking every last drop. And you loved it when I tongued your little clit until you came.” He teases me again before pushing his fingers inside, slowly moving them in and out, curling his fingers, teasing, stroking.

      “I have an idea,” he says. “This time, I can fuck your ass, and you can clean it off with your mouth. How does that sound?”

      “Davis,” I gasp.

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t want that. I’ll fuck your tight little ass and make you lick it clean after I come deep inside you.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Good.” He grabs my hips and lifts me easily up onto the countertop. I stare at him, chest heaving. He rips my shirt off, pulling it up over my head. My hair spills around my bare shoulders as he bites a nipple, teases it with his tongue, and tugs off my sweats.

      When he’s done undressing me, I’m naked on the granite countertop. It’s cold under my ass, but it’s hard to care about that as he spreads my legs wide and teases my pussy with a skill I’ve never felt before. His fingers move between my clit and my pussy, fucking me, rubbing me, working me.

      It’s like magic. And the thought of sucking his cock after he fucks me in the ass…

      I should be disgusted, turned off, freaked out. Instead, my heart’s pounding. He’s so filthy.

      I love it. Oh my god, I love it.

      Maybe I’m filthy. Maybe I’m fucked up.

      Maybe I like it.

      I kiss him, bite his lip. He grunts and pushes his fingers deep inside me, fucking me with them.

      “You like it a little rough,” he says, pulling back. He slides his fingers deep and grabs my hair with his other hand. He pulls my chin up, pain flashing as he finger-fucks my pussy. “But don’t forget who controls you, Carly.”

      “Nobody controls me, asshole.”

      “Your husband does.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He smirks. “I can arrange that.”

      I gasp as he pulls me off the counter, spinning me around. He bends me over and spanks my ass, hard. I turn to look at him, outraged, as he pulls his shirt off.

      His muscular body is gorgeous, and all my outrage disappears. He grins, grabs my hair, spanks my ass again. It hurts, stings on my cold, bare ass. It’s going to be bright red by the time he’s done with me.

      He spanks me again, again, and again. Just when I think I can’t take any more, he slides his fingers inside of me, and pleasure comes flooding through my skin.

      “Oh, god,” I gasp.

      “You need to learn that a little pain makes it all that much better,” he says softly. “I can push your limits, Carly. If you just let me.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I say.

      “Does it matter? I know what your body wants. That’s all I care about.”

      I groan as he spanks me again before rubbing my clit. I bite my lip and look at him, but he’s stepping back again.

      I watch as he takes off his pants. He kicks them aside, boxer briefs on the floor. His cock is straight and hard and thick. It looks bigger than I remember.

      He steps up behind me again. My eyes go wide as he teases my pussy and my ass with his huge tip.

      “Think you can handle it?” he whispers.

      “No,” I groan.

      He presses it against my ass. “Are you sure?”

      I can feel the pressure of him. “Davis,” I groan.

      He spanks me again. “Don’t worry, little Carly,” he says, sliding his cock down lower, back down to my pussy. “You’re not ready for that. Not yet.”

      And he presses himself inside of me.

      I gasp, grip the hard countertop. I hold it tight as he slides himself deep inside of me.

      I must be soaking wet because he slides in so easily.

      I didn’t know I could fit a cock like that. I’ve never had a man of his size before, and it’s like he’s tearing me in half as he slowly slides deeper in and back out, his hands on my hips, his body leaning over mine.

      I look back at him and he kisses me. It’s surprisingly tender as he slides himself in and out, fucking me slowly at first. I realize that he’s just getting me used to his size.

      He reaches around my hips to tease my clit as he fucks me slow. I groan as the pleasure starts to come back, rolling through me in waves, mingling with the slight pain of his thick cock.

      “You’re barely ready for this,” he says, and I can hear the smirk on his lips. “You can barely take me, little Carly.”

      “Don’t be so cocky,” I groan in response. “You asshole.”

      “You’re already losing all that pity.” He laughs, thrusts hard. I groan in response as he spanks my ass. “But don’t worry. So am I.”

      He starts to fuck me faster. His hands tease my full, perky breasts, pinching my nipples, squeezing hard. I gasp as he thrusts deep, hands on my skin, rough and intense.

      I roll my hips back against him. I can feel myself loosening, relaxing. Dull ache turns into dull pleasure turns into sparkling, intense joy. I roll my hips faster, pushing back against him, as he leans over me and grabs my hips.

      “Look at your body,” he whispers. “Big, round, perky breasts. An ass that would drive any man insane. And these fucking hips. God damn, Carly. I married the right woman.”

      “We’re not really married,” I groan.

      “We’re married, and I’m taking my wife. Whether you like it or not.”

      I gasp as he grabs my hair, pulling my head back. He fucks me hard now, taking my pussy deep and rough.

      I buck my hips back against him. I’m not going to let him win this, not by a long shot. It’s strange, as I ride his cock, sliding back against him, how I feel suddenly competitive. But it feels so fucking good, and I want to make him come first.

      I want him to fill me up. I want his cock deep inside my pussy as he fills me up.

      He groans, slaps my ass. “You fucking sexy girl,” he says. “The way you move on this big dick drives me wild.”

      I smirk, turn, kiss him. As he pulls back, I move forward. He slides out of me and I turn, dropping to my knees.

      He looks down at me, eyes wild, on fire, as I take his cock in my mouth. I suck him fast, tasting my pussy. I love it, I clean every inch of his big cock, licking my pussy juice from his skin. He groans, pushes me deeper, slides into my throat. I gag but I keep going, sucking his cock faster.

      He pulls me back, grabs my hair. He lifts me up again, up onto the counter. My legs are spread wide, my pussy swollen and begging for him as he grabs my hips and thrusts inside of me.

      I groan and roll myself against him again. He kisses my lips, biting me softly, hands firm on my hips. It feels so fucking good I can barely breathe.

      “I know what you’re doing,” he whispers. “You want to show me what a good wife you can be.”

      “No,” I groan. “I want to make you come first.”

      He laughs. “You think you can do that?”

      “I know I can.”

      “Go ahead. Prove it.”

      I stare into his eyes and kiss him. I roll my hips as he fucks me, thrusting fast, my breasts shaking with each new press of his hips.

      I’m moaning into his kiss. The competition is basically forgotten as he fucks me. I don’t know what I can do other than let him take me, let him ravish me. As much as I want to pretend like I have control, we both know the truth.

      Davis is the one in charge here, and I’m just letting him have me.

      It feels so good, I can’t complain. He fucks me deep and rough and I ride him back the best I can. My pussy’s spread wide, one of my legs up flat on the counter, his hands on my hips. He teases my breasts, biting a nipple, fucking me deep.

      I groan and suddenly sit forward. He slides out of me again and I push him back to the couch. He grabs my hair, making me gasp.

      “You still think you can win,” he says, laughing gently, dragging me to the couch. “You dirty fucking girl. I love it.”

      I turn on him and push him down onto the couch. I straddle his legs and lean back, sliding down along his long, thick cock.

      I shudder, groan. He grabs my hips as I start to ride him, hands on his shoulders. I push back and down, rolling my hips.

      He palms my ass, spreading me open as I take his thick cock deep inside. I’m moaning, my groans spilling out from my lips, and I can’t stop myself. I can’t help it. I’m out of control and I don’t care.

      He sucks my nipple, biting down, and I ride him faster. I need it so badly, I can barely breathe. I need his cock, his cum, his body. I’m sweating and panting and gasping as I listen to his skin slap against mine.

      He fucks me hard, gripping my ass. “Fuck, Carly,” he groans. “You want me to come in this pussy, don’t you? You want me to fill my little wife’s tight cunt up, you dirty girl.”

      “Fuck, yes,” I gasp. “You asshole. I want you to fill my pussy up.”

      He spanks me, fucks me hard. I ride him faster, feeling it building, feeling the orgasm starting to grow deep between my legs.

      I know it’s wrong. I shouldn’t be doing this, but I don’t care. That only makes it so, so much fucking hotter.

      I keep going. He fucks me faster, his thick cock tearing me to pieces. I close my eyes, gripping his muscular arms.

      “Oh, fuck, Davis,” I gasp. “Oh, keep fucking me.”

      He grabs me tight and thrusts harder. “I knew you couldn’t handle it,” he whispers in my ear just as the orgasm rips through my body.

      I come hard, every muscle tensing. It’s explosive, intense, incredible. Every fiber of my body is tingling and for a second, I think I might black out.

      He doesn’t relent. He fucks me through it, fucking me deep and hard and rough. It’s almost too intense, too much. He slaps my ass, though, holding me tight, thrusting deeper.

      And he comes. I can feel him coming inside of me, filling me up, pushing my orgasm to a whole new peak. I groan, letting him take me, giving myself over to my new asshole husband.

      Slowly we come down together. I’m sweating, panting, and my pussy’s full of his cum. He holds me tight against him, a smile on his face.

      I grin right back. “You win,” I say.

      “I think we both win.” He kisses me softly and holds me tight.

      As much as I hate to admit it, I think he’s right.

      At least, I feel like a winner in this moment, in his arms, my post-orgasm brain floating in bliss. I don’t let myself analyze or overthink any of this, I just enjoy it, being in his arms, feeling so good.
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      The next day, it’s back to work.

      Avah spins some story about our honeymoon getting cut short just as the photos of Carly get published online.

      “She looks good,” Avah comments to me, looking over my shoulder.

      “Not bad,” I mumble.

      She grins. “You like her, don’t you?”

      I roll my eyes. “What are we, twelve?”

      “Yep. And you like her.”

      I sigh. “I don’t like her, Avah. She’s my wife.”

      Avah laughs at that and leaves my office, but those words keep ringing in my ears.

      I don’t know what it is about Carly, but there’s something happening. I can’t exactly explain it. I never thought I’d feel anything at all, let alone this strange, giddy excitement when I think about her.

