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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      There are scenes that every romance reader looks forward to when starting a new book. The first kiss between the main characters is usually one of those favorite scenes...maybe even the top favorite.

       A while ago, a member of my Facebook group for readers joked that she could easily read an entire book filled with just first kisses. And I thought: why not? First kisses definitely deserve a book of their own. So I invited my fellow authors to send me their favorite first-kiss scenes from one of their books and put together this anthology, filled with 55 excerpts featuring first kisses.

       Some of these kisses are sweet and tender, some are hot and passionate, but they are all unforgettable and change the characters' lives forever.

       I hope you enjoy these 55 first kisses and maybe even discover a new favorite book!

       Happy reading,

      Jae

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Perfect Rhythm by Jae

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Pop star Leontyne Blake might sing about love, but she stopped believing in it a long time ago. What women want is her image, not the real her. When her father has a stroke, she flees the spotlight and returns to her tiny Missouri hometown.

      In her childhood home, she meets small-town nurse Holly Drummond, who isn’t impressed by Leo’s fame at all. That isn’t the only thing that makes Holly different from other women. She’s also asexual. For her, dating is a minefield of expectations that she has decided to avoid.

      Can the tentative friendship between a burned-out pop star and a woman not interested in sex develop into something more despite their diverse expectations?

      A lesbian romance about seeking the perfect rhythm between two very different people—and finding happiness where they least expect it.
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      Pop star Leo returns home to her small hometown and, to her surprise, feels a strong connection to her father’s nurse, Holly, who is asexual. In this scene, they have climbed up on the roof of Leo’s childhood home, which was Leo’s secret escape growing up.
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        Excerpt

      

      

      “Maybe I should have,” Leo said. “Come back sooner, I mean.” At the very least, she would have gotten to know Holly sooner. She looked down at their hands, which were once again cradled together. There was a connection between them that went beyond that visible network of fingers.

      Under different circumstances, Leo would have assumed it was attraction—and maybe it was, just one of the other kinds of attraction Holly had mentioned, because it sure seemed as if Holly could feel it too.

      Something one-sided wouldn’t feel so strong, would it?

      “Holly, I…” She tightened her hold on Holly’s fingers, struggling for the right words. “C-can I ask you something?” Great. Now she, the woman who’d stayed cool when groupies had thrown their bras at her on stage, was stuttering like a teenager.

      Holly nodded, the white of her eyes shimmering in the moonlight as she stared at her.

      “If there were no expectations of passion or sex, would you start dating again?”

      “There always is—”

      “Would you?” Leo asked again with more urgency. She felt as if she couldn’t breathe until she had an answer. “Because I really would like to. Date you. No sex. No commitment. Let’s just enjoy each other’s company while I’m here…and, well, maybe a kiss or two.”

      A shadow darted across Holly’s features. Her brows slammed down as if something Leo had said dismayed her.

      “If you enjoy that sort of thing,” Leo quickly added. “If you don’t, that’s fine too.”

      Holly’s tongue flicked out and licked her bottom lip. “I do, but… Leo, we can enjoy each other’s company the way we have, as friends.”

      Leo didn’t look away. “Then that’s all you’re feeling? Just friendly feelings for me?”

      Holly’s eyes said something else. She squeezed them shut as if she didn’t want Leo to see. “No, but…”

      “Then kiss me. Right here, under the stars.”

      An unexpected smile flickered across Holly’s face, easing the tension a little. She opened her eyes. “Are you getting poetic, Ms. Songstress?”

      “You inspire me,” Leo said, and it wasn’t a line.

      “Leontyne?” Leo’s mother called from the window. “Holly? Where on earth are you?”

      Dammit. Leo suppressed a groan. Her mother had the worst timing in the universe.

      “Oh shit,” Holly whispered and huddled against her.

      Leo leaned even closer, allowing herself to enjoy the press of Holly’s body against hers, and whispered back, “Don’t worry. She can’t see us.”

      And she was right. After grumbling something they couldn’t understand, Leo’s mother closed the window.

      “Oh no.” Holly’s eyes widened. “Now we’re trapped out here.”

      “No. I told you, I know a spot where we can slide down the roof and climb onto the porch.”

      “The same spot where you scraped your ass as a teenager?” Holly asked.

      Oops. She gave her a sheepish grin. “Um, yeah.”

      Holly sighed. “Yippee-ki-yay. Okay, lead the way. We should get back to make sure your parents are okay.”

      “Ass-scraping, here we come,” Leo muttered and let go of Holly’s hands to crawl up the roof and down on the other side.

      But Holly stopped her with a quick touch to her shoulder. “Leo?”

      “Hmm?” She turned back around.

      Holly took an audible breath. “I…” She shook her head as if giving up the search for words and instead raised up on her knees.

      Leo didn’t dare move or even breathe or blink, afraid to startle Holly away and lose this precious moment.

      Holly took her face between her hands and looked into her eyes from only inches away. She leaned forward until her warm breath fanned over Leo’s mouth.

      Oh God, please…

      Then Leo’s silent prayer was answered. Holly’s lips touched hers in a kiss that was almost chaste: no tongue, no wandering hands, nothing but their lips caressing each other. It was slow and soft, all tenderness and harmony—and it was the most perfect kiss Leo had ever experienced.

      Finally, she felt as if someone was kissing her, just her, not her Grammys or her money or her body that had been on display in music videos.

      Everything around her disappeared, except for Holly’s soft mouth and her gentle hands, which cradled her face, rooting her in place.

      The kiss ended, but they lingered with their lips just a fraction of an inch apart. When they finally pulled back, they stared at each other.

      A smile spread over Holly’s face, and Leo couldn’t help mirroring it. She wanted to say so much, but it was as if that single kiss had taken away her ability to speak. All she could do was look into Holly’s silvery-blue eyes in the moonlight.

      “There.” Holly exhaled and slowly took her hands off Leo’s cheeks, sliding her fingers away until only her fingertips lingered and then dropped away. “I know that wasn’t exactly—”

      Leo dipped her head forward and touched her lips to Holly’s again, just for a moment, to stop her from saying whatever she’d been about to say. “It was perfect.” Her voice sounded raspy. “Thank you.”

      Holly’s smile brightened even more, if that was possible.

      They knelt on the roof, facing each other, until Leo remembered that they had been about to climb down. She still felt the warmth of Holly’s lips on hers as she guided her down the roof.
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        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:
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        Apple Books

        Ylva Publishing
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        Newsletter sign-up & a free ebook offer:

      

      

      Jae offers her short story “The Romance Bet” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Long Shot by A.L. Brooks

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Talented golfer Morgan Spencer has never won a major but it’s so close she can taste it—no thanks to her sexist father, a golfing legend who won’t even give her the time of day.

      Television producer Adrienne Wyatt has thrown herself into her career after her lover left her a year ago. She has a brilliant new plan: a documentary featuring Morgan’s rise and rise, capitalizing on the young woman’s star appeal.

      The main problem is that the reserved golfer treats Adrienne’s plan like an invasion of privacy. The other issue is her growing feelings for the irritatingly attractive woman—an unprofessional lapse that would get her ridiculed by her peers if anyone found out.

      When things come to a chaotic head, as fierce desires, risked careers, age differences, and dreams all come into play, what will win?
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        Adrienne and Morgan have been getting closer as they work on the project, and as a result, Adrienne has figured out Morgan’s relationship with her father is nowhere near as good as has been portrayed by the media.
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        Excerpt

      

      

      “Morgan, wait!”

      Adrienne’s velvet voice came from behind Morgan as she neared the bank of elevators, and she groaned. God, no, this was embarrassing enough. Couldn’t Adrienne leave her alone?

      She rapidly hit the call button a few times. “Come on, come on,” she whispered, but the elevator gods conspired against her today.

      Adrienne arrived alongside her. “Morgan, are you okay?”

      “No,” she snapped, then instantly regretted her tone. “Sorry.”

      She finally plucked up courage to look at Adrienne. Yes, there was the expected sympathy in her gaze, which twisted in Morgan’s gut—the last person she wanted to appear pathetic in front of was Adrienne—but there was also anger there, which surprised her.

      “You’re allowed to be angry,” Adrienne said firmly. “And you’re allowed to let your emotions out.”

      The elevator finally arrived, sparing Morgan from answering. Without looking back at Adrienne, she hurriedly stepped into the car and punched the button for the third floor.

      She jumped when Adrienne said, “I’m here if you need someone to talk to,” and turned to see that she too had entered the car. Before Morgan could ask her to leave, the doors slid shut.

      Great. Just great.

      “I don’t need to talk to anyone. I appreciate you trying to help, but I don’t need it, okay?”

      Why couldn’t people get this? She was better off alone, just getting on with what she liked doing best: playing golf and winning tournaments. That life was perfect.

      Okay, not perfect but definitely enough.

      “You’re lying, Morgan, to me and yourself.”

      Morgan faced her at last, her anger sparking. “Who the hell do you think you are? You barely know me! Yes, I know, I said some things down there”—she gestured vaguely in the direction of the lobby below them—“but that doesn’t mean you have the right to push me on this.”

      The elevator came to a halt, but as the doors began to open, Adrienne stepped in front of Morgan and pressed the ‘Close doors’ button. She held her finger there, glaring at Morgan.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Morgan asked, staring at Adrienne and trying to ignore the parts of her body that appreciated how attractive this infuriating woman was up close.

      “I have no earthly idea.” Adrienne shook her head. “But for some reason, I care about you, about what is happening to you. Your father”—she almost spat the word—“is treating you appallingly. This upsets me. Perhaps more than it should, but it’s so unfair to you, especially when you are this good and this close to winning that first major. I refuse to let you deny how that makes you feel when you could be fighting back against it.”

      “Oh, wait, I get it. This is all about that interview, isn’t it? You want me to go on national TV and bad-mouth my own father!” Morgan’s tone was snide. “This isn’t about me at all. This is all about you getting this year’s TV hit!” She was practically shouting now but couldn’t seem to stop.

      Adrienne’s eyes went wide, then narrowed. She pulled away from the elevator controls; the doors stayed closed, keeping them cocooned in the small interior. She took one step forward, her face slightly flushed. The movement brought her, and her delicious scent, within inches of Morgan. Her deep-brown eyes were almost luminous, her breathing fast but shallow.

      Morgan could feel the heat emanating from her, and something stirred in her, something deep down low.

      “How dare you?” Adrienne’s voice was as taut as piano wire. “You say I don’t know you, but you really don’t know me if you think that’s what this is about. Right now I couldn’t care less about my TV documentary. This is all about you, Morgan.” She moved another step forward and exhaled in a huff. “I think all this shit from your father is affecting you more than you know, and I hate to see it happening to you. You deserve so much better,” she finished, her tone passionate and her voice half an octave lower.

      She was so close now; her gaze bored into Morgan. Her heat and her perfume overwhelmed Morgan and any sense she might have possessed only moments before.

      Morgan’s hands moved a millisecond before the rest of her, but it all came together in one heated rush. She clutched at Adrienne’s lush hips as she pulled her in and kissed her hungrily.

      One agonizing split second later, Adrienne responded. A low groan leaked from her throat as her arms wrapped around Morgan’s shoulders and pulled her even closer. Adrienne flicked her tongue over Morgan’s bottom lip, and she opened willingly to let Adrienne in.

      The heat that flashed through her at the first touch of Adrienne’s tongue on her own seared her inside and out. For one fleeting, exulting moment she thought she would immolate from it. Instead, she sunk deeper into the kiss, consumed by the need to take as much as she could from the gorgeous woman in her arms.

      Adrienne gave back as good as she got and more. They crashed against the wall of the elevator car, Adrienne pressed between it and Morgan. As their mouths devoured each other, Morgan tried to connect to every inch of Adrienne.

      And then it was over.

      Adrienne wrenched away, a hand on her mouth as she stared at Morgan from two paces away.

      “Adrienne…” Morgan’s voice cracked.

      “No…no, we…can’t.” Adrienne spun around and pressed the ‘Open doors’ button.

      The doors slid slowly open, and Adrienne squeezed through them before they’d finished parting.

      “Adrienne,” Morgan pleaded, as she took a step forward. Her body hummed, but her mind was an utter blank.

      Adrienne fled the car without even a backward glance.
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        Blurb

      

      

      The quiet village of Bradfield should offer Dr Sylvia Marks the refuge she seeks when she returns home from her time in a field hospital in France in 1918. However, she is still haunted by the disappearance of her ambulance-driver lover two years previously, and settling down as a village doctor is more difficult than she realised it would be after the excitement of front-line medicine. Then curious events at a local farm, mysterious lights and a hallucinating patient’s strange illness make her revisit her assessment of Anna’s death on the battlefield.

      Lucille Hall-Bridges is at a loose end now her nursing work is finished. She felt useful as a nurse and now she really doesn’t know what to do with her life. She hopes going to stay with her friend Sylvia for a while will help her find a way forward. And if that involves staying at Bradfield with Sylvia…then that’s fine with her.

      Will the arrival of Lucy at Bradfield be the catalyst that allows both women to lay their wartime stresses to rest? Can Sylvia move on from her love affair with Anna and find happiness with Lucy, or is she still too entwined in the unresolved endings of the past?

      The first in the Bradfield trilogy, set in the Border Magic universe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This is a slooooow burn story and the kiss comes quite near the end, after pages and pages of pining. And erotic hair-brushing and glancing touches and the like!
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        Excerpt

      

      

      “I’m an idiot,” Sylvia said, sounding somewhat muffled from her face being buried in Lucy’s cardigan-clad shoulder. “I’m an enormous idiot and you have a ridiculous amount of patience with me, for whatever reason I cannot deduce. I’m so sorry.” She made another huffing noise when Lucy opened her mouth and drew breath to speak, tugging her arms even tighter. “I’m so very sorry, Lucy. Please don’t go. Please. Don’t go. I don’t want you to go. I want you to stay.”

      “Sylvia…” Lucy said helplessly. “Sylvia, I won’t go if you don’t want me to. I’ll stay and help. I can help, if you’ll let me!”

      “I don’t want you to help!” Sylvia said, drawing back out of her arms so her words were clear and ringing. “I don’t want you to stay and help find her, I want you to stay and be here with me. I want to stop looking. I’m going to stop looking, Lucy.” She bit her lip. She was crying again.

      Lucy was crying a bit as well. “Sylvia,” she said. “Sylvia, are you sure? She may still be out there somewhere.” She reached out and put her hand on Sylvia’s forearm, gripping tight.

      “But we don’t know that. We don’t know anything. We’ve got no way of finding anything more. And I could spend my whole life looking, couldn’t I? Dragging you with me. And you would, wouldn’t you, Lucille? You’d put your whole own life on hold to help me.”

      “I…” Lucy slashed her hands frantically across her face to clear the tears from her eyes. She didn’t want to look at Sylvia. “I…” She couldn’t deny it. “Yes,” she said, finally. “Yes, Sylvia dear. I would.”

      Sylvia took hold of Lucy’s hands as she dropped them away from her face. “And I would do the same for you,” she said, quietly. “I love you, Lucy. I loved Anna. But Anna is gone. She’s been gone for three years and these last few months of worrying and thinking and trying to work it all out have been grief, madness, something. I don’t know what. Idiocy, anyway. She’s gone. She’s not coming back.” She took a deep breath. “I could spend the rest of my days searching for her…go mad like Arthur Webber did, get sick like Matthew. I don’t want that.” She drew another breath and repeated with finality. “She’s gone. She’s not coming back.”

      Lucy finally had the courage to meet her eyes. Sylvia was looking at her, her own eyes swimming as Lucy’s were.

      “I fell in love with you at Royaumont,” Lucy said, possibly unwisely; and then corrected herself.

      The truth, now, here at the start of something.

      “At least. I admired you. You were so kind to me…to everyone. And so brilliant at what you did. I just…wanted to be near you. These last few months, though, Sylvia. It’s not a pash anymore. I’m in love with you, too. I want to be here, with you. If you need to keep searching, then we can do that. If you want to stop, we can do that too. So long as it’s together.”

      Sylvia’s breath hitched as she tugged Lucy closer and let go of one of her hands. It was warm where she cupped Lucy’s jaw. Her mouth on Lucy’s was as soft as Lucy had always imagined.

      Lucy sighed into the kiss and slid her spare hand around Sylvia’s waist.

      The waterproof was soaking wet and smelled of long-ago horses. Lucy flinched back for a moment and then returned to murmur reassuringly against Sylvia’s neck. “It’s not you,” she said. “It’s the coat. It smells. It needs burning.”

      Sylvia giggled—giggled!—and kissed her neck, a small line of kisses on her bare skin from the collar of her cardigan up behind her ear to her hairline. Lucy shivered.

      “Yes, it’s vile,” she murmured, mouth tickling against Lucy’s mouth again as she spoke. “But I won’t allow you to burn it. It’s my Lucy-coat now. The coat I wore when I first kissed Lucy. I’ll keep it forever.”

      “Stop talking about your coat,” Lucy said. “Stop talking and keep kissing me.”

      Sylvia obliged.
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      A.L. Lester offers her historical paranormal romance novella An Irregular Arrangement to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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        Blurb

      

      

      Can two women, unlucky in love, find solace in each other?

      Where do you go when you lose everything? Who do you turn to next when nobody seems to want you for more than a casual fling?

      When death unexpectedly takes the love of your life, the best you can do is to try to cope and to hold on to the good memories. When your beloved’s family takes everything else you have, hope is all that’s left…if you can hang on to that.

      You’ve been smitten more than once. You’ve even been in love a time or two. The trouble is, your feelings are always only yours. Cupid’s arrow always fails to land.