      When I think about her tight pussy wrapped around my thick cock.

      It’s strangely exciting, thinking about Carly back at my house. I could go there whenever I want, push her down on my couch, spread her legs, fuck her rough. I know she’d take it. I know she’s always ready for it.

      And as if on cue, Carly herself shows up at the door of my office. Around eleven, arms laden with binders. She doesn’t bother knocking as Jeremy steps close on her heels.

      “I can’t stay at that house,” she announces, walks over to the conference table, and dumps the binders down.

      I lean back in my chair and look at her. “Okay,” I say. “It’s fine. You can work here, if you want.”

      She puts her hands on her hips and looks like she’s about to argue, but stops herself. “Really? Just like that?”

      I shrug. “Just like that.”

      “Huh. Well, okay then.” She sits down and stretches. “Guess I’ll dive in.”

      “I guess you will.”

      Jeremy sighs. “Anything I can do, Davis?”

      “No, thanks.”

      He nods and leaves my office with a backward glare at Carly. She smiles sweetly at him.

      “Be nice to Jeremy,” I say to her.

      “He started it. Wouldn’t let me past. So I just…”

      “Barged in, yeah, I know.”

      She shrugs. “We’re married. What’s mine is yours and all that.”

      “Right,” I grumble. “I do have work, you know.”

      “Same.” She throws open a binder. “So don’t make me regret coming here.”

      I roll my eyes but look back to my computer screen. I try to answer some emails, even though I keep throwing little glances in her direction.

      I can’t help myself. I keep thinking about last night, about her riding my cock, sucking it, licking her juices from my shaft. She was so fucking sexy, so wild, so fucking free.

      I want to spank her right here and now and get a taste of that wild girl again.

      And I bet she’d let me. Actually, I’m sure of it.

      I could lock the door right now. I wouldn’t have to say a word. She’d know what I want. It’d be so easy to walk across the room, grab her by the hair, bend her over the table, spank her ass red and raw before licking her pussy from behind and fucking her ass deep and rough until she screams my fucking name…

      “Davis?”

      I blink, coming back to reality. She’s staring at me, a little frown on her lips.

      “What?” I grumble.

      “You were looking at me,” she says.

      “Sorry.”

      “You were staring.” She chews her lip.

      “I wasn’t staring.” I grab my phone. “I need to make a call.”

      She grins at me as I dial. I’m not even sure who I’m calling. I let it ring, but nobody picks up, so I turn back to my computer.

      When did I get so fucking obvious? Jesus, this girl is driving me crazy. I should be keeping my cool, but around her, I’m totally pathetic. It’s the worst. I’m the fucking worst.

      God damn, she drives me wild.

      We stay like that for a little while. I do what I can to ignore her and she keeps her nose buried in the binders. Around two in the afternoon, Avah knocks on the door and pokes her head inside.

      “It’s quiet in here,” she notes.

      “What did you expect?”

      She shrugs. “You’re usually playing video games or something.”

      Carly blinks at me. “Video games?”

      I glance at her. “She’s lying.”

      “I’m definitely not lying.” Avah laughs, shutting the door behind her. “Red Dead Redemption, right?”

      I glare at Avah. “Never heard of it.”

      “Oh, so now you’re the serious boss.”

      “He’s showing off for me,” Carly says.

      I sigh. “You’re ganging up on me.”

      “You wish,” Avah says, winking, and I laugh. “Anyway, it’s time for that conference call.” She heads over to the table and sits down.

      “Should I leave?” Carly asks.

      “No, it’s okay,” Avah says. “Go ahead and stay.”

      I hesitate. I’d rather if Carly left, but fuck it, whatever. It’s not like I planned on paying attention anyway.

      I walk over to the table and sit down. Avah calls into the number, connecting us with all the other Bison branches, and she starts the meeting.

      It’s just a typical upper management meeting. They talk numbers, strategy, that sort of thing. I half listen, since Avah is the one that usually runs these meetings. She never really needs me, which is just fine. I’d rather let her do the heavy lifting while I get to swoop in every once in a while to solve some problems.

      “Installs have been slowing down,” one of our Seattle managers is saying. “We’re not totally sure why. We think it’s the Chinese market in general.”

      “Can someone else speak to that?” Avah asks.

      “Can’t be the Chinese,” another manager says, this time a woman. I can’t place her voice, though. “They were never our big audience, anyway. I think it’s something to do with the update.”

      “The update?” That’s Minush, one of our product developers. “No way. We’re getting positive feedback.”

      The group falls into a chorus of competing ideas and I stifle a yawn. Suddenly, Carly leans forward.

      “Uh, excuse me? I think it is the update,” she says.

      Avah looks surprised. I stare at Carly, not sure what to think.

      The voices all go silent one after the other.

      “Who’s this?” Minush finally asks.

      “This is, uh, Carly King,” she says.

      The silence is fucking deafening. Avah glances at me, eyes a little wide. She wants me to step in.

      But I want to see where this is going.

      I cross my arms and nod at Carly, who looks grateful.

      “Um, I’m just a user, but I got a new phone recently. And the product page for Bison is a little different, like the first picture is weird.”

      More silence.

      “Weird?” Avah asks. “Minush, what’s the first picture?”

      “Android or Apple?” he asks.

      “Android,” Carly says.

      He grumbles and I can hear typing in the background. Nobody’s speaking, which is a fucking miracle. I can tell Carly is sweating this.

      Minush finally coughs. “She’s right,” he says. “I don’t know how this happened but the first picture is just an image of a blank phone. There’s supposed to be a Bison logo in there or something, but…” He trails off.

      “So you fucked up,” I say.

      More silence.

      “Possibly,” Minush finally says. “Thank you, Mrs. King, for pointing out that error.”

      I grin at Carly. She’s beaming now.

      “Fix it,” I say. “Anything else?”

      Avah moves the meeting on, and things settle back to normal. Carly sits back in her chair, looking pleased with herself.

      Finally, things wrap up. Avah hangs up the phone and looks over at me. “I think we owe your wife a consulting fee.”

      “She’ll get enough sooner or later,” I say.

      Avah laughs, shaking her head. “Seriously, Carly. That was a good catch.”

      “Thanks.” Carly shrugs. “Lucky thing I didn’t have Bison installed on my phone before taking this job.”

      I grin at her. “Really? You use someone else?”

      “I used to.” She winks at me.

      I sigh. “Typical, nothing I do is ever good enough,” I say, acting dramatic.

      Avah laughs and stands. “Thanks again, Carly. I’ll leave you two to it.” She walks to the door and leaves, shutting it behind her.

      I look at Carly for a long moment. She smiles back, clearly pleased with herself.

      “You shouldn’t have spoken up,” I say finally.

      That surprises her. The grin on her face slowly fades into anger.

      “What do you mean? I helped your stupid company out.”

      “My stupid company,” I say softly. “You’re not an employee.”

      “So I should just sit here and let you guys keep making a mistake?”

      “Yes,” I say, standing up. “You should.”

      “That’s insane. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. That’s so pigheaded, stubborn, idiotic—”

      I walk around the table toward her and she stops speaking as I get closer. Her eyes meet mine, and she knows what I’m thinking.

      Just like I knew she would.

      She blinks a little. “What are you doing?”

      “You need to be punished.”

      “Punished?”

      “That’s right.” I stand in front of her. “Get up.”

      She hesitates. “I don’t think you can—”

      “Get up.”

      Slowly, she gets to her feet. She stands in front of me, looking a little angry, a little defiant, a little… excited.

      She makes my fucking heart beat. Also, my dick. It’s throbbing for her, getting harder by the second.

      I take her hair in my fist and bend her over the table. She gasps. As I pull her hair tight, head tipping back.

      “You need to learn the rules, Carly,” I whisper in her ear. “You may be my wife, but you don’t own my company.”

      “Asshole,” she whispers.

      I laugh softly. “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      I release her hair and spread her legs roughly. She glares at me as I reach around to unbutton her jeans. I tug them down over her hips and slide them off her ass.

      I stifle a groan. She’s not wearing any underwear.

      “You dirty fucking girl,” I say softly. “Look at this.”

      “I didn’t expect…” She trails off.

      “Liar. You wanted me to see.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Why else would you leave your panties at home? Come on, Carly. You came in here, thinking about me pulling off your jeans, seeing your bare, wet pussy, just waiting for me.”

      She gasps as I grab her ass. She groans and looks back at me.

      So I kiss her, nice and deep. My tongue slides against hers as I cup her ass again, pushing my hard cock closer.

      “But that doesn’t matter,” I say, pulling away. “You still need to be punished.”

      I push her forward. She leans down on her elbows, looking over her shoulder at me, ass and pussy exposed to my office.

      “The door isn’t locked,” she whispers.

      “Good.” I spank her, nice and hard.

      She gasps, eyes wide.

      “Davis,” she says.

      “I hope someone walks in right now.” I spank her hard, again, again. “I want them to see you like this. Ass out in the air, looking filthy and sexy and dirty all at once. You like it, don’t you?”

      “No,” she groans.

      I spank her again. “Liar.”

      “I’m not a liar.”

      Again. “Tell the truth.”

      “Oh, shit,” she gasps.

      “Don’t make me be mean to you, Carly. I don’t want to spank your pretty ass raw.”

      “I think you do.”

      “Okay, you got me.” I grin, cock my head. “See. I’m not the liar here.”

      “Fine,” She gasps. “Okay. I like it, okay?”

      “Good girl.” I spank her nice and hard.

      She groans. “What was that for?”

      “For being honest.”

      “My reward feels a lot like my punishment.”

      “That’s right,” I say, grabbing her hair. I tilt her head back and kiss her. “Rewards, punishments… it’s all the same with me, little Carly. You can be bad or you can be good… but I’ll still get what I want.”

      She gasps as I spank her one more time before dropping to my knees, spreading her wide, and licking her top to bottom.

      She wiggles her hips as my tongue explores her ass and pussy. I know she likes it as she grasps the table tightly, her knuckles turning white.

      I slide my tongue inside her tight pussy and move up to her clit. I eat her out from behind, teasing her, pushing her.

      I lean back to spank her ass again before licking her more. I love her taste, everything about this. I love the way she reacts, going wild, moving her hips, pushing her pussy harder against my mouth.

      I stand up and slide my fingers deep inside of her. I grab her hair with my other hand and fuck her with my fingers, moving deep and fast.

      She groans, taking it, loving it. “I think you’re enjoying your punishment, little wife,” I whisper to her.

      “Shut up,” she groans.

      “You want me to be quiet? You don’t want to hear how you’re a dirty girl, filthy, fucking bad? How you need to get your little pussy fucked and sucked?”

      “No,” she groans. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Liar. That’s what I keep saying. You pretend like you don’t love being this filthy slut for me, but I think you do.” I fuck her pussy faster with my fingers, rubbing against her spot, curling my fingers inside. I grip her hair tighter.

      Her firm ass rolls against me. She’s panting, groaning, soaking wet. She’s practically dripping onto the floor. My cock’s rock hard, straining against my pants, but I don’t let up. I keep pressing my fingers deeper and faster.

      She gasps, tossing her head back. I pull her hair tighter.

      “Oh, fuck,” she groans.

      I can feel her coming. I keep fucking her with my fingers, pushing faster. She gets off hard and fierce, her groans low and her fingers gripping tight.

      “Fuck,” she groans.

      I laugh softly. “Look at you. You’re so on edge, you come so easily.”

      “Shut up,” she says again, smiling, breathing deep. “Fuck. You’re such an asshole.”

      “I know,” I say, sliding my fingers out of her. She watches me lick them clean. “But I doubt you’ll be speaking up during any meetings in the future.”

      “You think so?” She wiggles her hips as she gets her pants back on, her cheeks flushed. “I don’t know. That wasn’t exactly an incentive to keep quiet.”

      I laugh, cup her chin, and kiss her. I hope she can taste her pussy on my lips.

      I move back to my desk and sit back down.

      “Work time,” I say. “Playtime is over.”

      She grumbles and sits back in her chair. She opens a binder, but I can tell she isn’t reading.

      She’s too busy thinking about how easily I can get her off.

      Good. I smile to myself, looking at my computer screen,

      That’s what I’ll be thinking about all day, too.
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      Three more days pass before Agent Long comes to the house for a surprise visit.

      Davis is away for most of it. He leaves the night after he spanks me in his office, leaving me alone in his big house for nearly three entire days.

      I’m pretty bored by the time he comes back. It’s Friday, and he looks exhausted, but still somehow on edge. He comes bursting in through the front door, wearing a wrinkled suit with a duffel bag thrown over his shoulder.

      “Carly!” he calls out.

      “Kitchen,” I yell back. I’m making a cup of coffee and trying to decide between bingeing the new Sabrina or going for a run. Probably Sabrina.

      He comes into the room and tosses his bag on the floor. “There’s my wife.” He grins at me.

      I frown. “You look like shit.”

      He sighs. “I just took the red-eye from Hong Kong.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “We have a visitor coming in…” He checks his watch. “Fuck. An hour.”

      “What?” I sip my mug of coffee, frowning at him. “What are you talking about?”

      He sighs. “First of all, it’s nice to see you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sure, whatever. You too.”

      “And second, you spoke to an Agent Long on the phone, right?”

      I go completely still. “Right,” I say.

      “Well, Agent Long is coming over for a spot check.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. I got the call yesterday and hurried my ass back here as fast as I could.”

      “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      “No reason to make you nervous.”

      “I could’ve been studying.”

      He shrugs. “You know it well enough. And plus, this isn’t the serious interview.”

      I glare at him. “Seriously, Davis, you have to tell me.”

      “Fine, fine. I’ll tell you next time. But for now, let’s get dressed, okay?”

      I sigh. “Okay. You better shower, though. You smell like an airport.”

      “A Chinese airport,” he grumbles. “People don’t have a strong sense of personal space in China.”

      I laugh a little. “I feel so bad for you. Poor Mr. Billionaire, traveling all over the world, forced to rub shoulders with the poor people of every country.”

      “It’s really awful,” he says, nodding.

      “Did your trip go okay, at least?”

      He shrugs. “China’s China. It’s either dealing with factory owners that need to be bribed or with government officials that need to be bribed.”

      “Sounds awful.”

      “It’s not so bad, really. Once you understand how it all works, things get done over there. And the money is absurdly good, too.”

      “Good, so glad to hear you’re doing well with your totalitarian regime.”

      He grins and winks. “It’s what we rich guys do.”

      I shake my head and walk past him. “Seriously, you stink. Go shower!”

      “Want to shower with me?” he calls after me as I head upstairs.

      “Maybe if you had warned me ahead of time,” I say, smiling to myself.

      I can hear his laughter as I disappear into my room. As soon as I’m alone, the cocky attitude completely dissipates.

      This is it. This is the beginning. We’re going to lie to a federal agent. If we get caught, we’re going to jail.

      He knows it as well as I do. There’s an edge between us right now, and I can see the worry on his face.

      I can’t let that get to me. It’s time to play my role, that’s all this is, just playing any other part.
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      Agent Long is very punctual. Typical of a Fed.

      The doorbell rings at exactly ten in the morning. Davis looks at me, a slight frown.

      “Ready?” he asks softly.

      “Ready, honey.” I smile and take his arm. “Let’s go welcome our guest.”

      He grins at me, leans down, and kisses me softly on the lips. It’s an intimate gesture, something a husband would do with his wife. For a second, it startles me.

      “Just getting into character,” he says softly, and does it again.

      This time, I don’t flinch. I let my lips linger, kissing him a third time.

      “Come on,” I say, squeezing his arm.

      We answer the door together. I smile, trying not to let my stress show through, but then again, of course I’m stressed. Even if this were real, I’d be stressed.

      This man has the power to destroy us.

      Agent Long frowns at us. He’s barely taller than me, maybe five foot five at most, nearly a foot shorter than Davis. His hair is dark and slicked back. He’s wearing a dark jacket and pants, a cheap-looking suit that barely fits. He actually looks like a child wearing his father’s clothing.

      It almost makes me want to laugh.

      But his eyes are serious. They’re ice blue, almost harsh. He stares at the two of us, not showing any emotion as he takes a badge from his jacket pocket.

      “Agent Long,” he says, flashing the badge and placing it back into his jacket.

      “Of course, hello, Agent Long,” Davis says. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      They shake hands and the man turns his eyes on me. “And you must be Carly.”

      “Hello,” I say. We shake as well. His grip is strong and he doesn’t smile.

      “Shall we?” he asks.

      “Come on in,” I say.

      He looks around as we walk down the hall, making little noises in the back of his throat like he’s judging every little detail. We head into the kitchen.

      “Coffee? Tea?”

      He shakes his head. “No, thank you.”

      “What can we do for you, Agent Long?” Davis asks him. We sit around the kitchen table as Long digs in his bag and pulls out a small rectangle. He hits a button and a red light turns on.

      “This is a recording device,” he says. “I’d like to record our conversation. Do I have your permission?”

      Davis blinks. “Yes,” he says.

      Long looks at me.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “It’s recording already. Now, this is an informal visit, nothing serious. I won’t be drilling you today.” He attempts a smile, but it’s sinister. I wish he wouldn’t bother.

      “Sounds good,” Davis says. “I love getting drilled.” He grins at his stupid joke.

      I sigh. “Sorry. My husband is a little on edge.”

      “Why?” Long asks.

      “Obvious reasons,” I say, gesturing at him. “We have a federal agent investigating our marriage. I think that would put anyone on edge.”

      Agent Long nods sharply. “Yes, that is true. But if your marriage is real then you have nothing to worry about.”

      “Perfect,” I say, smiling at Davis. “Hear that, sweetie?”

      Davis nods. “Loud and clear.”

      Agent Long clears his throat. “I understand you signed a prenuptial agreement,” he says to me suddenly.

      I’m a little taken aback. I glance at Davis, who just smiles a little uncomfortably.

      I sigh. “Yes, that’s true,” I say finally.

      “Why?” Long stares at me.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I ask softly. “I’m not here for his money.”

      “Still, these things, they don’t always last. Rich men get bored, they move on. The wives suffer.” Long shrugs a little, as if what he’s saying is obvious and universal. “The prenup takes away any protections you might have had.”

      I bite my lip. “A risk I was willing to take.”

      He nods. “And you, Mr. King? Why ask her?”

      “Davis,” he says, clearing his throat. “And my lawyers advised it. Ah, when you have as much money as I do, you have to be… careful. You have to protect yourself. And anyway, the prenup allowed a certain settlement for her in the case of a divorce, agreed upon in advance.”

      “That’s right,” Agent Long says. “Three million, if I’m not mistaken?”

      I frown a little, and I hope the agent doesn’t catch it.

      “That’s right,” Davis says. “We agreed it would be more than fair.”

      “Hardly seems fair,” Long says, cocking his head. “Three million won’t keep her in this lifestyle, not by a long shot. Mrs. King, did you think this through?”

      I sit there, stunned. “Why are you asking this?”

      “It’s part of the investigation, ma’am.”

      I take a breath and slowly let it out. “Three million is nothing,” I say softly. “I won’t deny that. I’m not going to pretend like I think it’s some huge settlement. But that’s the whole point, isn’t it? I don’t want some settlement waiting for me if I can just divorce him. This is a marriage, Agent Long. I didn’t ask for more, because there isn’t anything else I want.”