      Can two love-weary people from different worlds find strength together? Can they find more and even a happily ever after?
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      A marauding biker gang is trying to reclaim the bar where they used to hang out before Barbara Wysocki bought it and started rehabbing it. Sheriff’s Deputy Janet Mason takes her home, away from scene of the standoff between the gang and the Sheriff's Department.
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        Excerpt

      

      

      “Where are my manners,” she asked herself more than me. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

      Barb moved toward a sofa facing the fireplace in the great room and sat down heavily. I took a seat in a soft leather armchair a few feet from her and waited for whatever was coming next.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I said to her when the silence became unsettling.

      She tilted her head to look at me and nodded her consent.

      “Would you have come back here if your parents were… well?” I was certainly curious but, more than that, I wanted to get her mind off what was going on at her business.

      She half smiled. “I grew up in Zanesville… couldn’t wait to get out of town. A couple years after high school, I left. I went to live with an aunt out on the west coast. It was a whole different world, a whole different way of life. I loved it out there and…that’s when I figured a few things out.”

      I just nodded and let her talk.

      “There were probably twenty different jobs and almost as many women along the way before I met Lisa and settled down. I’d finally finished college, taking classes here and there at night. I had a business degree but no idea what to do with it.”

      “Lisa had a background in hospitality and restaurant management. She got a little bit of money from an inheritance when we’d been together about seven or eight months. We used it to buy our first bar; a ramshackle old gay bar in a gay ghetto that was being ‘gentrified’. We hung in there and sold it for what we thought then was a small fortune. We spent a little of it but reinvested most of the rest into another place.”

      “Over the years, we just kept moving from place to place, rehabbing failing bars in good locations. We sold most of them but kept a few others for income. Everything was good until Lisa got…sick…”

      Barb grew quiet. Her eyes became unfocused as she seemed lost in her thoughts. I felt bad about leading her down that track, but I didn’t know how to pull back now that she was on it.

      A sob escaped from her throat and her arm shook as she raised her hand to her face and covered her eyes.

      I stood and moved to the sofa where I took a seat beside her. Gently, I placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her to lean against me as she sobbed.

      “I’m so sorry,” she choked out several long minutes later. “I think I’ve finally gotten a grip on it all and then it just comes back in a wave.”

      “It’s okay Barb, really.”

      “I came back here because I realized I’d already lost everything but my parents that meant anything to me. I just can’t bear to lose any more, you know? Not right now. Them, this house and that bar are all I have left.” She looked at me intently.

      My thoughts were a jumble as I nodded silently and then sucked in a deep breath. I knew I should get back to the scene and try to lend whatever help I could, but I certainly didn’t want to leave Barb alone in her current state.

      I took my arm from around her and started to put a little distance between us on the sofa, but she put a hand on my leg and stopped me cold.

      “Thank you,” she said simply, her eyes still rimmed with tears. “It’s hard for me to open up about all of that.”

      “You’re welcome,” I responded. It was all I could think of to say.

      Barb held my gaze for several seconds and then leaned toward me, closing the distance between us. She brushed my lips with hers in a soft kiss that was completely unexpected. I froze. I didn’t know how to take it or if I should respond. Taking advantage of a woman in a weak moment wasn’t my style.

      Barb’s cell buzzing on the side table where she’d dropped it when we came in saved me.

      She twisted around to grab it and said, “It’s Dana,” before she answered it.

      I stood and stepped away to a window to look out and to give her a little privacy, so I only got one side of the conversation, but I heard her tell Dana that I was with her and that, yes, it was the bar.

      She hung up after a minute and beckoned me back toward her. I moved back toward the center of the room but remained standing and kept a little distance between us.

      “Dana said the local radio stations are all reporting about the bar. She called to see if I was all right. Morelville’s on lockdown and they’re all sitting around at Kris’s house.”

      “Lockdown? Mel just wanted the roads blocked so nobody made it up to the intersection near the Boar’s Head and got hurt. That’s got to have people all freaked out.”

      Barb looked at me strangely.

      “What?” I asked, when I finally noticed her watching me.

      “You’re antsy all of a sudden. Did I make you uncomfortable?”

      I hadn’t realized that I was bouncing from foot to foot. Self-consciously, I stopped. “No; it’s not you. I’m just really thinking I should be up there helping them do whatever they’re going to do to save your place, but there’s no way I’m leaving you by yourself.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said, “but you need to do what you need to do. I’m a big girl.”

      “Nope; I’m not leaving you. I have my orders.”
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      Sometimes, a second chance comes when you least expect it.

      Kate Cormier thought she’d love Sutton Guidry forever. But when one bad decision ended things, she moved on, building a life for herself and her daughter. These days, she hardly thinks about all those dreams. Until Sutton shows up, acting like she never left and looking more gorgeous than ever.

      Sutton has spent a decade avoiding her hometown, memories of first love, and the girl who broke her heart. She’s built a career, but the life that goes with it leaves her uninspired. When her father needs surgery, she decides coming home to help him recover is a chance to face those ghosts once and for all. But with so many pieces of her life still there—including Kate—it’s hard not to imagine trying again. Can she find a way to put them together without falling apart all over again?
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      Sutton and Kate have decided to put the past behind them and be friends, but as they spend more and more time together, new sparks start to fly.
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      Kate unbuckled her seat belt, but didn’t move to get out of the car. The air between them seemed to crackle, the way it did right before a thunderstorm. All trapped energy with nowhere to go. Based on the way Sutton wouldn’t make eye contact, she felt it, too.

      Sutton cut the engine. “I’ll give you a hand.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I want to. Let me.” Sutton looked at her. “Please.”

      It was more reflex than not wanting help, or another minute with Sutton. “Okay.”

      They climbed out of the car and gathered her purchases from the back seat. At the door, Sutton took everything while she fished out her keys. Inside, she set down her purse and flipped on a light. “You can put everything on the coffee table and I’ll sort it out later.”

      Sutton did, then stuffed her hands in her pockets. “It was cool to spend the day with you. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I adore Harper. It’s just—”

      “This is different.” She finished the sentence, hoping to convey not just that she understood, but agreed. “She needs time with other kids and I need time with other adults. It’s good for everyone.”

      Sutton offered her a sheepish smile. “I’m glad to be one of those adults.”

      “Do you want a drink or something?” She wasn’t sure why—or what, exactly, she expected to happen—but she wasn’t ready for Sutton to leave.

      Sutton didn’t answer right away and Kate imagined her running through whether or not she should, what it might mean, and probably a dozen or so other questions.

      “No pressure, but it’s early still. And I don’t have to be at work until ten tomorrow.” Hard to tell if it was Sutton she was trying to convince, or herself.

      “That sounds great.”

      “I have beer in the fridge and some chardonnay I think.”

      “Beer would be good.” Sutton sounded about as nervous as Kate felt. That should have made her feel better, but it only intensified the weird energy and sense of anticipation she couldn’t put a finger on.

      “I’ll be right back.” She headed to the kitchen and opened the fridge. When she turned, a bottle in each hand, she bumped right into Sutton.

      “Sorry, I—”

      “I didn’t realize you—”

      Before either of them finished a sentence, Sutton’s mouth was on hers. Hot and wanting and maybe a little desperate. Or maybe it was Sutton’s hands in her hair that gave it the trace of desperation.

      Sutton pulled her mouth away and dropped her hands. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Kate took a shaky breath. That answered that. She set the beers down. Instead of responding to Sutton’s apology, Kate kissed her back. Nothing gentle or questioning or anything a kiss probably should have been, given their past. No, it was hard and hot and now had a trace of her own desperation thrown in. Desperation she hadn’t realized she was holding, but that burned bright and suddenly threatened to consume her.

      Sutton somehow turned them around so Kate’s back was against the counter. The press of Sutton’s body against hers was familiar but not. Bigger and stronger than she remembered and yet exactly what she wanted. Needed.

      Sutton’s mouth went to her neck, kisses interspersed with noises that went from Kate’s ears right to her clit. She fisted one hand in Sutton’s shirt and slid the other around the back of Sutton’s neck, guiding their mouths back together. By the time Sutton pulled back a second time, they were both panting and Kate had a throb between her legs she hadn’t felt in a long time. Sutton’s gaze went from her eyes, to her mouth, then back. “This is probably a terrible idea.”

      “Yep.” And yet the thought of stopping, of not going further, seemed next to impossible.

      “Well?” Sutton asked.

      She could end this before it got out of hand. Be the responsible adult she invariably was these days. But she didn’t want to.

      “To be fair, I’ve wanted to take you to bed from the moment I saw you in the hardware store.”

      Kate swallowed, desire and something else—something she didn’t dare name—pulsing through her. “Is that so?”

      Sutton made the tiniest nod. “I’ve mostly been able to keep in under control, but being here with you, the taste of you on my lips. I’m at the breaking point.”

      Suddenly, they weren’t playing anymore. Or maybe they were and somehow Sutton had snared control of the game. Whatever it was, she was completely and utterly under Sutton’s spell.
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      Go on vacation? Check. Sip cocktails and relax on the beach? Check. Fall in love? Definitely not on the list.

      On a whim, Genesis Malone decides to book a solo trip to the island of Barbados. A sunny beach vacation sounds like the perfect way to renew her spirit after a heartbreaking divorce. The trip takes an unexpected turn when she meets a woman who could be just what she needs to move on. That is if her heart, and the universe, will let her.

      Zuri Baker seems to have it all but what she really wants is someone to share her life with. When she meets Genesis, she is intrigued by her quiet nature and longs to get to know her better. Too bad her on-again off-again girlfriend isn’t willing to let her go quite so easily.

      When they return to their regular lives and find themselves in the midst of exes, not quite exes, and work drama, will they be able to hold onto what matters most; each other?
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      Zuri has been showing Genesis around Barbados, her second home, as they get to know each other. During a visit to Coco Hill Forest, a sudden rain storm forces them to confront their obvious attraction.
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      Experiencing Barbados through Genesis’s eyes was something that Zuri enjoyed. It was like she was seeing everything for the first time. It helped that they had discovered a private oasis with the cool green light from the surrounding tropical flora bathing them.

      The branch on a nearby tree shook, and a green monkey with a baby clinging to her stomach appeared. She sat and watched them with big curious eyes.

      “Awww, how precious. What is that monkey called?” Genesis said, pointing towards the tree.

      “That would be a green monkey, and they have been on the island for a long time. They originated from West Africa. Adorable but can be aggressive if you disturb them.” Zuri started walking, and Genesis caught up. “They are all over, but usually you’ll see them in wooded areas like this.”

      “They don’t sound that different from people,” Genesis said with a chuckle.

      As they walked further, a gap in the trees gave Zuri a view of the sky. She cursed as she noticed rain clouds forming.

      “Damn it, I think we are about to get caught in a downpour,” Zuri said.

      Genesis followed her gaze. “Well, what should we do?”

      “We don’t have enough time to get to the farm. Let’s just hunker down over here; the trees are pretty dense in this area.”

      Zuri led Genesis over to a tree stump beneath a group of trees that looked like they would provide ample cover. On cue, the wind picked up, and the bit of sky they could see became overcast. The sound of thunder was loud enough to cause Genesis to jump into Zuri’s arms.

      “Did you set this up?” she asked with a smile.

      “Oh yeah, I’m good friends with the god of thunder. Thor and I go way back.”

      Zuri placed her arm around Genesis’s shoulders, and she snuggled into her body. The rain lashed against the leaves of the trees, and the moist air intensified the smells of the surrounding forest. Everything mingled closely with the aroma of summer rain.

      “Thank you for bringing me here,” Genesis said, lifting her head from Zuri’s chest. “I would have never seen the island the way I have if not for you.”

      “It’s been my pleasure. I didn’t realize how much I would enjoy exploring with someone else.” Zuri hesitated, then said, “I’d love to show you more once we’re back in LA.”

      Genesis sighed. “Oh, there is so much I want you to show me.”

      Zuri looked into her golden-brown eyes, and she saw what she had been waiting for, permission. That was all it took for her to press forward and kiss the lips she had been fantasizing about for days.

      It was gentle and sweet as their mouths pressed together. Zuri closed her eyes, and everything around them disappeared. In the distance, she could hear the drum of the rain, birds cawing, the rustling of the trees as monkeys swung from their branches. None of that compared to her heart pounding in her chest.

      Genesis brought her closer by placing her hand on the back of her head, gripping her dreadlocks. Zuri responded by kissing her harder. A deep moan escaped from the back of Genesis’s throat, and Zuri could feel a pool of desire forming in her core.

      The rain halted, a common occurrence during the wet season in Barbados. Rain one minute and sun the next. Although Zuri didn’t want their kiss to end, she knew it was best to head back just in case another bout of rain came down.

      Zuri licked her lips when they parted. “Let’s start heading back,” she said, leaning her forehead against Genesis.

      Genesis gave her a playful pout. “Just when things were getting good.”

      “Mmm, that was good, but trust me, it can get even better,” Zuri replied with a sly smile.

      “I don’t doubt that,” Genesis said, biting her lip. She got up and pulled Zuri with her.
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      What if their fake relationship wasn’t ever just pretend?

      Sage Carson has a messy reputation. Sure, she’s a soccer star with World Cup trophies and Olympic medals, but she’s almost as well known for her rebellious behavior off the pitch. She’s left enough gorgeous women with broken hearts in her dust to fill a roster. That was, until she got injured. Now, her frustratingly-slow recovery means she’d better secure this new squeaky-clean endorsement deal in order to get back on top.

      Sweet, sunshiny Willa Bellamy has a crisis on her hands. She’s used to it — as an events coordinator for the Denver Zoo, it’s her job to handle crises. But when she receives an invite to her ex’s wedding, she’s not so sure it’ll be as easy to handle as an escaped emu during a Girl Scout sleepover. Even worse, when the bachelorette party invite mentions that couples are welcome, she realizes she’s the sole single person invited.

      Fifteen years ago, Willa and Sage roamed the same halls of Edgelake High School. When their paths cross again, they decide to team up to solve both their problems — a stable, albeit fake, relationship to snag the endorsement deal and a hot soccer star to make the couples getaway sting a little less… But when the lines between real and fake start to blur, will they be able to keep the growing heat between them just a game or will they start playing to win?
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      Sage and Willa have agreed to play the part of fake girlfriends for two events, but after spending a bit of time together, Sage realizes that they’d better practice to make their fake relationship seem believable before showing up in front of the cameras.
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      She watched Sage’s blue eyes flick down to take in her mouth, and she swallowed, her lips parting slightly in surprise at how her body could be so affected by a look alone.

      “I think we should kiss,” Sage said, her voice soft, the slightest bit of rasp behind it.

      “Wh-what?” Willa blinked, taking a step back to break whatever spell had come over them.

      “I think we should so that we can kiss in public without it being a major deal,” Sage said, taking a deep breath as though it was a necessary evil she’d have to deal with.

      “Kiss in public? When are we kissing in public? I read nothing about PDA in that contract,” Willa countered.

      Sage tilted her head. “You don’t think I should kiss you at least in front of your friends at the bachelorette party to make it believable? Besides, if we’re meant to be in some sort of relationship, we should…” She squinted, as if looking for the right word. “Exude an air of intimacy. Practice makes perfect, didn’t you know?” Sage smirked.

      Willa swallowed again, her mouth dry as she shifted her weight between her feet. It wasn’t the idea of kissing Sage that she was necessarily against. In fact, she was all for it. But how could she kiss Sage and maintain the level of untangled that she needed? When she kissed someone, she felt it throughout her entire body and soul, and she was worried that kissing Sage would open up something she wasn’t ready for.

      “Okay, let’s start with hand holding,” Sage suggested, reaching for Willa’s hand instead. Willa couldn’t help but feel a small thrill as she reached for Sage’s hand, gently clasping it in hers. “Alright, see, that’s not weird.”

      Yeah, sure, definitely not weird at all. Willa wasn’t feeling weird, not one bit. She was definitely not worrying if her grasp was too tight, or if her palms were sweaty. No, she was being extremely casual and controlled, like always. “Yeah, that’s fine,” she lied. As Sage removed her hand from Willa’s, she felt the loss of it—the warmth of the soft skin against her own.

      “Now, touch me,” Sage said, stepping back to lean against the counter.

      “Touch you… how?” Willa asked, her hands hanging limply at her side.

      “You know, touch my arm or my waist or my ass or something,” Sage said. She had a smile on her face that accentuated the adorable gap between her two front teeth.

      Truly, the direction was staggeringly lean in terms of detail, but Willa did her best to reach out and give Sage’s arm a pat.

      “Did I just win a Little League game or are we in love?” Sage asked through a laugh.

      Willa laughed despite her discomfort. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment at the task. “It’s weird to have someone tell you to touch them. Can you really blame me here?”

      Sage shrugged, then reached forward and grabbed the fabric of Willa’s dress in her hands, pulling her closer until she stepped between Sage’s legs, their bodies nearly flush. Willa’s mouth went dry as she reached out to steady herself, her palms on Sage’s hard stomach. Oh, come on. This was completely unfair.

      Sage’s hands rested on Willa’s hips, fingers still hooked in her belt loops. “It’s not quite the crisis situation you’re imagining it to be, Wills.”

      Wills? That was new. Willa put on her best unaffected expression, which she hoped felt less like her eyes twitching as her brain melted from being held against Sage’s body. “I’m not going to like, make out with you in public,” Willa said, rolling her eyes.

      Sage watched her, those blue eyes darkening with concentration again.

      “Maybe like at most a quick peck or something,” Willa said, biting her lower lip again. “Right?”

      Those stormy blue eyes flicked down to her mouth for the second time in the conversation. “Yeah.”

      “Here, this is what I mean.” Before she could talk herself out of it or think up one thousand reasons to be nervous, Willa leaned forward and gave Sage’s mouth a gentle kiss, barely a brush of her lips. See? She could be brave, too. This kiss wasn’t a big deal. This was how not-big of a deal it was—that she could lean in and kiss her without overthinking it. Sage’s own mouth was soft and her lips tasted like mint chapstick. She kept her hands to herself. It was a professional move, nothing more, or at least that’s what she told herself to calm her stomach flipping with excitement. She watched as Sage’s eyes widened in surprise when she pulled away. “See? Easy?”

      The edge of Sage’s mouth pulled into a grin. “That could work.” She cleared her throat.

      “Yeah, that could definitely work,” Willa said, her voice barely a whisper. “Unless you were thinking something different?”

      Sage blinked, then furrowed her brows in concentration. “Yeah, something like that is great for press stuff.” She reached out, putting a hand on Willa’s cheek as her thumb stroked the sensitive skin under Willa’s chin and jawline. Willa tensed, then forced herself to relax. She felt exhilarated and terrified and anticipatory, all at once. She felt like she might explode. “Better,” Sage said with a grin that felt slightly mischievous. “This is less red carpet, more paradise, in my opinion.”

      It was only pretend, Willa repeated to her racing pulse. Only pretend.

      Sage leaned forward and pressed her mouth to Willa’s, the soft brush similar to their kiss before.

      The world quieted as Willa’s mind emptied of all worry. Sage’s body was firm against her own, her palm warm against Willa’s cheek. Her hands moved to Sage’s waist, the soft fabric of her shirt. Could Sage feel her heart pounding as she leaned forward, wanting more? Sage’s breath was warm on her skin, and as Willa’s mouth parted, she deepened the kiss. How was this kiss only a matter of moments yet lifetimes in length? This unspoken crush, the sparking attraction. Sage threaded her fingers into Willa’s hair, holding her neck, holding Willa close.

      Willa tried to focus, ground herself, tried to pull herself back from the edge of slipping into something she definitely, definitely could not come back from. Focus. Sage’s hand on her jaw, the heat of Sage’s body, the whisper of Sage’s fingers through her hair, the sharp taste of mint chapstick on Sage’s lips as her tongue moved through Willa’s mouth, the heady smell of Sage’s cologne—oak moss, vetiver, lemon… This woman in her arms was completely intoxicating. And completely off-limits in the worst of ways.

      Sage’s kiss was gentle but controlled, demanding, leading, and Willa was being swept up in the wave of it. They kissed and they kissed and Sage pressed forward and Willa rose to meet her, their hands moving across each other’s torsos and backs and waists and hips, curious and insistent. Willa’s hand through Sage’s short hair, Sage’s teeth on her lower lip, fabric held in tight fists, bodies pressed close, yielding and returning.

      And then, all at once and much too soon, Sage pulled away, blinking down at her with a completely unreadable expression. As though realizing her surroundings for the first time, Willa took a small step back, steadying herself against her kitchen counter.

      “Way more paradise,” Sage said, taking a deep breath.

      “Wh-what?” Willa asked in an embarrassingly strangled voice, her mind still foggy. She could feel how flushed her cheeks were and glanced around for her own water glass.

      “Definitely not a red carpet move,” Sage repeated, her typical expression of casual amusement falling right back into place.
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      The chemistry is off the charts in the latest romantic suspense in the bestselling Fox County Forensics series.

      Hardworking chemist Dylan and quiet-but-quirky histologist Elise are inseparable. Instant best friends ever since they joined the medical examiner’s team, they fancy themselves matchmakers around the office—and they’re blind to what’s right in front of them.

      Focusing on the lab work that’s been piling up ever since a tornado hit the city, Dylan and Elise are the only two in the office who can’t see how in love they are.

      But when danger comes knocking and Dylan has a close encounter with the Rideshare Stalker who’s been terrorizing Fox County, everything changes.

      Life is short, true love is a gift, and the world is about to find out just how loud Elise can get—and how far she’ll go to save the woman she loves.
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      BFFs for years, Dylan and Elise are afraid to even think about changing their relationship – until one night when a friend’s meddling plants an idea that these two scientists can’t resist experimenting with.
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      It was late and the ‘Are you still watching?’ screen was displayed on the TV when Dylan’s eyes fluttered open. Slowly, she took in her surroundings and noticed the weight of Elise’s head resting against her shoulder, numbing Dylan’s arm below the elbow. They’d fallen asleep sometime around episode four—or maybe it was more like a food coma.

      She tried to gently extract herself, lifting Elise off her, but Elise was a light sleeper. As soon as Dylan tucked her free hand beneath Elise’s head, she stirred and gave an unconscious whine of protest. Dylan paused and Elise snuggled more insistently against her, then realized what she was doing.

      She woke and sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” Dylan moved her arm, trying to be subtle about her efforts to work the blood back into it.

      “Did I crush you?” Elise asked immediately, not missing a beat. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Dylan said as the pins and needles set in.

      Elise yawned, then sat back. “Did we miss much?”

      “I don’t think so,” Dylan said. “Netflix wouldn’t let that happen.”

      “Saved by the ‘Are you still watching?’ screen,” Elise joked.

      Feeling was coming back to Dylan’s arm, those awful pins and needles receding quickly. She asked if Elise wanted to try to stay awake through another episode, and Elise said yes, but she didn’t make a move for the remote. Instead, she turned her head toward Dylan.

      “Do you remember what Tom said this afternoon?”

      “About the police station being homophobic?”

      “No… about being a matchmaker,” she said. “And how the two of us should watch out if we don’t want to wind up a couple.”

      “Oh… Yeah?”

      Dylan’s heart was beating a little faster now, nervous though she couldn’t entirely put her finger on the reason.

      “Why haven’t we?” Elise asked.

      “Wound up a couple?”

      “Yeah.”

      Dylan took a deep breath. Elise was beautiful and she couldn’t claim that the thought had never crossed her mind. They’d both been single more than they’d been in relationships over the last decade, and they had every opportunity to become something more than friends.

      But Elise was Dylan’s best friend—not just now, but the best one she’d ever had.

      “I guess I was always afraid of what would happen if it didn’t work out,” she said.

      Elise nodded. “Me too.”

      She was looking at Dylan, who felt her gaze boring into her, heating her up. Making her heartbeat strain against her chest.

      “Do you want to try it?” Elise asked. “Just once, just to see how it feels. Everybody always thinks we’re a couple anyway and it’s a little crazy that we’ve never even kissed.”

      “You want to kiss me?” Dylan asked.

      “Why not?” Elise countered.

      Dylan could think of a dozen reasons, but she leaned toward Elise before her brain could start listing them. She planted her lips on her best friend’s…

      And was met with the softest, plumpest lips she’d ever kissed. It was like the contours of their mouths were made for each other and the instant they touched, it felt right. It felt long-overdue.

      Elise shifted closer, her hand going to Dylan’s thigh as she kissed her harder. Dylan brought her own hand up to Elise’s neck, her fingertips grazing the soft skin before threading through her thick, wavy hair. Everything about her, from her smell to the softness of her hair, was familiar, but not like this. With their mouths pressed urgently together, it was all brand-new.

      Exciting.

      Intoxicating.

      Suddenly there was no part of Dylan’s body that was asleep, and she had a strong urge to lift Elise into her lap and take things a step further. When Elise opened her mouth and the tip of her tongue rolled over Dylan’s lower lip, though, her mind went blank and she surrendered to wherever the moment took them.

      Their tongues connected and Elise’s hand glided up Dylan’s thigh, over her hip and up to her ribs. Her thumb grazed the bottom of Dylan’s breast, awakening a longing deep inside her.

      People who thought Elise was shy clearly didn’t know her well.

      Dylan wrapped her arms around her, pulling her closer, and Elise took the hint. She swung one leg over Dylan’s thighs and straddled her lap. With her arms around Elise’s waist and their chests pressed together, it felt just as good as Dylan imagined to have Elise curled around her.

      Dylan deepened the kiss again, holding Elise tight. Loving it when her hips began to roll against her. Never wanting the moment to end, especially when Elise let out a moan of pleasure that vibrated on Dylan’s lips.

      All things must end, though, and the good things seemed to pass in an instant.

      What felt like thirty seconds from the start of their kiss, but was probably more like ten intense minutes, Elise pulled back. She looked down at Dylan from her perch on her lap and grinned.

      “So, I’d say that experiment was a success.”

      Dylan laughed. “Ever the scientist.”

      “You know what they say—you can take the girl out of the lab…” Elise chuckled.

      “Well, I don’t think we should draw any conclusions from a single trial,” Dylan pointed out. “If we want our results to be scientifically valid, we should really run the experiment again.”

      Then she reached up and pulled Elise back down to meet her lips with fervor.
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      Eva Angeles is a professional barrel racer headed for her third world title when a competition mishap throws her in the path of an on-the-loose bull. She is saved from impending disaster by a tall, dark, and handsome bullfighter—a woman.

      Toma Rozene is an equestrian stuntwoman fresh off the set of a blockbuster film when a family emergency calls her home to help run the family business: rescuing fallen rodeo riders before blustering bulls and bucking broncos trample their dreams.

      Eva and Toma's shared passions and competitive spirits make friendship easy, but, as their feelings deepen, they must decide if the divergent futures they seek will stand in the way of love.
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      Eva and Toma are at the Pendelton Round-Up rodeo. It’s the night before one of the most important races of Eva’s career and it’s girl’s night out!
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      “San Antonio Rose” carried over the speakers. The lazy melody of the slide guitar coupled with the bright sounds of the piano and jazzy, upbeat percussion set the stage for Patsy’s ballad about sweet and tender lips and being under the stars at night. Eva took hold of Toma’s hand, rested her other one on Toma’s shoulder, and felt the heat of Toma’s hand resting at her waist, then splayed against her back when Toma pulled Eva against her. “Are you enjoying yourself?” She looked up to meet Toma’s eyes.

      “I’ve burned more calories here than in the arena saving people’s asses.”

      “You’re quite the popular woman.” Eva twined her arms around Toma’s neck.

      “It’s the belt buckle. It gets them every time.”

      “Is that right?” Eva smirked.

      “It’s how I got you,” she whispered against Eva’s ear.

      “Oh, really?” Eva pushed Toma back and laughed.

      “It’s my ultimate signature move.”

      “You got a lot of signature moves.”

      “You have some pretty awesome moves yourself.” Toma twirled Eva.

      “I don’t, but thank you.”

      “Agree to disagree.”

      “Want to know a secret?” Eva asked after being twirled again.

      “Tell me.”

      Eva stood on the tips of her toes, and Toma bent over her. Eva sighed as she arched up to meet her, reveling in the exciting feeling of Toma’s hands across her back. “I can’t stand country music.”

      Toma roared with laughter. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Good thing, as I suspect they’ll revoke every one of my crowns if they find out.”

      “No doubt they will.”

      “Can I cut in?” a woman asked Toma. Eva stepped away, only to be pulled back to Toma.

      “Sorry, I’m done dancing for the night,” Toma said to the woman. No sooner had that woman left when another asked to cut in. Again and again, the women kept asking.

      “The ladies here are pushy,” Toma said after an unhappy woman didn’t understand the meaning of no.

      “Do you want to sit down?”

      Toma shook her head. “I want to keep dancing.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Eva suggested.

      “Tell me.”

      “Kiss me.”

      “Ah, the famed fake kiss.” Toma laughed. “That’s the oldest lesbian trick in the lesbian playbook.”

      Eva laughed. “I know, but it’s a tried-and-true trick. Trust me. It’ll work.”

      “I have no doubt that it will.”

      “So?”

      “Hmm, let me think. Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll kiss you.” Toma put her hands on Eva’s hips, pulling her closer. Eva rested her hand on Toma’s chest.

      “Wait.” Toma giggled.

      “Oh, my God, you’re killing me.”

      “What kind of kiss?”

      “Well… ” Eva looked up. “It has to be believable. We’re in a lesbian establishment; they’ll know if it’s anything less than genuine. Got it?”

      Toma laughed, then nodded. “Got it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know what to do.” Toma licked her lips. Eva gasped when Toma nudged her long leg between Eva’s and pulled her as tightly as she could against her body. She snaked her arms tighter around Toma’s neck. Her sense of time and place fell away, just as it did in the arena. She no longer heard the loud music or saw the people or the bar. Eva’s entire world became Toma and her lips and their kiss that went on forever.

      Toma’s kisses no longer felt as if she was a woman confused between divergent roads and burdened with convoluted life choices. Her kisses felt sure, certain, and as if she knew exactly where she wanted to go and how to get there. With them came an undeniable power, magic, and wonder, all wrapped up in a hot-as-coal kiss.

      “How am I doing?” Toma whispered against Eva’s lips when she pulled away.

      Eva could only nod. No words would be adequate; besides, she hadn’t enough oxygen nor sense to form rational thoughts, especially when Toma tilted Eva’s head and ran her lips along Eva’s neck, nibbling and licking.

      “Do you think they bought it?” Toma whispered against Eva’s ear.

      “Bought what?” Eva closed her eyes and shook herself free from desire’s crippling effects.

      Toma laughed softly against her ear, sending a hard shiver straight to Eva’s groin. As Eva predicted, no one else interrupted them. They had each other to themselves, slow dancing even to rowdy songs. Eva couldn’t pull away, and Toma wouldn’t let her. They hugged each other’s bodies and kept in constant contact.

      “Do you think we’re being rude?” Toma asked

      “Rude?”

      “We should join them.”

      “Yeah. Probably a good idea.”

      They walked hand in hand to the table of animated and buzzed women. Eva and Toma didn’t say a word to each other but communicated through touching each other under the table. Eva ran her hand up and down Toma’s thigh; Toma’s entire body clenched the closer Eva’s fingers approached in between Toma’s legs.

      “We’re headed to an after-party,” Melissa said when the other women stood and collected their belongings. “I’d invite you, but I suspect you have your own little after-party planned.” Melissa waved her hand between Eva and Toma.

      Toma’s eyes widened.

      “I’m happy for you. Seriously. As much as I’d love a try.” She pointed to Eva, who wore a shocked expression. “I can see I’m a long-shot, last-place contender for the prize money.”

      “Did you just call me prize money?” Eva shrieked.

      “Toma’s the top money earner in this whole thing!” Melissa laughed.

      Eva laughed as she worked to her feet and hugged Melissa. “Thank you so much for the great time and hospitality. It’s been so much fun.”

      “Keep her up all night, Toma, I’m going to need the advantage tomorrow!”

      “Dream on, princess!” Eva punctuated her statement with a thwap on Melissa’s backside.

      Toma stood and shoved her hands in her back pockets. She looked dazed, distracted, aroused. “I’ll call us a ride,” Eva offered.

      “I’ll get the tab.” Toma returned a short while later with two bottles of water. She handed one to Eva.

      “Thanks,” Eva said, and chugged the whole thing. “Whew. Dancing is work.”
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      A captivating opposites-attract lesbian romance about a city woman discovering her country heart.

      Australian country girl Nina Pellegrini runs a program for city kids to experience a taste of rural life at Banksia Farm. But when a child is hurt and a lawsuit threatens, Nina is determined to find the best legal assistance to help her save the farm.

      Enter high-flying lawyer Leigh Willoughby, whose city world is far from the farm’s chaotic mix of kids and animals. She certainly doesn’t have time for small cases that don’t pay or farm visits that wreck her cool—and her clothes.

      Still, the warm-hearted Nina and her challenging, twelve-year-old daughter, Phoebe, are awfully hard to say no to. What on earth has she gotten herself into?
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      Nina has invited her lawyer, Leigh, to spend Christmas day at Banksia Farm rather than have her spend the day alone. Professional and personal barriers are falling fast.
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      Nina went into the kitchen and refilled the water jug, found a couple of glasses, and brought them back. She sat next to Leigh and filled the glasses.

      “This is such a precious, peaceful time.” Leigh reached for the water. “I can’t remember when I last had a day like this, with nothing I had to do except eat, drink, and talk.”

      “I thought you’d find it dull.”

      “No. This is heaven. I can feel my blood pressure falling.”

      They sat quietly, the only noises the whop-whop of the ceiling fan as it stirred the turgid air and the occasional traffic noise from the road. A butcher bird perched on the railing, its beady eye fixed on the remains of the meal.

      “Go away.” Nina flapped a hand in its direction, but the bird chirped, flew to the table, and took off again, a piece of potato in its beak.

      “Did you think you’d do this with your life?”

      Nina faced Leigh. The question was phrased idly, but there was curiosity in Leigh’s tone. As if she genuinely wanted to hear the answer.

      “Of course not. What teenager thinks they’ll spend their life in a dilapidated house surrounded by housing developments with a motley crew of animals and children? I was going to be a marketing whiz.” She smiled slightly. “Not very original, of course. But having Phoe rather derailed that.”

      “You could study now.”

      Nina lifted a shoulder. “Maybe, but I don’t have the time, money, or energy. And as long as I can hold off the developer who keeps pestering me and as long as we can resolve Billy’s claim and keep the farm, then I don’t want to change anything.”

      “You mentioned a developer before. Who are they?” Leigh uncurled her legs slightly. The movement brought her toes within a centimetre of Nina’s bare leg.

      “Jon Wakefield. Smooth-talking snake oil salesman. He’s offered me a couple of million for the land to develop it. Several times, actually. The amount creeps up every time.”

      “You’re not tempted?”

      “No. We’re doing good things here. It would break Phoe’s heart to leave. And mine.”

      “Phoe will leave one day. In only a few years if she goes to uni.”

      Leigh’s toes were closer. Only a sliver of air remained between those polished toenails and Nina’s leg.

      “Banksia Farm and I will be here for her when she returns.” Nina leant forward to refill her water glass. “What about you? Were you always going to be a lawyer? Did your family expect it?”

      “I had no idea what I wanted to do. Nothing seemed to appeal. When it came to a university course, I had the results to get into law, and it seemed like the lesser evil than other professional courses. Luckily, I enjoy it.”