      Davis smiles a little. I can see the surprise in his eyes. My tone is angry but serious, and I actually feel a little bit of that anger. How dare Agent Long suggest my fake choice is somehow stupid? He doesn’t know me.

      Long just nods. “Very well. May I look around the house?”

      “Of course,” Davis says quickly.

      We stand and follow the Agent as he looks around. He checks the refrigerators, the cabinets, underneath the couch, between the cushions.

      “What are you looking for?” I ask him, and the man just gives me a look.

      We fall back into silence. I wander next to Davis and take his hand, almost by instinct. I look up into Davis’s eyes, feeling stressed, and he smiles at me. We kiss like we did before we answered the door, and I catch Agent Long looking on with a slight frown.

      We wander the house, and finally he starts upstairs. He heads up the steps, and a thought hits me.

      Holy shit. If he goes into my room…

      My room. Not Davis’s room. Long will realize we’re sleeping in separate bedrooms. The game will be over.

      Shit. Fuck.

      As we head up the steps, Long in the lead, I look at Davis. My eyes are wide. I nod up, hoping he understands.

      He just smiles at me in response.

      Shit. He hasn’t figured it out yet.

      We get to the top of the steps and Long starts down the hall.

      “What are these?” he asks, gesturing at each door.

      “Guest rooms,” Davis says right away.

      I glare at him, and I see his face slowly fall.

      He understands now, the idiot.

      My heart’s hammering fast as Long opens the first door. It’s an empty room, nothing special. He glances around before moving on. The next room is another little office, this one mostly empty aside from books. I think of it as the library.

      We come further down the hall, getting closer to my room. Davis is agitated, clearly fidgeting, trying to figure out what to do. My mind’s reeling.

      “Up there is the bathroom,” Davis says, pointing straight ahead. “We just had it redone.”

      “It’s very nice,” I say quickly.

      Long ignores us. He steps up to my room.

      Fuck. Fuck. All my clothes are out. I’m not exactly a neat person.

      He turns the knob.

      “Hello!”

      We all stop. A woman’s voice comes up from downstairs.

      “Who is that?” Long asks.

      “Davis? Where the fuck are you?”

      “Avah,” Davis says. “That’s my, uh, my…”

      “She’s his coworker,” I say for him.

      Davis nods. “Coworker. Yeah.”

      “Avah Jackson,” Agent Long says. “I’m aware of her.”

      “We’re up here,” Davis calls out.

      “You left your fucking suitcase in customs, you dumbass. Seriously, I bet some…” She trails off as she reaches the top of the landing and stares at the group of us. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “Avah, this is Agent Long,” Davis says.

      Long walks over to her and they shake hands. “Nice to meet you,” Avah says.

      “Likewise. We were just taking a little tour.”

      “Oh, you’re getting the tour of Davis’s messy house?” Avah grins.

      “Not messy anymore,” I say. “Not since I moved in.”

      Avah laughs and Davis grins nervously.

      Agent Long doesn’t react.

      “That’s right,” he says. “Are you joining us?”

      “No, no,” she says. “I was just dropping off a suitcase.”

      “Do you often do menial tasks for your employer?” he asks her.

      She looks startled. “Ah, only when he’s forgetful,” she says, and forces a smile.

      Long nods. “Very well.” He looks back at me and Davis. “Shall we continue?”

      “Right. Of course.” Davis walks over. “Thank you, Avah.”

      She nods. “Sure thing. Have, uh… fun.” She hurried back down the stairs.

      “This way, Agent?” Davis motions toward the third floor.

      Long nods and follows him up. My heart skips a fucking beat.

      Holy shit, that was so close.

      The rest of the tour goes easy. Long looks in Davis’s room, but fortunately Davis is much neater than I am. Long doesn’t go through the drawers, so he doesn’t notice that there isn’t any women’s underwear or clothing.

      Long is much more interested in the office. He lingers a while in there, looking at books, frowning at the computer, at the desk. Davis shoots me a look, but I just shrug.

      Finally, Agent Long seems satisfied. We go back downstairs, where a suitcase is leaning against one wall conspicuously. Long glances at it as we pass into the kitchen again.

      He places the recorder down on the table as we sit.

      “I’ve completed the initial inspection,” Long says. “I would like to visit again in one week. Will that be acceptable?”

      “A week?” I ask him. “Is that standard?”

      He hesitates. “In certain cases.”

      “I see,” I say to him, not smiling. “One week feels excessive.”

      “It’s an unusual case, Mrs. King.”

      “Fine,” I say, looking away. I hope my little haughty act feels natural.

      “We’ll do what we need to do,” Davis says.

      “One week then.” Long stands up. “Next time, please, no interruptions.” Long gathers his things and walks to the door without another word.

      We see him out. The man walks down the stoop and hurries away, heading down the block, his head held low as he plows forward.

      We drift back inside and both collapse against one wall.

      “Shit,” I say. “Oh, shit. That was so fucking close.”

      “Avah saved our ass,” he says.

      “I know. Oh my god.”

      “You know what this means, right?”

      I cock my head. “What?”

      “You have to start sleeping in my room.”

      I clench my jaw. “I don’t know about that.”

      “We can’t fake this, Carly. It’s time to go all-in. You heard the agent, he’s coming back in a week.”

      I sigh. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

      “Next time, he could look more closely.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “We got lucky.”

      “I know,” I say again.

      “Do you?” He leans toward me, grabbing my hand. “I’m not letting you go to jail because of me,” he says, and I see a fire in his eyes that I didn’t expect. “Do you hear me, Carly? No more fucking around. We’re doing this for real.”

      “Yeah. For real.”

      I stare into his intense eyes and I know there’s something happening. Right here, in this moment, something is shifting. I don’t know what it is, can’t put my finger on it, but some immovable rock in my soul just shifted a few centimeters in a direction I never thought possible.

      He smirks and kisses me softly. “That’s my good wife.”

      I sigh. “Asshole,” I say without conviction, and we head back into the kitchen together to nervously dissect every little detail with a relief I can barely afford to feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            Davis

          

        

      

    

    
      Carly moves her things into my bedroom that night.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” she says as she drops her suitcase on the floor. “This is just for show.”

      “Right,” I say.

      She starts to unpack, tossing stuff wildly on the floor. I clench my jaw as she messily slings it all over the bed.

      “What are you doing?” I ask after a few minutes of this.

      “I’m unpacking,” she says.

      “You’re a tornado, just throwing shit all over the place.”

      “How else am I supposed to unpack?”

      I sigh and walk over to the dresser. “Here, I cleared out half the drawers for you.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      I stare at her when she doesn’t make a move. “Use them,” I finally say.

      She shrugs. “I could just throw it on the floor in the closet. I mean, that thing’s huge.”

      I glance over at my closet. My freaking perfectly neat closet. Sure, it’s a walk-in that’s the size of a small bedroom, but still. “No,” I say finally.

      “This is our bedroom now,” she croons. “We’re married, remember? What’s mine is yours?”

      I glare at her. “Not funny.”

      “I think it’s hilarious.”

      “Seriously. I’m a neat person, and you’re…”

      “I’m what?” She crosses her arms.

      “You’re dirty.”

      “I am not dirty,” she says firmly. “I’m not neat, but I’m clean.”

      “I don’t see a difference.”

      “All of my stuff is clean. It’s just… not organized.”

      “It’s thrown on the floor in piles. How do you think that’s clean?”

      “It’s not getting dirty. It’s just on the floor.”

      “Getting covered with dust.” I throw my hands up in disgust. “You’re an animal.”

      She laughs, clearly enjoying my distress, and throws a few more things on the floor.

      I can’t take it. I leave the room and head downstairs, grumbling the whole way.

      I pour two glasses of wine. I thought having Carly staying in my room with me would be fun, but I’m already starting to see some issues.

      Seriously, how is she so put together and gorgeous and yet such a damn mess? I got a glimpse into her bathroom earlier and it was filthy.

      If she thinks she can come into my bathroom and wreck it, she has another thing coming. I’m putting my foot down. I draw the line at makeup caking the sink and long girl hairs all over the tub.

      She’s going to clean up after herself. She’s not living alone anymore. I steel myself, sure I’m going to change her mind, as I charge back upstairs with the two glasses of wine.

      She’s sitting cross-legged on the bed when I walk into the room. She looks up, a little surprised, and holds up the book she has in her lap.

      “Our yearbook?” she asks.

      I frown a little. “Huh. I didn’t know I had that.”

      “It was at the bottom of one of those empty drawers, so you must’ve seen it.”

      I shrug. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      I hand her a glass and she accepts it, sipping it before putting it down on the floor. I wince, but I decide not to say anything.

      I have to pick my battles.

      “It’s weird, looking at this,” she says. “We look so…”

      “Young?”

      “Yeah. And different.”

      “We were different,” I point out.

      “You’re not.”

      I sigh, sipping my drink while I study her for a second.

      “Why do you hate me so much, Carly?”

      She bites her lip and doesn’t say anything at first. I can see her battling with herself, and I wish I could be a part of that internal debate.

      I have some theories about why she hates me. I hooked up with her best friend at one point, which pissed her off. But I don’t understand why that would make her hate me.

      “You really don’t know, do you?”

      I shake my head. “I have guesses, but honestly, I don’t think I did anything bad enough for you to despise me.”

      She snorts. “Of course you’d say that.”

      “What the hell is your problem?”

      She glares at me. “My problem?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I’ve been good to you, even though you think I’m such a piece of shit. What’s your deal?”

      She stands up, suddenly angry. “Good to me? You’re using me, Davis. Like you always fucking have.”

      She storms out of the room, knocking over the wine glass as she passes. I curse and grab an old t-shirt from my drawer to clean up the spilled wine before chasing her down.