      “What if you’d wanted to be a plumber? What would your family have said then?”

      “Honestly? They wouldn’t have been happy. Law is acceptable. Just.”

      “Partner at your age. A swanky office. No doubt a salary well into six figures. What’s not to love?”

      “A fair bit, actually.” Leigh faced Nina. “You take a lot of shit as a junior lawyer, a lot of sexism and machismo bullshit. You work hellish hours: seventy, eighty a week sometimes. Then, when you’ve clawed your way up the ladder such that you’re the one giving shit to others, your career has defined you for so long that you’ve forgotten how to do anything except work, socialise with colleagues, and attend corporate events and harbour cruises. No family, no kids. No love life.”

      The bleakness in her tone tugged at something in Nina’s gut. “You said you had a date recently. How did that go, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Fine.” Leigh shrugged. “A colleague. We talked work. Meredith would be the perfect partner for me in that way. We’d have a convenient relationship on an equal footing.”

      “Will you see her again?” Nina’s stomach lurched unpleasantly as she thought about Leigh with the mysterious Meredith.

      “I honestly don’t know.” Leigh pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I should ask her out again. That sort of compartmentalised relationship is probably what’s best for me. I honestly don’t know if I could handle the impulsiveness and rush of a more usual relationship.” She bowed her head.

      Nina’s gaze fixed on the curve of Leigh’s neck, her fine features in profile. Leigh didn’t sound sad, just resigned.

      “You can stop feeling sorry for me.” The crispness was back in Leigh’s voice. “I chose this life.”

      “It sounds so…sterile.” Nina hesitated. She’d put her foot in it; she may as well continue. “Like an old-fashioned marriage of convenience. You’ll no doubt have enough money to do everything most people can only dream of, but will you be happy?”

      “I’m sure we’d be content.” Leigh’s eyes drilled holes into Nina. “What about you? Are you waiting to be swept off your feet by a princess on a white stallion?”

      “Princesses don’t tend to be attracted to single mothers with bratty daughters. No, I’m more realistic than that. But I hope one day I’ll find someone. And I hope we’ll have friendship and laughter, good times and shared times. And passion.”

      Leigh’s lips hinted of passion. They curved in a natural upward tilt, as if Leigh smiled a lot. Her lower lip was full, pink, soft looking. How would it be to kiss those lips? No. She mustn’t go there. But if Phoebe hadn’t interrupted when she did, what would have happened? Would she already know what Leigh’s lips felt like?

      Leigh picked up her water glass, took a sip, and set it down again. “Princesses are overrated. Too demanding.”

      “That’s what I tell myself when there’s no one in sight—just me, Phoe, a few ragtag volunteers, and dusty animals.”

      “I think you’ll find someone, Nina.”

      Leigh reached out and ran her hand lightly over the back of Nina’s fingers. It was the softest of touches, but the gentle sweep of Leigh’s thumb over the back of her hand ignited a slow burn in Nina’s belly. Flickers of flame ran over her skin from the to-and-fro of Leigh’s thumb. Nina focussed on their joined hands. It was easier than what she might see in Leigh’s face.

      And then Leigh’s hand pushed into Nina’s hair and lifted it away from her face. Leigh slid her fingers over Nina’s skin so that her palm cupped her face.

      Nina leant into the touch. For a moment, she closed her eyes, absorbed the light caress of Leigh’s fingers on her face. When she opened her eyes, Leigh was closer, enough that Nina could see the impossible evenness of her pale skin, her grey eyes behind the heavy glasses, so piercing, almost silver.

      Nina shivered. What should she do? And then her breath left her body in a long sigh, and she relaxed. Why was she even resisting this? She leant forward and pressed her lips to Leigh’s. They were as soft as they appeared, softer even. And when Nina’s tongue flicked out to trace Leigh’s lower lip, Leigh opened under the implicit invitation, and then they were really kissing.

      Leigh slid her hand up Nina’s throat in the lightest of caresses and curved it around the back of her neck, pushing into her hair.

      Nina shivered. When had a simple touch stirred such a bone-deep wanting in her? It was a kiss, no more, no less. But the way it ignited her nerve pathways in licks of flame made it so much more. The kiss went on. Nina’s tongue ventured into Leigh’s mouth, then withdrew to trace that luscious lower lip once more.

      Finally, Leigh drew back. She opened her mouth as if to say something but closed it again.

      “Passion.” Nina’s voice was rusty, hoarse. “I think that’s what it was. I think you felt it too.”

      Leigh nodded, her eyes glinting in her pale face.

      “Did you get that with Meredith?”

      “No. Not like that.”

      “Well, then.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The air felt thick. “Nothing heavy. Just that you obviously don’t have to settle for a bloodless, expedient relationship—unless you want to.” Nina’s heart still pounded as if she’d jogged two laps of the paddock. The kiss had been magnificent. And she wanted more. But not now. Too fast, too soon had never been her thing. She stood on shaky legs and picked up the empty water jug. “More water?”

      “Please.”

      Leigh’s voice sounded as cool as a court case. Maybe she shared kisses like that all the time, in which case Nina had made a monumental fool of herself. Retreat. She filled the jug and topped up their glasses.

      “I need to go down to the yard, check on the animals. Find Phoe. Want to come?”

      “Sure. Walk off some of that great food.”

      The sun was unrelenting as they walked down the sparsely shaded driveway. Sweat prickled the back of Nina’s neck. She stole a glance at Leigh. Apart from a slight pinkness to her cheeks, she appeared comfortable. Nina scuffled her feet. She was the one behaving like a weird teenager. Women like Leigh probably kissed other women all the time. It was only Nina with her sparse dating history who was making this into something it wasn’t.
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      An enemies-to-lovers lesbian romance about daring to open your heart.

      Dr. Jess Riley’s life is perfect, ticking all the boxes—successful cardiologist, newborn daughter, and a luxurious condo. That is, until she suddenly collapses from acute heart failure. Her entire world crumples along with her exhausted body.

      Jess is forced to face facts—she can’t keep working endless hours, and she’ll have to move back home to recover.

      To her shock, her mother has already taken in Lena Walker, a struggling artist who isn’t a stranger to heartbreak either.

      At first, an unimpressed Jess resents Lena’s cheerful presence. Gradually, though, the two women form a tentative friendship over tai chi, picking fruit, and evening walks with the baby. A sexy massage leads to a friends-with-benefits fun. But is it all too soon? Or should two barely mended souls try to risk a future together?

      This is a standalone novel set in the same universe as medical romance Irregular Heartbeat.
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      After a bumpy start to their friendship, struggling artist Lena and cardiologist/new mom Jess spend the weekend at a surprisingly cozy and romantic beach house.
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      “It seems we’re not so different. I always wanted a sister too. And a cat someday.” Jess reached out and lightly stroked down Lena’s shin. “You’re cold. Goosebumps everywhere.” She pulled a quilt from the back of the couch and covered Lena’s legs with it.

      “Thank you.” Lena snuggled into the old blanket. “Do you mind being alone?”

      “Alone?”

      “Without a partner. Would you rather share this evening with a girlfriend? A romantic weekend at a friend’s beach house?”

      Jess’s brows wrinkled as she chewed a slice of apple. Finally, a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “No, not at all. I probably wouldn’t be here with a girlfriend. Whenever I dated, I wasn’t into too much proximity. Even staying over on the weekends was usually too intimate for me. Maybe I’m too independent. Or maybe I’ve never been in love before.”

      “Never?” Lena didn’t know if she should envy Jess or feel sorry for her. She used to fall head over heels all the time when she was younger. That was one of the reasons she’d stepped back from dating.

      “I thought I was, but I guess it was mostly lust. And that’s been ages ago. Since I held my daughter in my arms for the first time, I have a completely different definition of love. Ella is part of me, lives in my heart as no one ever did before.”

      Tears burned in Lena’s eyes, and she quickly blinked them away. Jess’s words stirred something deep inside and tugged at corners of her own heart. That was exactly what she wanted in her life, someone to live inside her heart and in turn to be part of theirs. She wasn’t sure her mother had ever thought of her like that, and her grandma had taken her feelings with her to the grave. She’d have to find her own family one day.

      “Hey, why are you crying? Did I say something? I’m sorry.” Jess brushed her thumb over Lena’s cheek. Heat bloomed under Jess’s fingertips and seared the cold in her heart away.

      She couldn’t find the right words, so she shook her head and leaned forward into the touch.

      Jess moved closer and cupped Lena’s face with both hands, and it was the most natural feeling in the world to sink into them.

      Lena got lost in the sea of blue as Jess’s eyes searched hers. For what, she wasn’t sure.

      Their breaths mingled, and the heady scent of the Pinot Noir dazed Lena. She licked her dry lips.

      Jess moaned, and her eyes darkened like the sky before a storm.

      Lena couldn’t say who moved first, but suddenly they were kissing.

      The brush of Jess’s lips was tentative, almost shy. Asking, not taking. Offering, not imposing.

      The sweetness in the gesture was Lena’s undoing, and she responded with the most enthusiastic oh, yes she could convey without words. As she deepened the kiss, she bumped her nose against Jess’s and quickly angled her face until they fit. Perfect.

      The tip of her tongue darted out to explore the inside of Jess’s upper lip. So soft.

      Moaning, Jess opened her mouth and let Lena in. She tasted of tart wine, sweet apple, and something all her own.

      Pleasure shot through Lena with every stroke of Jess’s tongue against hers, weakening her spine. She raised her hands to hold onto Jess. To get closer to her. To get drunk on this dazzling heat and forget everything else. She clutched the thick sweater on both sides, and the hint of the firm body underneath was all the support she needed.

      Jess’s hands slid upward until they tangled in her hair. Sparks shot from the fingertips on Lena’s scalp through the length of her body. They ignited a fire deep inside her that hadn’t burned in such a long, long time.

      Without warning, Jess stiffened and drew back. She cocked her head to one side and frowned. Her rosy lips were swollen, and her pupils were wide.

      “Sorry.” And with that, she jumped up and left the room.

      What just happened? Panting, Lena tried to organize her jumbled thoughts and emotions. One second they were kissing like…like what? Lovers? Teenagers in heat? Nothing she’d ever done compared to this. And the next second, Jess had run away. From her? From herself?

      A faint cry filtered through the pulse pounding in her ears. Ella. So maybe Jess hadn’t run from someone but to someone.

      But what would they do when she came back? Talk about it? Ignore it? Continue as if nothing had interrupted them? At the thought of another kiss, anticipation swirled in her middle like a ball of liquid heat.

      She took a large sip of water to cool off, then reached for the vegetable sticks and the bowl of hummus. She’d need to keep up her strength for the emotional roller coaster this weekend.

      When she’d finished off her food and the lone glass of wine, Jess still hadn’t come back, even though Ella had been quiet for some time. Lena gathered the dishes and cleaned them to give her time to show up.

      Had it been thirty minutes? Forty? Lena locked the front and back entrance and switched off the lights.

      In front of Jess’s door, she paused. Nothing. Not even the sound of breathing.

      With a sigh, she went to her own room. Sleep would take a long time to come, but experience had taught her it would find her eventually. It wasn’t the first time she’d gone to bed with disappointment as her only companion, and it wouldn’t be the last.
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      What will keep you safe—and sane—when you find yourself in a new and unfamiliar place convinced you'll never find anyone like you?

      For Robin and Tracy, it's the rules they set for themselves as they begin their first semester at Adams University near Boston.

      Robin is determined to hide in her room writing until she can get back to her homeless gay friends in New York City, whose easy exchange of sex and friendship inspires her creativity. She's sworn off perfect princesses like Tracy Patterson, no matter how attractive she finds the mysterious Southerner on her hall with the long blonde hair and tight jeans.

      And Tracy has no interest in cynical, smart-mouthed Northerners like Robin. She has her own set of rules—fine-tuned back home in North Carolina where she had a fake boyfriend and an uncomplicated string of older female lovers, including her mother's best friend. Here at college, she already has her first conquest planned, and it's certainly not Robin Greene.

      This is a love story about two young women who can only find their true selves by finding one another. But are Robin and Tracy willing to give up all they think they know in order to find happiness?

      Sometimes in life, the person who will matter most is the one who's an exception to the rule.
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      During the second semester of freshman year, college students Robin and Tracy, complete opposites yet with so much in common, appear to be drawing closer to become more than friends. At spring break, Tracy and their friend Angie travel to NYC to join Robin and her family for a Passover seder.  After, the three head downtown to a gay bar and meet some of Robin's friends.
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      After sitting awhile, Robin noticed Tracy beginning to move to the beat of the music coming from the back room.  The DJ was playing “I Like to Move It,” a song that screamed “dance!” with its funky beat and reggae-inspired rhythms.  Tracy stood up and made an upward motion with both hands.

      “C’mon y’all, there’s no way anyone should not be dancing to this song.”

      The music faded right into the next song.  Jody Watley’s “Your Love Keeps Working on Me,” slowed the tempo a bit, but its steady R & B beat was still fast enough to keep them dancing in a group.  About a minute into the song, Robin and Tracy drifted toward one another and began to dance together, their bodies mirroring each other’s movements in a back-and-forth motion, as they stood smiling at one another.  Their hands met and they continued dancing, very much connected through their fingers, the beat of the music, and the intensity of their gaze.

      I don't know what you do to me

      When I think about you, yeah, it sets me free

      After the last repeated chorus faded, there was a quick silence until they heard a familiar organ note that began as a faint sound and slowly became louder.  As the opening of Sara McLachlan’s “Possession” became apparent to them, a look of surprise and delight shone of Tracy’s face and she moved toward Robin for the slow dance.

      “I love this song,” she said into Robin’s ear.

      “Me too, I’m wearing out the CD.”

      Tracy moved her hands to Robin’s shoulders.  Robin put hers on Tracy’s waist.  They looked directly at each other, singing the lyrics they each knew by heart.

      …would I spend forever here and not be satisfied?

      During the musical bridge, Tracy laid her head on Robin’s shoulder and moved closer.  They swayed together to the music, almost standing in place.  Robin sang the next verse into Tracy’s ear.

      Once again Tracy raised her head to sing the chorus with Robin while holding on tight.  As the final strains of music died down into silence, Robin moved her head forward and kissed Tracy.  It was not tentative.  It was not questioning.  It was a kiss that communicated all the feelings and intensity of that moment.  Her lips pressed firmly onto Tracy’s; her hand caressed soft, blonde hair.  Tracy willingly accepted the kiss and when it ended Robin felt Tracy move in for a second kiss, also deep and unflinching.

      Robin felt like her whole life clicked into place.  She had been wishing, hoping that this was where they were headed.  All those longing looks, all the reassuring touches, and the hugs that lasted a few seconds too long to just be called friendly.  Robin opened her mouth to begin exploring Tracy’s soft lips with her tongue.  Tracy’s lips parted for her, but as soon as she touched the soft place inside, she was jarred by Tracy suddenly pulling away and taking a step back.  Robin’s eyes flew open and she stood gaping in surprise, as Tracy, now a few feet away, was shaking her head no.  She raised her hands to her mouth and said, “I’m not…  It’s not…. I can’t.  I can’t.”

      For a moment, Robin was rooted to the spot unable to understand what was happening.  It was as if someone had violently grabbed the arm of a record player and screeched the needle across an album leaving a deep and painful gash on the vinyl surface.  As she watched Tracy and felt the now empty space around her, a tight lump formed in her stomach threatening to erupt upward like a volcano.
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      Everything you thought you knew – is wrong!

      Agent Ren Dyer wakes up in a hospital room with her lover Andrea Fielding by her bedside, but not all is as it seems when Andrea appears distant, and not at all like the lover she has come to depend upon.

      With no recollection of what has happened, Ren must rely on those around her to explain, but when the explanation makes no sense, what can she do?

      Walking out of the hospital, she comes face to face with a new reality, a familiar one that leaves her lost and confused. And now she must regain the love of Andrea Fielding all over again.
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      This is the sequel to In Dyer Need. Which you'll definitely need to read before this one. Andrea and Ren have a past, but only one of them is aware of it. This is the moment where they reconnect again in this reality.
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      There was a little radio on the windowsill, and she reached over to turn it on before placing two slices of bread into the toaster. Pop music flooded the small room with a quiet beat as she continued to whisk. She felt the presence behind her before she heard it. Turning, she found Andrea all but pressed up against her.

      “Actually, I was hoping it was a first date because then I can do this.”

      Andrea’s chin tilted upward as the distance between them became infinitely less than just a few seconds ago. Ren had no time to prepare for it. Warm lips pressed against her own, and without thinking, she allowed the intrusion of her personal space as Andi reached for her cheek and, emboldened, urged the kiss to another level.

      Ren was backed up against the countertop, both palms curled over the edge, gripping hard while Andrea Fielding made her intentions very clear. The noise of the toaster throwing bread into the air broke the spell. A moan escaped, causing Andi to smile against her. Their lips continuing to nip at each other leisurely until the kiss naturally slowed to a halt.

      “Now it’s a good morning.” Andrea laughed. Pulling away, she turned back towards the bathroom, finally able to apply her lipstick.

      Ren didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her eyes stayed closed, and she could hear Andi chuckling still as she moved further down the hallway.

      A kiss generally should be something that leaves you speechless, creates a stirring, and finds you knocked off your game for a moment.

      And that’s exactly how it left Ren.

      She stood there just for a moment and let her thoughts flow freely. Allowing her feelings to spread out and evolve, she realised that she felt happy. Deliriously happy. It felt like a dream, and that made her panic.  Her lips still tingled and yet, when she opened her eyes and Andi wasn’t there, she felt fearful. Was she still dreaming?

      Without further thought, she all but marched down the hallway, her toes sinking into the deep carpet, fingers dragging along the wall as she tried to ground herself.