      “Wait,” I call out. She bursts into the kitchen, throws open the door, and grabs the wine. She pours herself another glass, this time a big one, and gulps half of it down.

      “I’ve never used you in my life,” I tell her, feeling pretty pissed. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, you’re using me now, and you know it.”

      “Maybe now, but it’s not like you’re getting nothing in return. I’m paying you, and plus, you’re a big girl.”

      She clenches her jaw. “Fine, okay. Maybe this is partly my fault, too. But back then, you were such a dick.”

      “About what?” I practically yell, my frustration getting the best of me.

      “Danielle!” she blurts out. “You knew that would hurt me!”

      “Hurt you? I don’t get why you give a shit. I mean, seriously, Carly, it’s not like we were dating. We were just friends.”

      Her hand grips the glass. She puts it down, glaring at me. “You’re so stupid. You never noticed, did you?”

      “Noticed what?”

      “I was in love with you!”

      I stare at her, completely shocked. We’re silent for a second and she sighs, like a weight was released. She sips her drink and shakes her head.

      “It was just a stupid crush,” she says softly. “But you got with Danielle and kept bragging and it just… it hurt. You used me to get girls all the time and I hated you for it.”

      “Carly,” I say softly. “I didn’t know.”

      “You knew,” she says. “Of course you know.”

      “I really had no clue. You always… you always acted like you didn’t care about anything. Like you were too good for me.”

      She shakes her head. “I was just defensive.”

      “That’s why you stopped talking to me,” I say softly, letting it sink in. “Oh, shit. That must’ve been awful.”

      She bites her lip. “It really was.”

      “I kept talking about it… and then I got with, what’s her name? Tina?”

      “Trisha,” she corrects.

      “Yeah, your friend from home.”

      She nods. “That put me over the edge, but Danielle… that’s what really set me off.”

      “Shit,” I say softly. “I’m so sorry. Seriously, I didn’t know.”

      She stares at me for a long moment. I can see some of the anger drain from her face. “Would it have mattered?” she says softly. “You are what you are, Davis.”

      “It would’ve mattered. I wouldn’t have… I would’ve… It would’ve mattered.”

      “Maybe, but it’s easy to say now. I mean, it was so obvious how I felt about you. Everyone knew it.”

      “Everyone?” I blink. “No way. Somebody would’ve told me.”

      “Everyone assumed you knew but were just stringing me along.”

      “I had no clue, Carly. I swear.”

      I stare into her eyes, willing her to believe me. Willing her to believe the truth.

      I had no clue she was in love with me. I always knew she liked me better than other people, but I just figured it was a good friendship. She never indicated that she wanted more, never made jokes, never flirted. We spent a lot of time together, sure, but I had no clue…

      Oh, god, I was so stupid. I was just a stupid kid. Looking back, with perfect hindsight, it’s obvious. But I didn’t know. My teenage self was a moron.

      “I didn’t want to do this,” she says finally, looking away. “It was so long ago. We were just kids.”

      “I was a fucking idiot,” I say softly. “Seriously.”

      “Yeah, you were.” She smiles a little bit. “But that’s why I’ve hated you for so long. It always felt like you used me to get with other girls, bragged about it, treated me like dirt.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say softly, stepping toward her. “Honestly, Carly. I mean it, I had no clue. I would never have acted like that.”

      “It’s fine,” she says, looking at the floor.

      “It’s not fine, obviously. I hurt you pretty badly back then.”

      “Yeah, you did. But like I said, we were kids.”

      “How can I make it up to you?”

      She snorts. “I think it’s a little late for that, don’t you?”

      “Honestly. What can I do?”

      “Nothing. It feels good to get this out in the air, though.”

      I sigh and sip my drink, watching her closely. She does look a little relieved, a little less angry.

      But fuck. I can’t believe I did that, I can’t believe I was so stupid. I should’ve seen it by now, should’ve realized. I was such a dick back then.

      And I’m a fucking dick now, too.

      I step toward her. I’m not sure what I’m doing, but I reach out, touch her cheek. She bites her lip and I can see tears in her eyes. “Carly,” I say softly. “Fuck, Carly. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to keep apologizing.” She sighs. “We were kids. I should’ve let this go a long time ago.”

      I bite my lip, step closer. She looks up into my eyes.

      I want to share my bed with her. I want to share my room. I want her here, in my space, even if she’s going to make a mess, knock over wine, fuck things up.

      Because she’s Carly. She was my best friend, and now…

      And now she’s my wife.

      Fuck, it’s all so complicated and messed up.

      I lean toward her. My lips press against hers and we kiss for maybe the fifth time today.

      But for the first time, it’s very real.

      I feel something stir inside of me, deep in my chest. It’s a strange warmth, a comfort, like I don’t ever want to let her go.

      I’m afraid that if I do, I’ll never feel this way again.

      And I need to feel this way. I need it so badly.

      I never even knew.

      She pulls back and looks up into my eyes. “What?” she asks softly.

      “Carly, I—”

      Her phone starts ringing before I can finish my sentence.

      She frowns and looks over at the kitchen counter. She hesitates, but I let her go.

      “Answer it,” I say. “Could be Long.”

      She nods and walks over. She sighs as she picks it up. “Hi, Mom,” she says.

      I move away, wine glass in my hand. I can’t believe I was about to say that, about to tell her that I might be feeling something very, very stupid.

      Because that would be stupid. Falling for her right now would be absolutely fucking stupid.

      I’m thinking with my dick. That’s all it is. I want her so badly it hurts, and that’s all I can think about. It’s not that I’m falling in love with her.

      I can’t be falling in love.

      She gets off the phone a minute later. “Sorry,” she says.

      “It’s fine.”

      “What were you about it say, before she called?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing important. What did your mom want?”

      She chews her lip for a second. I think she might press me, and I’m relieved when she doesn’t.

      Well, relieved for a second, at least.

      “They want to meet you.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “They?”

      “My parents. Remember, I said they wanted to meet you?”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Well, they want to come tomorrow for dinner.”

      I laugh softly. “Sounds lovely.”

      “You want to make it up to me?” she asks. “Be on your best behavior.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” I say, grinning at her.

      She sighs. “I have more unpacking to do.”

      “Go for it.”

      She nods and hesitates. “Are you sure it’s okay? We can take them somewhere nearby.”

      “That sounds great. I know a place.”

      “Okay.” She smiles. “Thanks, Davis.”

      “It’s what a husband’s for.”

      She grins and walks away, shaking her head.

      I watch her go, not sure what the hell to think.

      I think I love her. I think I want her. And now I’m going to meet her parents.

      And we’re deep in this fake relationship, so deep I can’t see the other side.

      If there even is another side.

      I groan, rubbing my temples. Fucking hell. I’m such a moron.

      But I’m going to taste this girl, no matter what.
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      Richard and Francine Miller are in their early sixties. They look like any other middle-class white couple, and if they weren’t my parents, I’d never give them another glance.

      Instead, as soon as I spot them sitting at the bar of the expensive restaurant Davis picked out, my stomach does freaking flips.

      “That’s them,” I say, nodding in their direction.

      Davis sizes them up. My mother looks good, like she lost some weight, and she’s wearing her best jewelry. My father has on a pair of khaki slacks and a nice sport coat over a button-down light blue shirt. He’s staring at a glass of whisky in front of him, not smiling, while my mother talks to him.

      I doubt he’s even listening. I bet he’d rather be anywhere but here.

      “Come on, let’s go,” Davis says.

      “Wait.” I grab his arm. I take a deep breath.

      He takes my hand. “It’s going to be okay, Carly,” he says softly. “I’m here. I’ll take care of everything.”

      I stare into his eyes and for some reason, I believe him. “Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

      We walk over to my parents. My mother spots me right away and stands, beaming, as she gives me a hug.

      “Mom, this is Davis,” I say. “I went to high school with him.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Miller,” he says to her.

      “Francine,” my mother insists. “It’s nice to meet you. This is my husband, Richard.”

      Davis and my father eye each other up for a second. My father doesn’t smile.

      Davis reaches out his hand, and they shake.

      “Well, this is nice,” my mother says, smiling at me. “Oh, honey, you look good. Did you lose weight?”

      “Nope,” I say. “Probably put some on since you last saw me.”

      Dad grunts. “Is there even a table in here?” he says, cutting Mom off before she can say anything else. “It’s damn crowded. We were lucky to get a spot at the bar.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Davis says, and walks off toward the hostess.

      I’m left standing there awkwardly with my parents. I haven’t seen them in person in a long time. I haven’t even spoken to my father in years.

      I don’t know what to say.

      “Well,” my mother says. “He seems nice.”

      “Nice and rich,” Dad grunts.

      I sigh. “Nice to see you too, Dad.”

      He glances at me, but doesn’t say anything.

      “Richard,” Mom warns. “Be nice.”

      “I just don’t know why we’re here. The girl clearly doesn’t want us here.”

      I blink, surprised. “No, I want you here,” I say quickly. “Seriously, I want both of you here. I want you guys to meet Davis.”

      He grunts and Mom smiles. Before we can start talking awkwardly again, Davis and the hostess return.

      We follow her to a table tucked away in the back. It’s the best table in the house, private but with a view of the rest of the room. Dad looks impressed as he sits down and we instantly fall into small talk, driven by Davis.

      My mother asks him about his family, about what it was like going to high school with me. He shares some funny stories, and by the time our drinks arrive, even my dad is smiling a little bit.

      I can’t shake my nerves, even though this is going well. I can’t help but think something is going to go wrong, anything is going to go wrong. It can’t go well. I haven’t had a good interaction with my parents in person in a very long time.

      But somehow, Davis is siphoning off all the negative energy. Or at least he’s distracting us from it.

      “Honestly,” he says. “Carly was really sweet in high school. I remember this one time, she wouldn’t say the word ‘coccyx’ because she thought it was a bad word. And we were in biology!”

      Dad roars with laughter. Mom smiles and leans across the table toward me. “What’s that, honey?” she asks softly.

      “That’s the scientific word for your tailbone.”

      “Ah,” she says, nodding. “It does sound dirty.”

      I grin a little bit. Dad’s still laughing, which doesn’t surprise me. Any story that makes me look like a moron is bound to amuse the hell out of him.

      Eventually our food comes. Dad doesn’t say much, so it’s up to my mom and Davis to keep the conversation going. I try and interject what I can, but mostly I’m trying not to let my father’s surly silence get the best of me.

      Nothing in this world can last. That’s the nature of our lives, they’re so fleeting and impermanent. And that same damn principle applies to my relationship with my father.

      It’s always calm before the storm, no matter what.

      “Tell me,” Dad says suddenly during a lull. “How is all that acting treating you, Carly?”

      I frown at him. “Fine,” I say.

      “Really? Land any big roles?”

      “Carly’s been going on some really cool auditions,” Davis says quickly.

      I shoot him a glare. “You don’t have to lie for me,” I say and look back at my father. “Davis is just being nice. I haven’t been on an audition in a while.”

      “Oh, really?” he asks.

      “Really. I know, I’m sure you’re very surprised.”

      “I am. You gave up your life for this, after all. I figured you’d at least succeed at it.”

      “Richard,” Mom warns him.

      “No, it’s okay.” I lean toward my father. “He’s right. I failed at being an actress. But you know what? At least I had the courage to try something.”

      “Instead of what? Working a steady job and supporting a family, like I did?”

      “Pretty much,” I say.

      He narrows his eyes. “You always were ungrateful.”

      “And you always were miserable. You’re a bad example of how to live a life, Dad.”

      That pisses him off. It always does. “What do you know about responsibility? We supported you for years.”

      “You did, and I’m grateful for that,” I say softly.

      “I cut you off for your own damn good.”

      “I know you did.”

      “And you never said thank you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Richard,” Mom says, getting worried.

      “Nothing matters to you,” he says, ignoring her. “You only ever cared about yourself and what you want. You ignored my advice, and look at you now. Married to some rich guy you barely know.”

      “Richard,” Mom says again.

      “I know Davis,” I tell him.

      “No, you don’t.” Dad leans toward me, eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what you tell people, but it’s obvious why you’re with this guy.”

      Davis leans forward, grabbing Dad’s attention. “And why is that, Richard?” he asks him.

      My father slowly looks at Davis. “Money,” he says. “She’s with you for money. Don’t you forget it. That girl only cares about herself, and you’re just the latest get-rich-quick scheme.”

      I slam my hands down on the table. Mom jumps and Dad grins at me, a wicked glint in his eye. He loves nothing more in this world than pissing me the hell off.

      And he did it. He succeeded like I knew he would. I was so afraid of this moment, afraid I’d embarrass myself, afraid I’d make a scene, afraid I’d say something to my parents that I’d regret forever.

      Now that this moment has come, I find that I don’t give a fuck about any of that.

      I open my mouth to tell my father all the things I’ve always wanted to say. I want to tell him that he was never as good of a dad as he thinks he was. He provided, but that was it. He was a cold, distant asshole, a controlling dickhead. He fucked me up, and I resent him for it. He’s a bad fucking person.

      And it’s about to spill out, every word of it, when Davis puts his hand on top of mine.

      For some reason, that stops me. I look at him, and his eyes are glowing. I swear, they’re glowing with a red-hot anger unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. He slowly turns that gaze onto my father.

      “You don’t know your daughter,” he says softly.

      “Oh, you think so?” my dad jeers. My mother looks mortified.

      “No, you don’t. Your daughter is intelligent, beautiful, talented. She may not have succeeded as an actress yet, but if she wants to, she will. And she’s not with me because of my money, you idiot. She’s with me because I’m nice to her, which is something you’ve never bothered to be.” He pushes back from the table. “We’re leaving.”

      I blink and stand up. I look at my mom. “Sorry,” I say to her. “Call me.”

      She nods, resigned to her fate.

      My father just laughs. “Go ahead, leave. You deserve each other, you fucking freaks. Go ahead and let her bleed you dry, Mr. Millionaire Asshole. See if I care.”

      Davis makes a face. “She told me you were an asshole, Richard, but I didn’t realize you were also tacky.”

      He turns and leaves the table. My eyes are wide and I’m grinning. I look at my dad and he’s glowering after Davis, angry beyond words.

      I don’t need to say anything. I just hurry after Davis.

      We leave together, head outside.

      “That was…” I say to him, and he whirls on me.

      “Don’t you ever let that fucker talk to you like that again, you hear me?”

      He’s angry, glaring at me. I blink and nod. “Okay,” I say.

      “Good. Fuck that guy. He’s such a fucking prick. I see why you don’t talk to him.”

      “Davis,” I say softly.

      “That fucking twat. I want to go back in there and beat the fucking shit out of him. How dare he talk about you that way?”

      “Davis!”

      He looks at me and lets out a breath. “What?”

      “Thank you.”

      He hesitates a second and smiles. “Sorry. I went overboard.”

      “No, it’s okay. You’re right. He is an asshole. And he’s tacky.” I step closer to Davis, get up on my tip-toes, and kiss him.

      He pulls me against his body, kisses me deep and slow. It’s not the sort of kiss I expect from him. It’s not lust-filled, although there’s lust. It’s passionate, but it’s not smoldering.

      It’s tender. It’s loving.

      He breaks off. “Come on, let’s go home.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “I hope he enjoys that bill,” Davis says, taking my hand. “My meal was expensive.”

      I grin at him. “Mine, too.”

      He laughs and squeezes my hand. We walk together back toward the house, shoulder to shoulder. I feel better than I have in a long time, and it’s all because of him.

      I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but I can feel that anger I’ve harbored for him disappearing.

      Davis isn’t the man I thought he was. He’s not the asshole I always imagined.

      He’s so much more. He’s my husband. He’s nice to me when nobody else is nice to me. He even seems to believe in me.

      And I believe him when he said that he was sorry about what happened back when we were kids. I believe him when I never thought I would.

      I don’t know what I’m getting myself into. But I don’t want to stop. I don’t think I can stop.

      There’s no going back from here.
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      The next morning, I’m still seething about my father.

      Davis has to go into the office. He looks at me, still buried under the blankets, as he gets dressed.

      We slept in the same bed last night. It was strange, curling up next to him, but it felt good. Like we were meant to do it.

      We didn’t kiss. We didn’t have sex. We just lay in bed together and talked for hours.

      It was the most intimate night I’ve ever experienced.

      Eventually, we had to go to sleep. Around three in the morning, I pressed myself against his side and he wrapped his arms around me. I felt his breathing go even as he slipped into dreams.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me, adjusting his shirtsleeves.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Just tired.”

      “Kept you up all night, huh?” He grins at me.

      “Yeah, you did.” I roll my eyes. “Wouldn’t shut up.”

      He laughs and gets into bed next to me. He kisses me and tickles my sides. I cry out and thrash, laughing as I try to push him away.

      “Keep it up,” he says, “and there’s more where that came from.”

      “Oh, god, get away from me.”

      He laughs and gets up again. I sigh and stretch a little.

      “Are you sure you have to go?” I ask.

      He nods. “Unfortunately, I still have a company to run.”

      “Well, I’ll be right here waiting for you.”

      His eyes flash something deep and animal. “You’d better be.”

      He leans over the bed and kisses me again before heading out into his office. I sigh and collapse back against the pillows.

      I don’t know how this happened. I guess it was gradually happening all along, but after last night, it’s all clicking into place for me.

      The way he defended me, the way he talked to me, kissed me.

      He doesn’t want this to be fake any more than I do.

      I know what it means to think like this. I’m going to have to trust him again, but I think I’m ready.

      I believe him when he says he didn’t realize I was in love with him back then. Knowing him now, I realize that he wouldn’t have been so malicious about everything if he realized the truth.

      He was just young and stupid. At the end of the day, that’s his worst crime, just young and stupid.

      I was young and stupid back then, too. I never outright told him the truth. I just got angry and ignored him, and I let that hate fester for years. I imagined him as this monster, and he just kept getting worse and worse in my imagination.

      I saw him as the embodiment of all things awful. I imagined him as the reason women hate men sometimes. I thought he was evil, pure evil, just using me for fun.

      But of course that’s not true. Nobody is like that, nobody is pure evil. Not at that age, at least.

      He was just a stupid kid, just like me.

      I sigh and eventually I get out of bed. I shower, head downstairs, make breakfast. I glance at the binders sideways, wonder if I should study, and decide to take the morning off.

      It occurs to me that Davis should be studying me, but we’ll probably get to that. I don’t know how good he’s going to be at remembering all that stuff, and maybe he won’t be expected to know it all like I will. Either way, I’m putting my faith in him.

      In a way that I never really thought I would.

      I go to curl up on the couch and spend another glorious afternoon watching trashy daytime TV when my phone starts to ring. I jump a little and glance at it, frowning, before I pick it up.

      “Hello?”

      It’s him, I know right away. I recognize the voice. “Hello, Mrs. King?”

      “Yes, this is she.”

      My heart’s hammering so hard I can barely breathe.

      “Hello, this is Agent Long. I apologize for bothering you so soon after I last visited.”

      Yeah, I’m sure he’s sorry.

      “What can I do for you, Agent?”

      He pauses for a moment, and when he speaks, I swear there’s a hint of triumph in his voice.

      “I spoke with your father today.”

      I have to sit down. I feel flooded with fear. “My father?”

      “That’s right. I believe you and your husband met with him last night?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “How did you know that?”