      She stopped outside the bathroom door. It was ajar, and she pushed it open to reveal Andrea leaning over the sink as she applied a deep red colour to her lips.

      “A waste of time,” Ren mumbled just a second before she spun Andi around and captured those blood red lips with her own once again, initiating a kiss that wouldn’t just leave her speechless; it would take her breath away. Andi moaned into it, or maybe Ren did; it didn’t matter. Her tongue was caressing Andrea’s. Ren’s hands held firm to the rim of the sink as she pinned the woman against it. Her senses were heightened to every move, every touch. She felt hands and then arms encircle her waist as she was tugged flush against Andrea. Ren let go of the cold porcelain and wound her hands into soft curls of dark hair, pressing her tongue into the warmth of the mouth so eagerly nipping at her lips.

      Ren had always scoffed when anyone used the term “knees weakened,” but when she felt Andi sag a little, gasping as she felt Ren’s kiss move away from her mouth and travel to her throat, she knew it was real. She wasn’t sure – her thoughts were scattered – but she was pretty certain that standing here, her face buried into the crook of Andrea Fielding’s neck while they both gasped for air, clinging to one another, was possibly the most comfortable space she had ever been in.

      “Now it’s a good morning,” Ren announced.
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      The lovely doctor Abby Hart lives in her dream cottage in the quintessential English border town of Ludbury, home to the Goodmans.

      Maggie Goodman, all fire and passion, is like another mother to her, amiable Richard a rock and 60s-child Celia is the grandmother she never had.

      But Abby has a secret. Best friend Jude Goodman is the love of her life, and very, very straight. Even if Jude had ever given a woman a second glance, there’d also be the small problem of Maggie – she would definitely not approve.

      But secrets have a habit of sneaking out, and Abby’s not the only one with something to hide. Life is just about to get very interesting for the Goodmans.

      Things are not what they used to be, but could they be even better?
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      Abby has been in love with best friend Jude since med school. She’s kept her passion under wraps for years, but after a night out and a close dance where Abby almost came undone, it's time to confess to her straight friend that she’s in love with her.
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      “It’s open,” Abby said, and her friend entered.

      Jude looked more beautiful than ever. The waves of sun-kissed hair flowed around her cheeks, softening her face and aquiline looks and lending her dusky green eyes a velvety bewitchment. Her complexion was heightened with a hint of rose and her lips rude with health. Abby doubted she’d looked more alluring.

      Jude cradled a small bunch of tiny white flowers to her breast, tied in a maroon ribbon, a delicate cloud of blooms. She approached and wordlessly made her offering.

      “Hi,” Jude whispered, her eyes so intent Abby thought she might melt under their spell.

      “Hi,” Abby murmured.

      “I brought you flowers,” Jude said, a coy smile lifting her cheeks.

      “I made you a cake.” And a melancholy warmth stirred inside Abby at their quiet intimacy and mutual offerings. They stared at each other a few moments, the shy regard between them palpable.

      “Am I disturbing you?” Jude said. “Did you have plans?”

      Abby shook her head and smiled sadly. “No. I was going to pay my respects to Mum. That’s all.”

      “May I come with you?” Jude asked.

      “I’d like that. But,” she lowered her gaze, “I need to tell you something.”

      Jude came closer and placed her flowers on the top and held Abby’s hand. The touch was exquisite. It almost made Abby cry.

      “Tell me on the way,” Jude said. “I need to talk too, and sometimes it’s easier while we walk.”

      Abby nodded, grateful for the reprieve but also aware it prolonged the agony.

      She threw on a long woollen coat and they walked down the street towards the wooded hillside beyond the river. Jude took her arm, and Abby expected her to loop it over hers, the way they customarily did, but today Jude held her hand and stayed snug beside. Abby looked to her face, trying to ascertain the reason. All she saw was Jude’s warm familiarity and regard, not a hint of reserve.

      Over the stone bridge they wandered, beyond the swirling river and island trees, along the pale ochre cliffs which had built the city walls of Ludbury. Up the hill and through the ancient beech trees, Abby’s feet swishing through the golden carpet of leaves, onto the moorland which glistened with dew in the morning light.

      All the while Jude held her hand and stayed close. Abby couldn’t remember such a beautiful day and her heart sat heavy at the prospect of ruining it.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Jude said, smiling down at her, “of moving back to Ludbury.”

      “Really?” Abby was filled with joyful hope, until she remembered.

      “I’ve been living here at weekends since you bought the cottage, and I wondered if this was where I belonged.” She looked to Abby, perhaps for encouragement. “Do you,” she seemed almost shy, “do you think that a good idea?”

      Abby could have cried. “I’d love it.” She couldn’t look Jude in the eye, too painfully aware she was about to endanger this happy event.

      “I was wondering.” Again Jude was hesitant. “Would you like to see me more often?”

      “Always,” Abby murmured. She hoped the tears wouldn’t brim. “I treasure every moment with you. Truly I do. When I thought you were going to marry Bill… I…” Abby’s throat choked and she had to stop.

      Jude squeezed her hand, a reassurance Abby knew, and they ambled on. The stone circle crowned the first peak of moorland ahead. Abby had another reprieve as they laboured up the slope. They broke out at the top, their cheeks pink and clouds of breath billowing around them. They stood at the summit, the ancient druid ring and golden moors of Wales on one side, the soulful Ludbury on the other.

      Jude held both Abby’s hands and faced her. “I love it here, more the older I get. I’ve been wondering why that is and what I want out of life.” Jude looked away a moment, perhaps gathering her thoughts, perhaps afraid how Abby might take her words. “It hasn’t changed so much, it’s more that I’ve realised what’s important to me.”

      This was unbearable. Abby was about to have everything she wanted. Her friend home for good. To see her every day. Just when Abby had to ruin it all and admit her passion.

      “I’ve never asked,” Jude said suddenly. “But do you want to leave Ludbury?”

      Abby took a second or two to answer, surprised by the change in tack.

      “No,” she said honestly. “Everything I love is here, from Celia to Maggie and Mum’s resting place. This is home for me. It holds me deep, deep down. And you,” Abby said, lowering her gaze, “There’s always you.” She was breathing so hard she couldn’t speak.

      “I’d hoped you’d say that,” Jude said. “If you ever want to leave, say the word and I’ll follow.”

      Abby could tell Jude was trying to catch her eye.

      “But what if we weren’t friends anymore,” Abby stuttered. “What if you moved here and we fell out.”

      “Why would we?”

      “But would that affect your decision?”

      Jude pulled her closer and the warmth of her body made Abby dizzy.

      “I can’t think of a single reason we wouldn’t be friends,” Jude said gently. “You’re the first person I think of when I wake, and the last I dream of. You’re the one I message “I love you” before I turn in. It’s been that way for years and I never want it to change.”

      Abby couldn’t lift her face. “It’s the same for me. It always has been.”

      It was as if her chest were about to implode with grief. She couldn’t wait any longer. “Jude, I need to tell you something.”

      “And I need to tell you so many things.”

      Jude’s soft fingers cupped her cheeks and tilted up her chin. Abby closed her eyes, the tears forming freely and pooling hot beneath her eyelids.

      “Please look at me,” Jude whispered.

      Abby shook her head.

      “Please look at me, beautiful Abby.”

      Abby’s heart cantered in her chest. She couldn’t bear to see the effect of her confessions. She reluctantly opened her eyes and found not a friend, but a woman who regarded her with deep longing.

      Jude’s lips parted and she pulled Abby achingly close.

      “What are you doing?” Abby murmured, her head swirling with anguish and confusion.

      “Falling for the one I already love most of all.”

      And Jude kissed her with a touch as delicate as the flowers she’d brought.
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      What happens if you fall for your bridesmaid?

      Abby Porter has a high-flying job and the perfect fiancé in Marcus Montgomery.

      But Abby’s world turns on its head when he hires a professional bridesmaid to help her in the run-up to the wedding. When Abby meets Jordan, she can hardly breathe.

      Marcus is oblivious.

      The wedding is weeks away.

      Now, the only question is: will Abby make it to the altar?

      Best-selling author Clare Lydon brings you a love story to top them all. Download this story of forbidden love and submerge yourself in lesbian romance today!
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      The bride-to-be, Abby, and her professional bridesmaid, Jordan, have been dancing around their attraction for weeks. It’s the final night of Abby’s hen weekend in the south of France, and they meet in the kitchen at 2.30am. Both want to grab some water: they’re sleepy, and their defences are down.
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      “What are you doing up?” Abby glanced at the clock. “It’s the middle of the night.” If anything, she looked even more appealing in the semi-darkness. As Abby walked towards her, she spied a sleep crease indented on Jordan’s cheek. Her skin was probably still hot to the touch.

      “I’m aware.” Jordan went straight to the right cupboard. “Water,” she said, filling a glass. She drank some, before settling herself on the other side of the large white kitchen island.

      A safe distance away.

      “How’s your head?” Jordan squinted at Abby.

      “It’s been better. Good thing I drank a lot of water when we got home, or I’d be way worse.”

      “Like Delta and Nikita?” Jordan offered. She found a cloth and wiped something from the island.

      Abby smiled. “Yes, like them.” She paused. “Did they go to their separate rooms?” They’d always been each other’s fallback at university, although they hadn’t slept together for a couple of years as far as Abby could remember.

      “I’d be surprised if they did.”

      Abby smiled. At least someone had got lucky on her hen weekend. Good for them. “Meanwhile, I woke up thinking what a fool I made of myself in the toilet with you at the vineyard. After I spilt the wine.” Her stomach flipped as her gaze connected with Jordan’s. Abby stilled as everything at the edges of her vision went into soft focus. Now, all she could hear was the tick of the kitchen clock, along with the thud of her heart in her stomach.

      Jordan shook her head, her blond hair brushing her collarbone. What would it feel like to lick along…

      Stop it.

      “You didn’t make an idiot of yourself. You were just a little drunk.” Jordan paused. “And a little cute, if I’m honest.” Jordan winced. “Which I’m trying really hard not to be.”

      Abby licked her lips. Jordan had thought she was cute. Sexy cute or annoying cute? “We’re both too honest, that’s our problem. Most British people would have just avoided this altogether, wouldn’t they?”

      Jordan gave her a half-smile. “Undoubtedly. It’s not in our nature, is it? I wonder what the French would do?”

      Abby patted the kitchen island. “Have sex on here, then smoke a fag?”

      Jordan’s laugh was like a bullet, piercing Abby’s defences. “You’re probably right. They’re a bit more carpe diem as a nation, aren’t they? Whereas we sweep it under the carpet, hoping it’ll all go away.”

      Abby nodded. It all sounded terribly familiar. “The trouble is, I’ve been doing that most of my life.” It was only when she uttered the words, she realised their truth.

      She swigged some more water. Her head was still full of cotton wool.

      “I’m going to miss you when we get home.”

      Jordan smiled. “You won’t. I’m still working for you until the wedding.”

      “I know. But it’s not the same as having morning swims with you. Late night drinks. Hot tub chats.”

      Jordan raised an eyebrow. “Not forgetting middle-of-the-night hydration sessions.” She eyed Abby. “Probably for the best.”

      Abby should think the same.

      But she didn’t.

      Jordan refilled her water, then walked towards Abby, stopping when she drew up alongside her. “You coming?”

      Abby raised her eyes to Jordan’s. As she did, an explosion of want rippled through her. In the dim light, Jordan’s eyes were no longer an invitation to dive into the sea. But they were still vibrantly alive, and speaking to Abby. As was Jordan’s whole body. She could feel its warmth, the electricity jumping between them.

      Abby snaked out a hand. She was acting on impulse. She couldn’t let this go. She had to know. What Jordan tasted like. How she felt in her arms. Her hand gripped Jordan by the waist and pulled her close.

      Carpe diem.

      Jordan’s face spelled surprise. She didn’t say a word.

      Abby stared into her eyes, then dropped her gaze to Jordan’s lips. And then, before she could talk herself out of it, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to Jordan.

      The effect was like thunder inside her. As her lips slid across Jordan’s and drank her in, Abby’s whole body shook as a rumble rolled through her.

      Abby had dreamed of this. The reality was ten times better.

      Jordan gripped her waist, pulling her closer.

      Their breasts melded to each other.

      Abby groaned as desire slid to her core. When Jordan’s tongue snaked into her mouth, she wilted more.

      She hadn’t been sure what she’d wanted to achieve. In her mind, she’d just wanted to finish what they started in the hot tub. A kiss. Just one. Just to know. To put her mind at rest.

      But she knew now that was a complete lie. Because where the fuse had been smouldering, it was now well and truly lit.

      Abby’s heart gave a kick, and her body flushed with total, overwhelming hunger. This kiss was pure dynamite. Pure lust. Pure her. Sliding her tongue into Jordan’s mouth was everything.

      Abby’s fingers clawed at Jordan’s breasts, teasing her nipples through the skimpy cotton fabric. She breathed in Jordan’s warm, sleepy smell. She never wanted her to leave.

      The kiss might have lasted two minutes or a day. Abby had no idea. All sense of time and space left her once their lips connected.

      The primal intensity gave way to slow, sensual kissing. Abby was a wreck. The sound of their lips, the beat of her heart, the slow, sure intensity of it all. It was almost too much.

      Jordan must have sensed it too, because she pulled back.

      They stood like that, mouths open, panting at each other for what seemed like another eternity.

      Until Jordan blinked and pulled back a fraction. Just like that, the spell was broken. They were back in the room. The kitchen island. The bowls of snacks. Their abandoned water glasses.
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      What happens when attraction surpasses common sense...

      A couple of nights of overtime go from anything but typical to mind-boggling when a new cleaner arrives at KB Incorporated.

      The woman’s an enigma, a puzzle Simone wants to solve. From the minute she lays eyes on her, Simone’s orderly life is thrown into disarray.

      When life throws a curveball at Nadia, she finds herself moonlighting as a cleaner. How hard can it be? Turns out it’s a breeze, compared to the pull of a sexy CEO whose icy-blue gaze and cool demeanour call to her.

      One kiss, how much could it hurt?

      Find out in this lesbian romance, set in the picturesque region of Waikato, New Zealand
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      This is my heroine’s first intimate encounter. It happens while Simone is working overtime and is alone in the building. Her life is turned upside down when the cleaner she’s been lusting after makes a move.
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      “Why are you doing this?” Simone groaned when Jane dug her thumbs in, kneading a knot between Simone’s shoulder blades.

      “Because I like you.”

      “We’re practically strangers,” Simone said, ignoring the ache between her legs.

      The chair spun again, and she was met by a gaze so intense, her breath hitched. After a brief standoff, Simone started to squirm.

      The tilt of Jane’s mouth drew Simone’s gaze to her luscious, red lips. “I’m not that strange.”

      “Maybe not, but you’re terrifying.” The only thing she was afraid of was being reckless, because the tiny grasp she had on control was slipping between her fingers.

      “Live a little. You’re stuck at work, I’m stuck at work. Let’s have some fun.”

      God, would it really hurt to do what she said? Live a little. No one ever came back at night, the front doors were locked. The only security cameras on-site were downstairs and over the carpark.

      Two cars were there, and they were supposed to be; hers and the cleaners. So, what was the issue?

      “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll leave you be.” Jane held her ground, staring her down. Damn her.

      Transfixed, Simone stood. The woman was captivating, pulling her in like an invisible force she was powerless against.

      Jane cupped her face and kissed her, long and slow. Her lips tasted like cherry, and her fingertips were soft. Softer than any cleaner’s hands had the right to be.

      Her tongue probed at the seam of Simone’s mouth. Without thought, she parted her lips, letting her in. The kiss deepened, and Simone moaned, leaning into the beautiful woman short-circuiting her brain.

      When Jane broke the kiss, Simone froze. She wasn’t brazen enough to ask for more, but she couldn’t stand the thought of Jane walking away. Not now, not when she was throbbing with need.

      Unsure where to put herself, Simone leaned against the desk. A pile of papers toppled over and hit the floor. “Dammit.” She dropped to her hands and knees, gathering them up.

      When she glanced over her shoulder, Jane was sizing her up. Mortified, Simone tugged on the hem of her skirt.

      “Nice,” Jane said, drawing out the word. “I’d love to introduce you to Nelly.”

      Was she talking to Simone or her arse? This was all so…strange. Surreal.

      “Who’s Nelly?” she asked against her better judgement.

      “One of my toys.” Jane gave Simone’s backside a gentle slap, and Simone let out a squeal of surprise.

      “Oh, please. That didn’t hurt.”

      She was right. It felt fucking great, actually. When she turned, Jane was in her chair, legs slightly parted. The air between them crackled with sexual tension.

      Jane had wanted the upper hand, and Simone had willingly given it to her. There was no point denying what was going on.

      “Good girl.” Jane leaned back in the chair as if she belonged there.

      With her legs slightly parted, Simone caught a glimpse of creamy thigh peeking over the top of Jane’s lace-top stockings. Her mouth watered. What would she taste like?

      Oh, how she longed to please. It’d been a long time, but some things you never forgot, like the taste of a woman.

      The bang of a door made her heart leap into her throat.

      “Fuck,” Simone cursed at the same time as Jane.

      She pushed up off the floor as Jane jumped out of the chair.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      What had she been thinking, and who the hell was downstairs? “Back in a minute.” Simone straightened her spine and walk-hobbled to the door. Goddamn it, where was her other shoe, and when had it come off?

      Jane, who had regained her composure much quicker than Simone, pointed. “Over there.”

      Glaring, Simone grabbed her shoe, slipped it on, and fled.
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      Where can you turn when you’re caught in a crossfire of war and passion?

      Captain Sabine Fleischer is a skilled and dedicated U.S. Army surgeon deployed to a combat hospital in Afghanistan. She is also one of the thousands of troops who are forced to serve in silence because of the military’s anti-gay policy of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT).”

      Usually driven and focused, Sabine finds that battles raging both inside and outside the perimeter walls are making it more and more difficult for her to deal with her emotions. Dealing with loss and mortality, lack of privacy, sleep deprivation, loneliness and the isolation forced on her by “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” are all taking their toll. Plus, her long-term relationship with a civilian back home is quickly becoming another casualty of war.

      Colonel Rebecca Keane is an enigmatic career officer who runs the surgical unit like clockwork. Well liked and respected by those who work with and under her, she walks a fine line to preserve the military’s chain of command while connecting with those under her care and supervision. Sabine knows the Colonel is way off-limits, but can’t help fantasizing about her. Especially when she starts picking up unspoken cues—a stolen glance, a secret smile, an “accidental” brush of hands. Or is it just wishful thinking? After all, Rebecca’s wedding ring shines almost as brightly as her deep blue eyes…
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      After years of dancing around their forbidden attraction, US Army surgeon Sabine Fleischer and her boss Lieutenant Colonel Rebecca Keane give in to their desires.
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      This is happening. It’s happening. In all the fantasies I’ve had about her, the way I felt in each of them is nothing like the way I feel right now. At least my sheets are barely slept in. Fuck, stop it! It doesn’t matter, Sabine.

      “What are you thinking?” she asks me, voice low. Her hand is still on my belt, holding me in place and she brings her other hand up to rest on my waist.

      “Nothing. Nothing important.” It’s a lie, but I can’t tell her how desperate I am for her to unzip my jeans and slide her fingers inside my panties. It’s too forward, too soon.

      The tilt of her head and sly smile tells me she doesn’t believe me. “Then why are you chewing the inside of your cheek?” She’s right. I sweep my tongue around the inside of my mouth, feeling the raggedness where my teeth have been. Rebecca continues, “You do it whenever you’re contemplating something. You’re not as good at hiding your feelings as you think you are, Sabine.” The words are softened by her slight smile.

      I exhale and lean back against the counter, wondering how often she’s watched me without my noticing. “I’m thinking…everything. All at once.”

      “Do you want to know what I’m thinking?” Rebecca lifts her eyes to mine, not waiting for my response. “I’m thinking about how I’ve wanted to kiss you ever since the first time we worked together.” Her voice is throaty, delicious. If we kiss, then it’s over. What will we do afterward when everything has changed?

      My fists clench with the effort of trying to stop myself from grabbing her. The prospect of what is about to happen has my stomach tightening in anticipation. I take a deeper breath, trying to calm myself but my heart ignores me and keeps up its frantic pace. With her heels on, she is almost the same height as me. I am a statue, disciplined into stillness. I will not make the first move, though every cell in my body is screaming for me to kiss her.

      In the bright white light of my kitchen, her dark blue eyes have an even darker ring circling them. Rebecca waits, eyes searching mine as though she’s looking for any sign of hesitation. She will find none. My want of her causes an almost unbearable heat, spreading downward and I’m almost trembling from the effort of holding myself back. I nod slightly, lowering my eyes to watch her as she leans in and presses her lips to mine. Her hands tighten on my waist, holding me in place.

      The kiss starts slow at first then builds, carrying my arousal along with it. I let her guide us, wanting her to be sure, but I needn’t worry. It’s her tongue that breaks past the borders of our lips and as soon as I feel it against my lower lip, I am set free.

      My hands break rank first, reaching for her and I hold her face and let my tongue meet hers. We’re testing each other, giving and taking as everything is released at once, all our years of want and denial. Rebecca pulls back and I instinctively follow, leaning forward to seek her out again. She places her hand against my shoulder to stop me. “You taste exactly the way I always imagined,” she murmurs, eyes seductive.

      I study her, smirking a little. “You thought I had a secret stash of scotch somewhere in my room?” I keep eye contact, my heart knocking against my ribs so hard that I’m scared she can hear it.

      This makes her laugh. “No. I may have sought you out earlier if I thought that was the case.” Her hands are on the move, the one on my shoulder coming up to grab the back of my neck, the other sliding around to cup my ass. She runs her tongue up my neck and over my earlobe before she whispers in my ear, “You taste like desire.”

      I groan and she arches up into me as our lips meet again and we are soon dueling with one another. I smell her shampoo against a soft undercurrent of the perfume I love, fruity and floral. We taste one another with my back jammed into the hard countertop and she is almost frantic as she reaches to grasp the bottom of my shirt. I lean away from the counter so the fabric can slide easily up my torso and our lips break contact to allow her to pull it over my head and toss it away.

      Rebecca runs her nails over my stomach, pausing at the small scar just above my right hip. “Appendix?”

      I nod and she continues trailing her nails up over my breasts before she reaches around to unhook my bra, letting it swing from a forefinger before she tosses it away. I look at those small, feminine hands, each nail short and perfectly shaped. Hands I’ve seen hundreds of times doing so many things, but never exploring my body. Rebecca unfastens the button of my jeans and slides my zipper down, her knuckles brushing against me.

      Her head is bent, her words barely audible. “That is not what I expected, Sabine.” She raises her eyes to mine and lets her hand brush over the black lace of my thong before it continues upward. “It’s incredibly hot.” Her voice is low and sensual, dripping with desire.

      I force myself to be still while she explores me with her fingertips, leaving goose pimples everywhere she touches. A tremor moves through my legs and I give a low moan, thinking of her hot tongue against my nipples and running circles over my clit. She holds my jaw, her thumb gently brushing my lips. I can’t deny myself any longer. “Kiss me again,” I demand.
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      What if the woman you loved was more than a century away?

      Dara, a computer programmer from Chicago, is visiting London when she opens a door in an Edwardian house and slips into Edwardian England. Agnes, a beautiful London shop girl, takes in the bewildered 21st century American lesbian, but, as Dara begins to accept that she is stuck in 1908, she also begins to accept that she has feelings for Agnes that go beyond gratitude. And the longer Dara stays, the harder Agnes finds it to hide her growing love for the accidental time traveller from the future.

      Will they overcome grief and prejudice to acknowledge their true feelings for one another? Or will Dara be snatched back to the 21st century before they can express their love?
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      Dara has cut her hand. Agnes helps her bandage it up.
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      Agnes finished wrapping the bandage and fixed it in place with a couple of safety pins. She cradled Dara’s hand longer than she really needed to and then reached out and caressed her cheek. Dara closed her eyes.

      It’s now or never, Agnes thought. She leaned forward and kissed Dara, a light peck on the lips. Dara opened her eyes. She placed her uninjured right hand over Agnes’ hand resting on her cheek. They regarded each other for a moment in silence. A smile, that intriguing half smile Agnes had seen in Dara’s passport photo, looked like it was about to appear. Agnes leaned in closer and kissed her again. She was so afraid but wanted to touch Dara so badly.

      Dara responded in kind. Agnes felt Dara’s tongue licking along the seam created by her lips pressed together. Agnes parted her lips to let Dara’s tongue into her mouth. She threaded her fingers through the mass of Dara’s dark, wavy hair, something she’d wanted to do since she first saw Dara. It was as soft as she thought it would be, like velvet.

      Dara pulled away, catching her breath. “Agnes, you surprise me.” She smiled.

      “I am sorry, Dara, but I could bear it no longer. Being with you every day and wanting to kiss you, to touch you, to love you. I had to.” Agnes gazed into Dara’s deep brown eyes and ran her fingers through Dara’s hair.

      “Don’t apologize. I’ve felt the same way for a while now. I just didn’t know if it would ever be okay to have you. I thought you’d be disgusted,” Dara said. She lowered her head a little and moved in on Agnes’ neck, kissing and licking it.

      Agnes felt a surge of joy and desire course through her body. The heat she felt from Dara’s mouth was exquisite. “I’m not disgusted at all. I hope you realize now that girls like you, like me exist in 1908,” she said. “I’ve prayed for so long for God to either take my desires away or bring me someone who shared them. God brought me you.”

      “Oh, my darling,” Dara said between kisses.

      “I love you, Dara.”

      Dara stopped kissing Agnes’ neck. She brought Agnes’ face close to her own. “I love you, too.”

      Dara stood up. Agnes felt the void left between them when Dara pulled away. She pulled Agnes up from her chair and into a tight embrace. Agnes felt free in that moment. She didn’t have to worry about Ted telling people she was disgusting. Dara did not have parents who would send her away. Agnes had spent so many nights praying for this freedom. Agnes wanted to melt into Dara. They kissed again. Agnes felt woozy from inhaling Dara’s scent. They broke apart and held hands as they walked to the bedroom they shared.

      After Agnes shut the door, she walked over to Dara who had started unbuttoning her blouse. Agnes pushed Dara’s hands away and took over, working quickly and revealing a creamy lace camisole and more of Dara’s skin. Meanwhile, Dara reached up and removed the pins from Agnes’ hair. It cascaded down past her shoulders in thick tendrils. Their breathing became heavier, more halting. Agnes reached the bottom of the blouse and silently thanked Dara for opting not to wear a corset. She surely could not have dealt with getting that unlaced. Dara shrugged off her blouse, and it slid to the floor. Dara started unbuttoning Agnes’ blouse. They kissed as she fumbled with each little button.
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      Kari Adelberg is happy. She has her friends, family, and a dog. What else could she need? At least that’s what she keeps telling herself, unwilling to think about what she lost until it ends up next door to her.

      Kacey Caldwell was the one that got away. They were college sweethearts and had plans for the future until Kacey ripped those plans apart with no explanation. Now she and her young daughter own the house next door to Kari’s, and Kari is not sure how to act.

      Should she keep herself closed off like she has the past ten years or open up her heart at the risk of being hurt all over again? Kari has so many questions that only Kacey has the answers to, but she’s not sure if she’s ready to get them, afraid of the pain and heartbreak that could come along with it. She has to decide the answer to the age-old question: is love worth the risk?

      A second chance romance filled with love, angst, and one big HEA.
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      This is a flashback scene from when the two main characters were in college. It takes place in front of Kari’s dorm room after their first official date.
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      When we got to the door to my room, I couldn’t take it anymore. “So, was this a date?”

      Kacey casually shrugged her shoulders. “It was a nice night out shared between two people who clearly enjoy each other’s company. You can call it whatever you’d like.”

      This girl and her damn aversion to labeling anything. She was making this all so much harder than it had to be. “You see, the problem is… I need to know if this is a date, so I know if it’s okay to… Oh, shit. Screw it.” I threw my hands in the air, then wrapped them around Kacey’s neck to pull her closer to me. Before I could overthink it, I leaned in and brought my lips to hers. I felt Kacey’s lips twitch into a smile for a moment, before pushing harder against mine. Our mouths moved in tandem, until mine instinctually opened to hers and she slipped her tongue in, sending sensations through my whole body that I’d never felt before. Kacey slipped her hands around my waist and pulled our bodies even closer together as our tongues continued their dance.

      I didn’t know if seconds had passed or minutes as the whole world around us seemed to melt away. All I knew was that I was pretty sure Kacey Caldwell was the only person I wanted to kiss for the rest of my life.

      When we finally pulled apart, I smiled as I touched my now swollen lips. “Wow. That was… wow.”

      Kacey smiled and rested her forehead against mine. “Those were my thoughts exactly.” She chuckled lightly. “It took you long enough though.”

      I pulled back so I could look her in the eye. “Me? I was waiting for you to make the first move.”

      Kacey tilted her head ever-so-slightly. “That’s the thing. I did make the first move. Did you forget that I kissed you the night we first met?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at this. “You mean the pity kiss on my cheek?”

      Kacey’s face became serious. “It was far from a pity kiss. I wanted to kiss you from the moment you drunkenly stumbled into my arms, but I was trying to be considerate and wait on you. You told me you never kissed a girl before and I wanted to make sure that the first time you did, it was completely your choice.” She shrugged as if what she had just said wasn’t the sweetest thing in the world.

      My lips curled into a half smile. “So, what you’re saying is that we’ve both been waiting for that for far too long?”

      Kacey smirked back at me. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      Feeling emboldened, I reached out and grabbed the drawstrings of her hoodie to pull her in close. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      Kacey lifted one eyebrow, the smile never leaving her face. “Tell me.”

      I moved in even closer, so my mouth was just inches from hers. “It means we have to make up for lost time.” And just like that, the second of many kisses with Kacey was underway.
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      Nadia Keating has barely started her cardiothoracic fellowship training, but she already has the archetype nailed—she’s direct, uncompromising, and suffering from a God complex.

      Before she can focus on her impressive research, deeply closeted Nadia has a personal project: getting her inconvenient attraction to women out of her system. She picks a stranger online for a one-night stand.

      Ashley Rylan, the chief of Nadia’s department, is her polar opposite—sweet, agreeable, and soft-spoken—and the stranger Nadia unwittingly chooses.

      The two women’s meeting is a hostile disaster and they would love nothing more than to never see each other again. However, their paths keep colliding as Nadia embarks on an ambitious experiment that could lead to a historic medical breakthrough.

      Despite warring egos and the secrets they keep, their connection is powerful and growing. Maybe having sex would help them get over their distraction at work? Or would that just ruin everything?

      A lesbian medical romance about the powerful breakthroughs we can’t always see.
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      Nadia Keating, a cardiothoracic fellow with a major God complex, unwittingly picks her sweet and agreeable boss, Ashley Rylan, for a one-night stand. After a hostile surgery where they passionately disagree about the operative plan, Nadia storms into Ashley’s office late at night with the sole intent of apologizing and nothing else.
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      “Why didn’t you tell me the patient had Marfan?” Nadia barked. She stood with her arms crossed in front of Ashley’s desk. Again.

      Ashley sighed. “I don’t have to justify my decisions to a first-year fellow.” If Nadia had expected a kinder welcome, she shouldn’t have barged in so late in the evening, demanding an explanation. After her meeting with Dan that morning, she was in no mood for another battle with Nadia’s sense of entitlement. Despite acting as if she owned the hospital, Nadia was the one at fault here.

      Nadia closed the door, then turned back to face Ashley. “No, you don’t. It was wrong of me to question you. I’m sorry.” The words were mechanical and unconvincing, like a poorly rehearsed line. There wasn’t even an ounce of remorse in them.

      Ashley huffed. “Tell me something, Nadezhda. Why did it take you three days to apologize? Was it because I was right or because you were wrong?” Ashley rarely spoke in such a cold and measured tone. But she was angry and not ready to let it go.

      Nadia said nothing, fueling Ashley’s anger even more. Nadia clearly had no respect for her, and it made her blood boil. “God, you’re unbelievable. In what universe do you think it’s acceptable to be so insolent? What if the patient had become unstable and I needed your help?”

      Nadia snorted. “Oh, I’m sure Jack—”

      “Stop it! I don’t want to hear another word about the medical student.”

      Nadia held Ashley’s gaze defiantly but said nothing.

      “Nadezhda Keating does what Nadezhda Keating wants. Is that it? Is that why you thought you could challenge me in my OR?” Ashley jumped out of her chair and circled her desk to face Nadia. “You aren’t the one in charge here. I am. Is that clear?”

      Nadia’s face flushed, but she remained silent.

      Ashley balled her hands into fists, digging her feet in the ground. Damn Nadezhda’s arrogance! She had no right to be angry after coming in with a pathetic excuse. “Dr. Keating, answer the question.”

      “It is clear,” Nadia replied at last, through gritted teeth.

      Ashley stood face-to-face with her, close enough to feel her warm breath on her face. She shivered. Before she could step back, Nadia abruptly stepped forward and kissed her.

      The act caught Ashley completely by surprise. She was scolding the arrogant fellow, not flirting with her. And Nadia looked furious.

      Or did she? Had Ashley misinterpreted the physical signs of arousal for anger?

      For a moment, she surrendered, fully appreciating Nadia’s lips. Unlike her demeanor, they were soft and warm. Burning.

      Nadia held Ashley’s head firmly, drawing her deeper into the kiss. Moaning softly against the pressure of Nadia’s tongue, her lips parted. Her body lit with fire, screaming to lose herself, to experience firsthand the skills of the infamous surgeon.

      Then her mind caught up, and she pulled back. She looked at Nadia, breathing heavily. This was wrong. Ashley was Nadia’s superior, and Nadia had shown her absolutely no respect from the beginning. And they were fighting. A new surge of anger crushed Ashley’s arousal. “You haven’t learned a thing, have you? You just do what you want.”

      Nadia looked down. “I thought this was what you wanted.”

      Ashley snorted. “What I want is for you to stop acting like you’re in charge of everything!”

      “Okay.” Nadia locked the door and closed the window blinds, isolating them from the already empty building. She looked at Ashley, who was frozen in her spot, with those dark brown eyes that conquered worlds. “You be in charge, then.”

      Ashley blinked. Nadia was still dictating the rules. Despite knowing that, Ashley took a step forward. And another. It was as if she was being pulled by an invisible rope. The fresh memory of Nadia’s lips on hers dissolved reason. Despite her mind roaring in protest, her body was on autopilot, craving the Nadia experience.

      She pushed Nadia against the nearest wall. The woman’s eyes bored into her, continuing to challenge her.

      Ashley was still angry, yes, but anger wasn’t the only reason her heart pounded wildly. The thought of having Nadia made her dizzy with desire. Besides, Nadia was offering.

      Before she could reconsider, Ashley kissed her. This time, she didn’t hold back but poured all her craving and frustration into it. Their mouths fit so perfectly. Ashley pressed against her, feeling pleasure she hadn’t felt for a long time.

      And it was pleasure that was different than any she had felt before. Ashley pushed her tongue deeper, desperate to hear Nadia moan. At the same time, she throbbed with the need to take her own pleasure. She wanted to give and deny Nadia everything. A simple kiss had never had such an effect on her before.

      Nothing is simple about Nadezhda.