      Agent Long chuckles. “We always contact the families when conducting investigations like this,” he says. “We spoke to your father early on, actually, before we even spoke with you.”

      “You did?” I’m staring at the wall as things start to click into place.

      “We did,” he confirms. “He was very helpful, even offered to meet with the two of you to find out what he could. I have to say, we’ve never had a family member offer something like that before.”

      “Oh,” I manage to say, feeling so stupid I could cry.

      Of course that’s why he came to dinner. Of course that’s it.

      He didn’t want to meet Davis. He didn’t care about my husband, my marriage.

      He didn’t care about me at all.

      He just wanted to help the fucking Feds.

      “Your father believes that your relationship with Davis is fake. He doesn’t have proof, but he’s convinced of the fact, and he provided some very interesting testimony.”

      “He’s lying,” I say quickly.

      “Maybe,” Agent Long admits. “It’s all hearsay at this point, just one man’s opinion, but the opinion of a subject’s father is very important to us.”

      I clench my jaw. Anger flares. “Why would you do this?” I demand. “I don’t understand.”

      “Don’t you?” His voice is barely a whisper. “Divorce him, Carly, while you still can. He’s going down. And your father apparently wants to see you go down too.” He laughs, a sick and twisted chuckle.

      “My father is a bastard,” I say. “And he doesn’t know shit about me.”

      “We’ll see. This has been a nice chat, Mrs. King. Have a wonderful day.”

      He hangs up the phone. I drop it to the floor and clench my fists tight.

      That bastard just called to gloat. There wasn’t anything else in that conversation. He didn’t question me, didn’t do anything but brag.

      I want to scream. I want to cry. Instead, I pick up my phone again, and call Davis.

      He answers right away. “I was hoping I’d hear from you,” he says.

      “Agent Long just called.”

      There’s a short pause. “What happened?” His voice is more serious now.

      I tell him everything. “My dad was there just to spy on us,” I say, forcing myself not to cry. “I don’t know what my mom knows about it. I don’t think she knew, I mean, I don’t think she would’ve come if she did.”

      “I’ll be home soon,” he says.

      “You don’t have to come back.”

      “Yes, I do. Fucking hell, Carly. Your own father. Fuck. I’ll be there soon.”

      He hangs up and I drift into the kitchen. I stare down at my phone, and I make a stupid call. I know I shouldn’t. I know I should forget it, move on, but I can’t help myself.

      My mother picks up on the third ring.

      “Hi, sweetie,” she says.

      “Hi, mom.”

      “I’m sorry about last night. I don’t know what came over your father.”

      “Did you know?” I whisper. I can’t keep the emotions from my voice, no matter how hard I try.

      I feel so betrayed, so broken. My own father is trying to get me thrown in prison.

      It’s the most absurd and fucked-up thing I’ve ever heard of. I knew my father disliked my choices, even disliked me a little bit, but I never imagined he actively wanted to hurt me.

      Clearly, I didn’t know how far his hatred went.

      “Know what, honey?” she asks.

      “About Dad and the immigration agent.”

      “Immigration?” She laughs a little. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Davis is Canadian, Mom.”

      “Oh, really? You didn’t mention that part.”

      “Did you know?” I repeat.

      “I just said I didn’t know,” she says softly. “Honey, what’s going on?”

      I don’t know how to say it, so I just say it. “Dad’s been in touch with an immigration official about me and Davis. That’s why he came last night, to spy on us for them. They think our marriage is fake. They want to deport Davis and throw me in jail, and Dad’s helping them.”

      Mom’s quiet for a shocked moment. “Honey, that’s ludicrous.”

      “The agent called me just a few minutes ago and told me everything. You heard him last night. He’s unhinged.”

      “He’s not unhinged, he’s just—”

      “Mom, he hates me. He hates Davis. You really think he wouldn’t do this?”

      She’s silent for a long time.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she finally whispers. “I can’t imagine he’d do this.”

      “Why else would he come last night?” I ask her.

      “He said… he wanted to meet your husband.”

      “Exactly. To size him up, try and see if we slip up or something.”

      “Oh, no, sweetie. No, that can’t be right.”

      “It’s right. How are you still defending him after everything?”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it, Mom. Stop lying to yourself. Dad is an asshole.”

      “Don’t talk about your father like that,” she says, almost reflexively, but she doesn’t sound like she means it.

      “You have no idea who you’re married to,” I tell her. “He’s a maniac.”

      “Stop it.” Her voice is harsh and solid all of a sudden. “Just stop it, Carly. This… this little tale is crazy. It’s crazy, okay? I don’t believe it. Oh, honey, why can’t you just follow a normal path like everyone else?”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You think I’m lying?”

      “You’re accusing your own father of trying to get you thrown in jail.”

      “Mom—”

      “No, no more, Carly,” she says. “I’ve been playing the middle as long as I could, but now I’m done. No more from you. I’m tired of this. It ends now.”

      “Mom—”

      “It was nice seeing you. Davis seems nice. I wish you all the happiness in the world.”

      And she hangs up the phone.

      I throw it across the room. The expensive phone shatters on the tile floor of the kitchen, but I don’t give a shit.

      My own mother thinks I’m a liar. She thinks I’m dramatic.

      At least she wasn’t involved in last night’s ruse, but this… it’s still pretty bad.

      I knew I shouldn’t have called when I was this upset. It’s too late, though. She thinks I’m crazy and a liar.

      I slowly sink to the floor, back against the couch. I hug my knees to my chest and finally let myself cry.

      I don’t know how long I’m sitting there, but suddenly I hear the door open. I look up as Davis comes inside. He spots me on the floor and runs to me.

      “Carly,” he says, and I just cry.

      He sits next to me, pulls me against his chest, and holds me. I sob against him like a freaking child, but he doesn’t pull away.

      “We’ll beat this,” he whispers. “I promise. I’ll do whatever I have to.”

      “They hate me,” I finally manage to whisper.

      “They don’t hate you. They just don’t understand.” He sighs. “And your father is an asshole.”

      I laugh a little. “Yeah, he’s a huge asshole.”

      “I’m going to take care of this. I promise.”

      “I called my mom.” I look up at him. “She didn’t know. But she thought I was lying about what my dad did.”

      He sighs. “Can you blame her?”

      “No,” I admit. “But it still hurts.”

      He nods, wipes my tears away. “I know it does, little wife.” He kisses my lips softly. “She’ll come around.”

      “Yeah.”

      He holds me like that, pulling me tight against him. I feel like my world is over, my whole entire world is finished.

      Although here, in Davis’s arms, maybe, just maybe, a new world can start. I don’t know, I’m not sure. But when I look up at him, I think it’s possible. I think he can make it all okay again.

      I don’t care about the money anymore. I just want this to be over.

      And I want him. I want Davis so badly, it hurts. I want this marriage to be real, finally real.

      I kiss him before hugging him tight, willing him to feel the same way I feel.
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      I’ve never been so angry in my life.

      I hate her parents. I hate the government.

      I hate my fucking self.

      I never should’ve brought Carly into this. The whole immigration thing was my mess to fix, my problem to get past. Dragging Carly into it only upended her life, destroyed anything she had with her parents, fucked it all up beyond recognition.

      And the investigation hasn’t even gotten started in earnest. Long still hasn’t drilled her on my family history yet, and I still have to learn all her details.

      There’s a lot more pain and misery coming up. This is just the start.

      But I can’t handle it. I can’t, I really can’t.

      The next morning, I leave earlier than normal. Carly’s finally sleeping after a fitful night.

      I call Avah on the way out. “You’re up early,” she says.

      “I need you to set up a meeting with Niko,” I say.

      She doesn’t speak right away. “Are you sure?” she asks.

      “I’m sure.” I take a breath and let it out. “You should know what I’m planning.”

      “Is it going to help Carly?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Will it help you?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then I trust you to do the right thing.”

      “It could hurt Bison,” I say softly.

      “Fuck Bison. How much money do we really need, Davis?”

      I laugh softly. “I agree.”

      “I’ll set up the meeting. Later today, lunch?”

      “As early as you can get him.”

      “Fine. See you soon.”

      I hang up the phone and head toward the office. I walk this morning, enjoying the sun slowly peeking up above the buildings. I stop and get a coffee, taking my time.

      The whole way there, I’m planning. I know what I want to say, but I have to think it through. I can’t make an emotional decision, even if I am emotional right now.

      I’m fucking angry. I can’t pretend like I’m not.

      But I know this is the right thing. I got Carly into this mess, and it’s time to get her out of it, before we get in too deep.

      By the time I reach the office, I’m resigned. And it feels fucking good.
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      Niko is already sitting at the table when I walk into the little corner bar he selected. It’s a decent place with that faux-industrial vibe to it that’s popular right now.

      He doesn’t smile as I approach. Niko’s shorter than me with close-cropped blond hair, light blue eyes, high cheeks, a crooked nose.

      “Davis,” he says.

      “Niko.”

      “What do you want?”

      I sigh. “Can we drop the enemies act for a second and just have a drink?”

      He laughs and shrugs. “Okay then. Sit down.”

      I nod and sit. A waitress comes by a minute later and we both order a lager. She brings them back while we chat about our lives. Niko’s married, two kids, and he talks about them like a proud dad.

      “So, I assume you didn’t bring me here just to talk about my kids,” he says once our drinks arrive.

      I sip my beer. It’s cold and tastes good.

      “I need you to back off.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Back off?”

      “Agent Long. Immigration. I know what you’re doing.”

      He smiles broadly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Niko.”

      “I can’t control what the immigration officials decide to investigate, Davis. You know that as well as I do.”

      I sigh. “Okay, fine. You don’t have to admit it. But I’m here to make a deal.”

      He frowns a little. “Are you now?”

      “I’m willing to give up China.”

      That gets him. He looks surprised for a moment before he composes himself.

      “You can’t just give me a country,” he says.

      “We won’t go forward with plans to invest in their market,” I tell him. “I’ll scuttle deals, lose some money, and it’ll be all yours. I know you’re trying to get in there, too.”

      He narrows his eyes. “How?”

      “You know how. Look, it’s a tough market, we both know it. Bison’s been on the fence about China for a long time. But I’ll make it official and you can have it.”

      He shakes his head. “No. Besides, I can’t—”

      “Right, right, you can’t tell them what to investigate.” I sigh. “Okay. The whole Asian market is yours.”

      That makes his eyes go wide. “Japan? Korea?”

      “You,” I tell him. “All you. If you can penetrate, of course. I won’t help with that.”

      He laughs softly. “I don’t need your help, Davis.”

      “I’ll give up our entire Asia operation if you’ll make this go away.”

      He leans back and watches me, arms crossed. I can tell he’s thinking about it, seriously considering it.

      I’m offering him potentially billions of dollars in business. Without Bison as a competitor, he’ll be able to get a foothold much easier. He’ll be able to actually expand and grow.

      It’ll hurt Bison, but we have other options. We can concentrate on North America and Europe and Australia, start getting into the South American markets, hell, even invest in Africa. Losing Asia won’t kill us, but it’ll hurt.

      I don’t know how I can spin this to the company, but it doesn’t matter.

      So long as I can have Carly, free and clear, I don’t care.

      “All of Asia, and the investigation goes away,” I say softly.

      “All of Asia,” he repeats. “How can I be sure?”

      “If you catch a whiff of me entering that market, just start the investigation all over again.”

      “And what if you try entering years from now?”

      I shrug. “It’s a risk you’ll have to take. And besides, years from now will be too late and you know it.”

      He nods thoughtfully. “This is a big deal. Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      He nods again. “Very well. She must be worth it.”

      “I didn’t realize it at first, but she really is.”

      He smiles and holds up his drink. “To the deal.”

      “To the deal.”

      We clink glasses and I feel a weight lift off my shoulders.

      Niko sips his beer and stands. “Agent Long won’t bother you again,” he says. “Good luck, Davis.”

      “Thank you, Niko.”

      He nods and leaves, walking swiftly toward the door.

      I sit there and drink my beer. I savor it, because it’s the first beer I’ve ever had as a completely free man.

      Once I finish, I pay and leave. I call Avah on the way back to the house, let her know what I just did, and that I won’t be coming back in.

      “All of Asia, huh?” she asks. “Did you at least offer him China first?”

      “Of course. I’m not an idiot.”

      She sighs. “This is gonna hurt.”

      “I know. But we’ll survive.”

      “We always do.” She laughs softly. “She’s a lucky girl, you know that?”

      “I hope she thinks so.”

      “She will. Bye, Davis.”

      “Bye, Avah.”

      I hang up the phone. I slip it into my pocket. I hurry back to the house.
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      Carly is sitting in front of the television, watching some movie and chewing her nails when I walk into the room.

      She looks up. “I thought you were working?”

      I shrug. “I’m done for the day.”

      “Oh.” She sits up a little bit.

      “Come here,” I say softly, holding out my hand.

      She hesitates, but gets up. She walks over to me and takes my hand.

      I pull her along behind me, leading her out the front door. We walk a block to a nearby park.

      “I love this place,” I say softly. “I come here a lot when I need to think.”

      “It’s cute. I love the parks in Philly.”

      “I like watching the people, the families. Sometimes I wish I had that.”

      “Yeah?” she asks, cocking her head.

      “I did something today,” I tell her. “I solved our problem.”

      She frowns a little. “Really?”

      “Really. I gave something away, and now… well, we can get divorced, if you want. I’m not going to be deported.”

      She’s quiet for a second. I stare at her, trying to read her expression, but it’s difficult.

      Finally, she meets my gaze. “I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t know if I want to get divorced.”

      I grin ear to ear. “I don’t either.”

      She looks surprised. “Really?”

      “Really. I’m in love with you, Carly. I made a deal with Niko to make sure I could always keep you safe.”

      “Davis,” she says softly.

      “Be my wife for real. We can be together, and if you want to end things, I’ll still give you the money I owe you. Every single cent, I swear.”

      “Davis,” she says again.

      “Just think about it. We can have fun, I mean, we can have a lot of fun, and if you can just—”

      “Davis!”

      I stop talking. “Yeah?”

      “I love you, you idiot.”

      I lean forward, take her hair, and kiss her.

      I kiss her deep, full, hard. I need her, so hungry for her. I’m starving for her.

      I’ve given up a lot of money, a lot of power, to have this. I don’t need her to know that. Hell, I’d rather she never found out. I don’t want her to feel guilty.

      But that’s what she means to me. I love her so much, I’m willing to let Bison suffer.

      I need her. I want her as my wife.

      I can’t let her go, and I’m willing to sacrifice for her. I’ll sacrifice anything for her.

      We break the kiss off. “I’ve been waiting for this,” she says softly.

      “Me too,” I admit. “And now we can do it for real. No more Agent Long. No more problems.”

      “How?” she asks.

      “Don’t worry about that. Let’s just say, I made a deal.”

      She sighs. “I love you, Davis.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We kiss one more time, and I feel complete. Finally, after all this time, I feel complete. I never knew I’d find it in her, right here, right now.

      But here I am, feeling better than I ever thought I would.
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      One Year Later

      It’s a beautiful day in Philadelphia as I walk through the park.

      I’m smiling, practically whistling. I feel light as a feather.

      Davis is sitting on a bench just ahead. He looks up as I approach and grins.

      “Afternoon, wife,” he says.

      “Afternoon, husband.” I sit down next to him and stretch my legs. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      He grins and puts his arm around me, pulling me against him. We kiss briefly then watch the park as people walk past.

      This is our normal afternoon ritual. We get lunch together then sit in the park for a little while, people watching, relaxing, enjoying each other’s company. I take a little stroll around the perimeter while he kept the bench locked down.

      He sighs a little and checks his watch. “Avah wants me back soon.”

      “I know, I saw.”

      “It’s driving me crazy.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “Come on, she’s been on me lately.”

      I laugh and kiss him. “Get over it.”

      He grumbles. “Fine, fine. But still.”

      “But nothing. She’s opening a new branch. It’s a big deal.”

      “I know, I know. At least I have you to keep things going in the home office.”

      “Exactly. Aren’t you lucky?”

      He grins at me. “Of course. I think that every day.”

      I laugh and we kiss again, this time slowly, savoring the moment.

      After Davis made his deal and immigration went away, we felt our whole world open up. We started slow, getting to know each other more, sleeping in the same bed, going to movies, to dinner, really just acting like a normal couple.

      And after a few months, we realized it’s real. It’s not going anywhere.

      So I came to work for Bison. I’m technically a product developer, but mostly I work with Davis to keep things moving smoothly.

      It was a rocky start at first. People resented the boss’s wife coming in like that, but soon everyone got used to it, and now things are good.

      They’re better than good. They’re great.

      All that stress, all that worry. It’s all gone.

      Because of him.

      I know what he did for me. He didn’t want me to find out, but Avah got drunk a couple months back and spilled the beans.

      He gave up billions of dollars for me. He gave up an entire market, just to keep me. It’s hard to believe that someone would do something so huge, but he did it.

      And I know he’d do more. He’d sacrifice more. Because he loves me.

      I trust him. I trust that he loves me, more than I ever thought I could.

      It’s like the past is gone now, like it’s missing. It’s like that never happened.

      I used to hate him so much, but it’s like I hated a totally different person. This Davis, this man, he’s someone new.

      Someone special.

      “Come on,” he says, standing up. “Let’s go back to the office.”

      “Do we have to?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Not really. I am the boss, after all.”

      “Maybe we could just go home. And, you know.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “I know?”

      “Work on that…. Thing we discussed.”

      “Oh, you’re being coy.”

      “Come on, stop. You know what I mean.”

      He bends down and helps me to my feet. As I get up, he pulls me against him. “You mean, you want to go back to our house and fuck until I get you pregnant?”

      I blush a little. “That’s it.”

      “Good girl.” He kisses me softly. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Come on, idiot.” I grin as I grab his hand and we start walking slowly back home.

      My heart’s beating fast, like it always does at the prospect of sleeping with Davis. You’d think I’d get tired of it, but no, not even close. Every day he seems to surprise me.

      “Your mom called, by the way,” he says. “She wants to visit next week.”

      “Okay,” I say. “That’s fine.”

      “Think we’ll have some good news for her soon?”

      “I hope so.” I squeeze his hand.

      My mother and I made up a few months ago. It wasn’t easy, but she came to terms with what my father did. They’re still together, but I’m not sure that’ll last long.

      I haven’t spoken to my father since that night at dinner. I don’t plan on ever speaking to him again.

      And I’m okay with that. Sometimes, parents are just bastards. And I don’t have time for bastards.

      “You know, I love you,” Davis says to me. “You know that, right?”

      “Of course.” I smile at him and glance down at the ring on my finger. “I know it.”

      “Good. Once you’re pregnant… maybe we should have another wedding.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Another?”

      “Sure. A real one, this time. Family, friends, the whole thing.”

      I laugh lightly. “I’d love that.”

      “Good.”

      I kiss him and lean my head against his shoulder.

      My husband, my man. He takes care of me, gives me what I need.

      He makes me happier than I ever thought possible.

      There’s nothing in this world I want or need. I could go back into acting if I wanted, but I’m too content with him to bother. I don’t need anything more, except for a baby.

      And he’ll give me that, too. Sooner or later, he’ll give me that.

      I never imagined this would be my life. I never pictured being happy with him like this. I always thought I’d hate him. I was in this for the money.

      Now, I’m in this for the joy he gives me every single day.

      I couldn’t ask for anything more.
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