      With great effort, Ashley pulled away. Despite her burning hunger, she had to make sure Nadia still wanted this. She looked into her dark eyes and saw only desire in them. And it fanned her own fire.

      Emboldened, she slipped her hand into Nadia’s pants, moving past the layers of clothing until warm wetness welcomed her. Ashley hummed an approving sound. So responsive.

      Nadia gasped as Ashley slid her finger inside her. She closed her eyes, then opened them abruptly as Ashley withdrew her hand. She raised her wet finger to her mouth and took a deliberate lick. Still watching Nadia, she hummed again. “Delicious.”
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      In this sizzling lesbian romance, enemies learn that the other side of hatred is desire.

      Agnes is the untouchable queen who rules elite escort agency House of Agnes with a diamond fist.

      Reporter Lola isn’t afraid, though. She’ll ensure no one else is pulled into Agnes’s web, used, and discarded as her sister was.

      But getting close to the elusive madam is a dangerous thing indeed…for Lola’s heart.
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      Lola, intent on manipulating Agnes into confessing her bad deeds, has invited Agnes to have pizza with her. Despite Lola’s initial intentions though, the two women end up sharing painful parts of themselves and begin to see each other in a new light.
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      “I just can’t believe you’re here,” Lola said, her mouth shiny with pizza grease. “With me. In this place.”

      “It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” Her smile faded a little. “I don’t get what I want very often, so this is nice. I like it. Thanks for coming here with me.”

      “Of course. By the way, you’re right. The pizza is delicious.”

      The slice of pie was greasy and loaded down with melted cheese, the pineapple sweet and fresh from the can tasted just perfect with the spicy Italian sausage, and the crust was just thick enough to remind Agnes she was eating carbs. It was heavenly. Or maybe Agnes enjoyed it so much because, except for a granola bar Clare had brought her sometime during the afternoon, she hadn’t eaten all day.

      A hum of pleasure left her throat as she enjoyed the moment of peace. Food in her belly. The usually frantic plans and strategies in her mind settled to a quiet hum. Her body relaxed. This moment wasn’t what she’d set out to find when she left the building, but it was just what she needed.

      From across the table, Lola’s gaze found hers. “You’re an incredible woman, you know that?”

      “I’m not sure about that,” Agnes said after swallowing her latest bite.

      “You are. And of course, a little scary too.” Lola breathed out a laugh and rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you already know that, though.”

      The quietly spoken words landed like a slap. Agnes swallowed the unexpected pain.

      “My father was always the scary one,” she said. Suddenly losing her appetite, she put the rest of her pizza down on the cheap plastic plate. “I never wanted to be that.”

      Lola looked stricken. She stopped eating too. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s fine,” Agnes cut in. She tugged a napkin from the dispenser and wiped off her fingers. “Well, thanks for your company and the meal suggestion.”

      Fingers curled around her wrist. “Please. Don’t go. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for telling the truth.” Chill settled into Agnes’s voice, and the burdens that had seemed far away just minutes before dropped down heavily onto her shoulders. “I’ll see you around.”

      Lola made a soft noise of denial and tightened her hold on Agnes’s wrist.

      Agnes could easily break that hold. Whit and various self-defense instructors had taught her that and more. Maybe she was scary.

      “Can we just… Can we just finish our food, at least?” Lola pleaded. “I don’t want to chase you off by being an idiot.” The sparkle in those eyes had dimmed, and Agnes realized that the whole time they’d been on their little mini adventure, Lola hadn’t seemed masked. In fact, her face was perfectly naked now. As if she actually wanted to spend time with Agnes, not linked to any agenda. Or maybe Lola was just getting better at hiding her tells.

      But the skin under Lola’s touch tingled with a long-forgotten pleasure. Agnes actually wanted to stay here and finish her greasy pineapple and sausage pizza with Lola.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll stay.”

      A luminous smile broke through the clouds of unhappiness on Lola’s face. “Awesome.”

      Agnes stayed with Lola until more people than there were available seats started crowding in, and Agnes felt guilty for taking up the space. After tossing double the normal tip on the table, she pushed out the door with Lola just behind her.

      The smells from the street immediately washed over Agnes. Car exhaust, the distinct perfume of the gutter, the scent of baking pizza crust escaping the restaurant. The dark evening, pierced with streetlights and car lights, felt like a living thing brushing up against Agnes’s skin. Cool but friendlier than before she and Lola had shared their meal. They stepped out of the path of foot traffic and smiled awkwardly at each other—odd when things had seemed so effortless before.

      Probably meant it was time for them to part ways. Agnes tucked her hands into her coat pockets. “I’ll leave you—”

      “Well, I guess—”

      They both started talking at the same time, then stopped. “Okay,” Lola said through soft laughter. “You first. Although I think we’re both saying the same thing.”

      “Yes, I think we are.”

      “Okay.”

      A man brushed past, and when his shoulder bumped Agnes, he aimed a curse her way. She ignored him.

      “Thank you for the company,” Agnes said, and she meant it. Lola’s appearance out of nowhere was the rescue she didn’t realize she needed.

      “You’re welcome. I had fun.” Lola bit her lip, ducked her head. “See you soon.”

      Agnes drew in a slow breath. Lola was so very lovely. The glow from the streetlight filtered through the thick halo of her hair, spilling over her rounded cheeks and the soft-looking fullness of her mouth. A temptation. Agnes licked her own lips, imagining how Lola’s would taste. Then, suddenly she didn’t want to just imagine anymore.

      This evening’s emotional half-revelations had piqued Agnes’s curiosity, and her desire, even more than Lola’s practiced attempts at seduction from before. What kind of young woman was Lola? What exactly did she want? And how would it feel to lay her down on cool silk sheets and lick her curvaceous body from head to toe with nothing but honesty between them?

      Heat settled in Agnes’s belly.

      Led by her want, she touched Lola’s elbow, and that complicated brown gaze tangled with hers. Slowly, Agnes dipped her head and brushed her lips across Lola’s. Lola gasped, an indrawn breath of air that Agnes ached to follow back between those full lips with her own. Electricity flickered between them, stroked delicious sensation along her spine, and she felt the grip of Lola’s fingers in the lapels of her jacket. That tight hold, with the knuckles of Lola’s hands pressing sweetly into her skin through the thick wool, gave a powerful hint that more than a kiss would be welcome. But Agnes pulled back, ignoring that hint and controlling her breathing.

      “Take care,” she said instead to a wide-eyed Lola, then headed back toward The House and the other responsibilities she’d managed to forget for a few unexpected moments.
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      What if the greatest role of your life is playing your true self?

      Ida Burton used to be Hollywood’s sweetheart until the best roles started drying up in her forties.

      When Ida lands one of the leads in a big-budget lesbian rom-com, it’s not only a chance at reviving her dwindling career. Maybe this movie can be an opportunity to finally burst out of the closet she’s forced herself into.

      Faye Fleming has been at the top of her acting game and collecting awards for the past few years. When she’s cast in a huge blockbuster opposite the legendary Ida Burton, she’s over the moon.

      Ida and Faye hit it off. The chemistry on set is through the roof… until their characters’ first kiss.

      Grab your copy of the feel-good lesbian read of the summer now!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ida and Faye are shooting on location. Earlier that day on set, a kissing scene got a little out of hand. They’re trying to process what happened.
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      Even though the door to her room is only a few yards away, she takes my hand. I gently tug her in the direction of her suite.

      “Sleep well,” I say. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She looks down at our joined hands. “Ida, I’m s—”

      “No apologies, okay?” I let go of her hand. “Go. Get some sleep.”

      “Ida…” She turns around. “I’m not drunk, you know. I swear to you that I’m really quite sober and that I—” She stops again.

      Walk away, I tell myself. Walk away right now. But I remain standing, enthralled by whatever Faye is going through.

      She slants toward me and puts a gentle hand on my hip. “I felt your tongue,” she whispers. “You can stand here and tell me to my face that you don’t want to kiss me all you want, but your tongue told a very different story today.” All of this whispered less than an inch away from the sensitive skin of my neck.

      “I got caught up.” My voice snatches in the back of my throat. “Just like you did.”

      “That’s exactly right.” Her gaze finds mine again. “Just like I did.” She looks at me.

      I look at her. Time slows. Her hand creeps up my hip, her fingertips reaching under my blouse, connecting with skin, lighting me up.

      “Faye,” I say on a sigh. “This is not fair.”

      “Why not?” She closes the last of the distance between us. Her lips are so near they’ve disappeared from my field of vision. “If we both want it.”

      “Please, stop.” I don’t sound very convincing.

      “Okay.” I can feel her lips move against the side of my mouth as she says it. “I’ll stop.” Her breath is hot on my cheek. “If that’s what you want.” She kisses me lightly just under my cheekbone. “Good night, Ida.” She doesn’t move. Everything stills. She’s waiting for me to take the next step. I’m waiting for me, too. I don’t know what to do. I’m torn between what I want and what’s right. Are they really so at odds? She just told me this is what she wants. It’s not up to me, certainly not at this point, to read and interpret her mind for her. To make decisions for Faye.

      I tilt my head back a fraction so I can look at her face. Then, exactly like in the scene we shot today, I cup her jaw in my palms, and move closer. Our lips meet and as soon as they do, her fingers latch on to my hip more tightly. She groans as she did in the scene. It’s a sound so enticing, I lean into her again, and deepen the kiss.

      She’s the one who opens her lips to me first. She’s the one who can’t keep her tongue under control this time around. She lets it dance into my mouth, meeting mine, reducing the rest of me to jelly.

      Faye curls her arms around my waist and presses her body against mine. The towel she wrapped around her waist earlier falls to the floor. I’m acutely aware that she’s only wearing a skimpy bikini. One of her hands crawls up my back, to the hair at the nape of my neck.

      “Oh, fuck,” Faye whispers, when we break for a moment, before she comes for me again. Her kiss is gentle and deep at the same time, awakening something inside me that I’ve ignored for far too long.

      Her other hand moves to my front, underneath my blouse again, her fingertips sending an electric current through my flesh. Finally, I dare to touch her bare skin. I place my hands on her sides. Even though we’re kissing and her tongue is all but shy, I’m too shell-shocked to use my hands. To move them about her body the way she’s doing.

      When she starts to pull me inside her room, I stop.

      “Faye, slow down.”

      “You don’t want to come in?”

      “You know I want to, but…” I can’t have the same conversation all over again. “I’m not going to.” A kiss is one thing. What she’s inviting me in for is several bridges too far.

      “Okay.” She flashes the tip of her tongue along her bottom lip. “But at least kiss me good night.” She comes for me again, pulling me near, kissing me until I’m dizzy and I’m not sure how I will physically make it to my own room next door.

      “Good night, Faye,” I manage to say when I finally drag myself away from her. “Sweet dreams.”
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      When Krista Kyle’s world is turned upside down, there’s only one person that can save her.

      First love is a mighty strong emotion. Krista knows this and has been given several chances over the years to have the life she dreamed of, but something always got in the way.

      Melanie Zimmer has loved Krista Kyle for over half her life. She now has the courage to do something about it. All she has to do is help Krista find hers and she knows just the place.

      Does Lovers Landing still have the magic that brought them together over thirty years ago? Will Krista finally be brave enough to hold on to her true love?

      This is the second book in The Lovers Landing Series. Come along on this first love, second chance romance and see if Krista and Melanie can find their courage in one another.
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      It’s 1991, Krista works at the lake resort where single mom Melanie is spending the summer with her two little girls. Krista has spent a lot of time with them and the girls are away with their father for the weekend and Krista goes by the cabin to see if Melanie is all right.
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      “I would think a beautiful young woman like you might be out with friends on a Friday night, though. You haven’t mentioned a boyfriend,” said Melanie, quirking her eyebrow.

      “I haven’t, but I thought I was out with a friend tonight,” Krista said, pinning Melanie with a heated look.

      Melanie swallowed, but didn’t look away. “I’d love to be your friend, Krista.”

      Krista sat back and released a breath as her heart went back into her chest. She took another drink of her beer and Melanie put her hand back over hers again.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” she asked.

      Krista smiled. “No.”

      “Do you have a girlfriend?” Melanie asked as she curled her fingers around Krista’s hand.

      “No,” Krista said.

      Melanie quickly looked up into Krista’s eyes.

      “Well, I hope to,” she said smiling and turning her hand over to link her fingers through Melanie’s. “Have you ever had a girlfriend?”

      Melanie smiled as she looked down at their hands. “It was so long ago; back when I was in college. She wasn’t my girlfriend. It wasn’t like that back then.”

      “Back then! It wasn’t that long ago, Mel,” Krista said kindly.

      “A lot has changed in twelve years, Krista. I know it’s 1991, but in 1979 when I was twenty-one, you had to be careful.”

      “I get it. I’m not out and proud or anything like that. Julia and I have a group of friends that look out for one another.”

      “Are you and Julia…” 

      “We are best friends and have been since we were in kindergarten. But I’ve never thought of her that way. We were even afraid to tell one another,” she said, chuckling. “When we realized we were both crazy about women it was such a relief. We had someone else to confide in and someone that understood.”

      “But still, you don’t have a girlfriend?” asked Melanie.

      “Why do you sound so surprised?”

      “Because if I was in college with you, honey, you’d be my girlfriend,” Melanie said confidently.

      “I would, huh.” Krista grinned. That not only made her heart beat faster, but made it happy too.

      “As nice as it is out here… would you want to go inside?” Melanie asked.

      “There is something I’d like to do when it gets dark,” said Krista.

      Melanie raised her eyebrows. “What’s that?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes. I’ve trusted you with my kids, and myself, since we got here.”

      “Okay then. When it gets dark, I have a surprise for you.”

      Melanie studied Krista as she got up, grabbing the beer and tugging at her hand. They strolled up to the cabin hand in hand. Krista felt so bold holding Melanie’s hand out in the open. When they reached the back door Krista stopped and waited as Melanie turned toward her.

      “I really want to kiss you,” Krista said, stepping in closer.

      Melanie looked down at Krista’s lips and then into her deep blue eyes. She raised her hand and ran her thumb along Krista’s cheek. Ever so slowly she closed the distance between their lips. Her eyes fluttered shut as she touched her lips to Krista’s.

      Krista could hear her heart beating in her ears and feel it in her chest. She lost her breath when Melanie’s lips touched hers. They were soft and warm and felt like they always belonged pressed to hers. A small moan hummed through Krista’s throat.

      Melanie pulled away slightly with a small smile, her fingers firmly holding the side of Krista’s neck. “Let’s go inside,” she whispered. Then, looking into Krista’s eyes, she quickly kissed her again. She reached for the door and opened it.

      Krista let out a breath and walked in, quickly putting the beer in the refrigerator. When she turned around Melanie was at the opposite counter. In one step Krista put her arms around Melanie’s neck and pulled her down for a kiss.

      It began soft and sensual and a bit tentative, but Krista wanted those lips against hers from now on. She tightened her arms, pulling Melanie closer, and then ran her tongue over Melanie’s bottom lip. She heard Melanie moan and then she opened her mouth, inviting Krista’s tongue inside. When their tongues met it was Krista’s turn to moan.

      She explored Melanie’s mouth and was suddenly aware of their chests pressed tightly together. That’s when Melanie pushed her tongue past Krista’s lips and they both moaned again. Their tongues danced and stroked and tasted until they both had to breathe.

      Melanie rested her forehead against Krista’s and chuckled. “This is not where I imagined I’d be kissing you.”

      Krista leaned back so she could see into Melanie’s brown eyes. “You’ve imagined kissing me?” she said, delighted.

      Melanie looked down, a grin playing at the corners of her mouth. Then she looked back into Krista’s sparkling eyes. “I did and this was so much better than I imagined.”

      Krista smiled, then tilted her head. “Maybe we should do it again to be sure.”

      Melanie immediately captured Krista’s lips and pulled her close. The kiss continued as they both sank deeper into the pleasure coursing through their bodies. 

      Krista had never been kissed so thoroughly and completely she thought as she hung onto Melanie with warmth spreading through her body. Her hands stroked up and down Melanie’s back as the kiss completely consumed her.

      “Mmm,” Melanie groaned as she pulled away. “Let’s go in here.” She grabbed Krista’s hand, led them into the living area and pulled her down onto the couch with her. Melanie leaned back and rested her head on the arm of the couch bringing Krista on top of her. She cupped the side of Krista’s face and said, “All I want to do is to keep kissing you.”

      “That’s perfect because I don’t want you to stop.” Krista leaned in and joined their lips together again.
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      Hairdresser Ash believes she will never have another relationship due to a profound fear of being touched. Her admission onto the mental health ward is nearly over, but she still hasn’t recovered from her phobia.

      Harri is finding it increasing difficult to work in fast food catering due to her nerve damage. How can she smile at customers, let alone maintain a relationship, when half her mouth doesn’t work, and anything touching her there hurts so much?

      When Harri takes an overdose in a bid to get rid of her pain, she ends up being detained on the same ward as Ash; in the same bedroom, none-the-less.

      An instant attraction causes them both to reconsider their futures. But should they begin a relationship with one another when both of them still have things to deal with? And how will Harri’s domineering mother react when she finds out?

      A tender lesbian romance about working out how to cope, healing after trauma, and learning to trust again.
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      Harri and Ash have just finished redecorating the 'multi-faith' room on the mental health ward on which they are both patients. Harri has been helping Ash with her phobia of being touched by slowly getting her used to physical contact. They have been getting closer for weeks but, due to Ash’s issues, and Harri’s nerve damage and resulting pain condition, neither of them has made a move.
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      “It’s so nice. Whose idea was the birds? And the throws?” Ash turned to look at Harri and to rub her cheek against one of the folded-up throws on the back of the chair. “So soft.” 

      Harri tugged her own throw until it partially slipped into her lap. She snuggled a corner of it against her own cheek. “Can’t remember. Whoever it was is a genius.” 

      Ash poked Harri’s calf with her foot and grinned. “Must have been mine then.” Her eyes sparkled in a cheeky sort of way. 

      A tingly warmth spreading from Harri’s stomach, and she couldn’t help smiling back. Taking a chance, Harri moved her fingertips over the back of Ash’s hand. She bit her lip, but Ash simply continued to smile. Shifting closer on the chair, Harri slid her fingers between Ash’s. “That… Your offer of making me a hot water bottle. At your dad’s?” 

      “Yeah?” 

      Harri lowered her voice. “W-were you kidding?” 

      Ash’s eyes narrowed as if she considered the question. Then she snuggled a little closer too, so close that Harri could feel her breath on her cheek. 

      It tickled and Harri swiped at her face when electric shocks ran across her skin. 

      Ash didn’t move backwards, but her gaze followed Harri’s hand, and her eyebrows furrowed. “I wasn’t kidding.” She squeezed Harri’s fingers. “I’d like you to come over. It’d be nice.” 

      “It would. I’d invite you over mine too but my parents…” Harri slid her gaze away, but Ash squeezed her fingers again, hard enough to draw her back. 

      “They work away from home, don’t they?” 

      “Usually.” Harri sighed. “I’m not sure what the plan will be when I’m discharged.” 

      Ash pushed her bottom lip out. “I hope things are okay. When you go home.” 

      “You too.” 

      “I’ll be okay. So long as Dad isn’t too…you know?” 

      “Annoying?” 

      Ash hummed. 

      Harri’s carefully styled hair crunched against the edge of the fleece throw. 

      Ash’s hand, the one that wasn’t already holding her own, combed into Harri’s hair, smoothing it. Fingers traced her ear, making Harri shiver. “Is this okay?” 

      “Yes.” Harri tilted her chin up and sighed as Ash’s fingers tickled down her face to her jaw. 

      “I never thought I’d be able to do this.” 

      “I know.” 

      “You’ve been amazing.” 

      “Don’t be silly.” 

      The look in Ash’s eyes was deep and searching. 

      Harri couldn’t look away. It compelled her to move closer, until they were an inch or two away from one another. She could feel the heat coming from Ash, but whether it was from the intensity of her gaze or her actual body heat, Harri wasn’t sure. 

      Ash glanced down and then back up. She squeezed Harri’s fingers, and Harri responded with a squeeze back. Ash moved closer, and her coffee-scented breath brushed Harri’s cheek again. 

      When Ash kissed her, Harri couldn’t move. Then she pulled back and blinked rapidly, breaking the kiss. Her tongue buzzed and her cheek stung, but she rubbed hard, and the sensations faded. 

      A flush bloomed across Ash’s cheeks, and she looked as if a bucket of cold water had been thrown over her. 

      Harri tugged on Ash’s hand, and their lips met again. This time, Harri had a chance to register how silky Ash’s lips were. 

      The murmur that escaped Ash was as soft as the way she cupped Harri’s jaw, the good side. She stroked her cheek. 

      Harri touched Ash’s cheek too, with the backs of her fingers, and parted her lips just a bit. Ash’s tongue made contact with Harri’s lips. 

      Harri pulled back and touched her own mouth, dropping her head. Her cheeks burned. “Can’t.” 

      “Can’t?” Ash cleared her throat. “Um…” 

      “Tongue.” Harri forced herself to make eye contact with Ash once more. 

      Ash continued to stroke Harri’s cheek, apparently not wanting to move away. 

      Harri wanted to stay close as well, scared the spell would be broken if they parted. 

      Concern flooded Ash’s eyes. “I’ll be gentle, if you want to try.” 

      Harri shivered, half-worried, half-anticipatory. She swallowed before pushing her tongue around in her mouth. Then, with a nod, she moved in and pressed her lips back to Ash’s. 

      The tip of Ash’s tongue brushed Harri’s lips, a quest for permission, so Harri parted them. She tilted her head to the side before she internally shook herself and tried to relax. 

      Ash was gentle, and she took her time sweeping her tongue along Harri’s bottom lip, before touching it to Harri’s. 

      Harri snorted softly with relief. It was okay. It didn’t hurt. It wasn’t uncomfortable. 

      Apparently spurred on by Harri’s response, Ash pressed close for a moment before pulling back, continuing the kiss with little noises of contentment. She moved very slowly, as if she was testing the waters. Her fingers trailed along Harri’s jaw and curled around the back of Harri’s neck. 

      Harri started to wish they were on the same chair, snuggled right together. 

      A bang made them both jump. 

      In the now-open doorway stood Sandra and Richard Engel, both with equally shocked expressions. 

      Behind them, Val glanced from Ash to Harri, her eyebrows raised. 

      Harri stumbled to her feet and pulled her hand out of Ash’s. She clutched the fleece blanket to her chest. 

      “Harriet!” Her mother’s eyes were the widest she had ever seen them, and her face and neck matched the colour of the fire extinguisher attached to the wall behind her. 

      “Mum. Dad. Hi.” Grappling for something, anything, to say, Harri looked around her. She swept a hand through the air. “T-this is t-the multi-faith r-room.”
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      A fabulous cozy mystery filled with quirkiness and a sweet serve of lesbian romance.

      Bess Campbell has escaped to the windswept Australian coastal town of Port Bannir, determined to begin her life again. She is loving her fresh start, thanks to her fun job running a hip gallery, her territorial chickens, and a lot of self-help books to find her new, better self.

      Port Bannir local Margaret Gale runs an austere maritime museum, and rules her staff with an iron fist. She has no time for that crazy modern gallery or upbeat, earnest Bess sweeping around town on her hipster bicycle.

      After a heated dispute over an antique collectible dildo, there’s little hope Margaret and Bess will ever see eye to eye.

      But when Port Bannir is rocked by a senseless murder, both women find themselves implicated. Can they work together to expose the truth––or will the truth prove far too dangerous?
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      Bess and Margaret assumed they had nothing in common, until a bizarre murder in their town forced them closer together. Now, Bess confides in Margaret about a tragedy in her past, and it opens a door to new intimacy between them.
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      At last, Margaret said, “So, you tried to escape to this town, and I tried to escape from it. Alas, neither of us were completely successful.” Her tone was cool, reflective. It stung that she offered no sympathy—but in a strange way her lack of emotional reaction came as a relief.

      Bess had had enough of managing other people’s feelings about Angela’s death. She wiped her nose and cleared her throat. “Why have you stayed here?” she asked Margaret. “If you hate the place so much?”

      Margaret waited a while before answering. “It’s not as simple as that. I have responsibilities in Port Bannir.” Her gaze flickered sideways, landing on Bess. “And I don’t hate everything here.”

      Something about her tone caused a warm sensation to steal through Bess.

      In that same voice, confidential and strangely soft, Margaret went on, “I am sorry about your friend.”

      “Thanks,” Bess mumbled. She rubbed her eyes hard for a moment, then pushed back her hair. “I hadn’t told that story to anyone before.”

      “I’ll keep it to myself,” said Margaret. “Unlike most people here, I can respect a confidence. I hope…” She turned to study Bess’s face. “I hope you will trust me.”

      Margaret’s voice seemed to reverberate, to linger in the air. Bess felt the urge to reach out, to capture the sound and hold it close. But it was Margaret who reached out, to trace the line of Bess’s jaw with fingers that smelled faintly of orange blossom.

      Bess held her breath as those soft fingertips stroked the curve of her bottom lip. She should move away. It wasn’t as if she really liked Margaret that much, she reminded herself. But the scent and the closeness of her filled Bess’s consciousness, until everything else—the funeral, Mum’s phone call, the loss of Angela—seemed to retreat, to fade back into the shadows.

      Margaret leaned closer, bridging the gap between their chairs, and kissed her.

      The press of her mouth was firm, her lips warm and supple. Bess’s own lips parted automatically, welcoming the flicker of Margaret’s breath, the teasing sweep of her tongue. Bess tilted closer, drawn to the heat of the other woman’s skin. Her eyes closed, her thoughts stilled, suspended in the moment.

      Then Margaret moved away. “I should get going.” She stood up and pulled the hem of her jacket, straightening it with a quick, fastidious gesture. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      “That’s…that’s all right.” Bess’s voice came out in a whisper. It took her a moment to stand, by which time Margaret had already stepped away.

      “I hope to see you again soon, Bess.” Margaret walked back to her car, got in, and retreated down the drive with a brief wave.

      Bess watched her go, her heart pounding.
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      Margaret took the unpaved track quickly this time, juddering and bouncing away from Bess’s place. A muscle twitched in her cheek.

      She should not have done all that. Gone looking for Bess Campbell, wasted the day talking, revealed things about herself. Kissed her. It had been impulsive and foolish. Emotional.

      But Bess wasn’t like the people around here. She was interesting, and passionate about things. She was tender. Couldn’t Margaret connect with her—get close to her?

      Margaret clenched her jaw. Connection was dangerous. It was one thing to stay on good terms with Bess—under the circumstances, she could scarcely afford not to—but she mustn’t let herself get entangled.

      She had other things she must deal with, and Bess could not know about them. It was impossible. She tightened her lips and drove on.
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      An internet friendship becomes so much more in this sweet lesbian sports romance.

      World-renowned tennis player Daniela Martinez has everything she could wish for, except love. When romance knocks on her door, she will have to find a balance between her athletic ambitions and her desire for a relationship or risk sacrificing one for the other.

      Law student Ari Nunez is struggling with managing the expectations of her family and dedicating her life to a profession she dislikes more every day. Her relationship with Daniela, full of international travel and vacations, is the perfect escape, even if it feels too good to be true.

      Follow their journey from a chance online meeting to power couple taking on the world together.
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      After meeting online and building a friendship, and flirting, only through e-mails and text messages, Dani and Ari meet in person. This scene takes place shortly after they finally see each other face to face for the first time.
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      Now that they were alone with nothing between them to serve as a distraction, the tension in the room started rising. Even with the air conditioning blasting, drops of sweat slid down Ari’s back. She moved to sit on the sofa, more because she was trying to find something to do than because of a genuine need to rest. Dani sat next to her, close enough that her warm breath tingled on Ari’s skin. Speckles of light reflected in her brown eyes.

      Dani rested her hand on the couch, right beside Ari’s. The sudden closeness made Ari eager to close the gap separating their hands. The idea of being able to touch Dani was stronger than her shyness. She moved her hand slowly, until the tips of her fingers brushed Dani’s.

      Dani looked down and finished bringing their hands together. “I’m so happy you are here.”

      “I’m happy to be here,” Ari answered. “This room is amazing, by the way.”

      “I’m glad you like it. I made reservations at this wonderful Cuban restaurant for tonight, if you are up for it. I’ve got to warn you, though. Arantxa insisted on coming—she demanded to meet you. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Ari nodded. “Sounds great.” Anything with Dani sounded great.

      “Good. I will let you get settled and will text you later.” Dani stood and walked several steps, only to turn around and sit again. This time, she sat facing Ari, with one leg crossed under her. “There’s one thing I want to do before I go,” she said in that low, husky voice that drove Ari to the edge.

      Ari swallowed, trying to clear the lump that had formed in her throat. If Dani’s flirty tone turned her into a mess over the phone, she wasn’t prepared for the effect it would have on her in person. Her own eyes betrayed her by moving down to study Dani’s lips—the same lips Dani was licking slowly. Ari forced herself to snap out of it and meet her gaze.

      “Yeah?” Ari braced herself, sensing a change in the mood.

      Dani moved closer and stared into her eyes, and Ari knew that she wouldn’t be able to say no to anything asked of her. “I’m okay with staying friends if that’s what you want . . . but I would love to kiss you right now.”

      Ari felt the air catch in her lungs when she tried to answer. She wanted to kiss Dani—of course she did. But the undivided attention from Dani’s eyes, the closeness of her lips, and the warm tickle of her breath made it hard for Ari to focus or utter a word. Unable to voice her agreement, she opted for leaning forward and pressing her lips against Dani’s. Only two seconds passed before she moved away, startled by her own movements.

      What she’d intended as a kiss turned out to be nothing more than a chaste peck. Heat rushed to her cheeks, but she hoped the act was enough to help her convey what she wanted. Thankfully, Dani was much smoother than Ari could ever hope to be. In other circumstances and with anybody else, Ari would have assumed that the huge grin on Dani’s face was mocking, but she knew it wasn’t.

      Dani moved closer, and it took all of Ari’s will to not melt into a puddle of feelings right there and then. “That’s not what I had in mind,” Dani whispered.

      As she moved closer, her warm breath danced on Ari’s lips like a ghost of the kiss to come. The anticipation was killing Ari, but she stayed quiet, immobile, waiting. The only movement she made was shutting her eyes the moment Dani put her hand on the back of her neck.

      Even with her eyes shut, Ari could sense and follow every one of Dani’s movements. The way she leaned forward and caused the couch to shift, the heat as her lips came closer, the way she paused right before closing the distance, probably because she enjoyed the tease.

      After an agonizing wait, Ari finally felt Dani’s soft lips on hers, and together they moved in sync like a melody she’d never danced to before but somehow knew all the steps of. There was no rush to escalate the kiss. Dani gently pulled Ari’s lower lip between hers and caressed her with a hint of tongue, but she didn’t push beyond that. She didn’t need to. Without doing anything else, Ari’s knees were weak, and a rush of heat warmed her core. She savored the kiss, which left her craving more. She forced herself to open her eyes.

      Dani watched her intently. “That was better.” She cupped Ari’s face with her hand, finger drifting from her cheek to pass over her lips like a second kiss. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Yes,” Ari said in a voice that sounded coarse to her own ears. She cleared her throat before speaking again. “See you tonight.”

      Dani planted another quick kiss—this time only a peck—on Ari’s lips before standing up and walking to the door.
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      Lauren Ashburn left a promising job to help her family in Vermont take care of her dying father. Now that he’s gone, Lauren has every intention of returning to her old life—the vibrant, successful one her father had always expected her to have. But Lauren discovers that she feels adrift without his strict guidance.

      Georgia Solomon designs homes for others. But as a bisexual autistic woman, she rarely feels at home herself. When her best friend dies suddenly, leaving her alone with their young daughter, her little slice of happiness vanishes.  Now Georgia finds herself struggling to navigate a world that doesn’t understand her at all.

      Lauren and Georgia clash at a disastrous work meeting, but Georgia’s daughter Hannah pulls them together despite themselves. As they discover new possibilities and priorities for the future, can they make room for love? Or will they have to leave each other behind—in order for them both to move forward?
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      After a rocky start, Lauren and Georgia have settled into a comfortable friendship, and Lauren has admitted to being fond of Georgia’s young daughter Hannah as well. When Georgia’s babysitter cancels on the night of an important fundraising dinner for Georgia’s architecture firm, Lauren agrees to take care of Hannah. This scene begins when Georgia returns home.
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      When a key turned in the back door’s lock at half past midnight, Lauren woke up and smiled. She rubbed her face while Georgia’s high heels clattered to the floor in the entryway, and she sat up enough to watch her come in. The sight bowled her over.

      The light caught Georgia’s blue satin dress, shining gently and highlighting the curves it clung to and the loose folds of the skirt. A gold bracelet slid down her bare wrist when she lifted her hand to pull pins out of her hair, which fell, bit by bit, in messy yellow ringlets. When Georgia tried to run her fingers through it, she snagged her pretty opal ring. She huffed around a mouthful of hairpins.

      “Need help?” Lauren said.

      Georgia winked at her and shook her head, and the lipstick was almost all faded from her lips. She worked the ring free, then took the hairpins out of her mouth and dumped them carelessly onto a little table by the door.

      “How was your night?” she said.

      “Fine,” Lauren said. She was ready to explain that the scorched milk in the saucepan would definitely clean up with a little baking soda, but Georgia had leaned her hip against the doorframe, and her hands were sliding under the hem of her dress, searching for the end of her nylons. “It was fine.”

      The nylons were rolled gently down Georgia’s thighs, over her knees, down her calves, and abandoned on the floor. She started taking off her jewelry, her hands running over her fingers, her wrists, the back of her neck. Lauren wanted her own hands on that skin, gently baring the woman before her piece by piece. Next, she’d take hold of the zipper at the back of her dress and…

      Georgia chuckled. “Nice hair,” she said.

      Lauren snapped out of it and patted her wild hair desperately, muttering, “Yeah, like yours is any better.”

      “I’m gonna go upstairs and clean up. Back in a minute?”

      “Yeah.”

      Georgia’s feet were almost silent on the stairs, but Lauren listened closely for the tiniest sounds of movement until the water running in the bathroom drowned out everything else. She got up then to make tea. It was ready when Georgia came back, in sweats and a baggy flannel, and they sat on the couch together to drink it. Lauren expected the erotic spell she’d fallen under to have faded by now. It hadn’t. The underlying tension of desire had broken the surface and forced itself into full view, and now the sight of Georgia, barefaced and plain as always, only made Lauren want her more.

      “How was the party?”

      “It was all about the grant money. Nobody knew anything about architecture. And the cheese was all fancy and weird.”

      Georgia took a sip of her tea. Lauren licked her lips.

      “Thank god I won’t be here while Kelly is tomorrow,” Georgia continued. “She’s Kyle’s sister, and I don’t have the patience for that.”

      “Hannah mentioned her aunt was coming over, said she was looking forward to it.”

      The whole couch vibrated with the force of Georgia bouncing her leg. Lauren wanted to soothe her, but she didn’t know what she’d start if she touched Georgia, so she put her feet up on the coffee table and kept her distance. They sipped their tea in silence. Eventually, Georgia settled down.

      “Thanks for this,” she said, and Lauren stared at her pretty fingers peeking out from the too-long sleeves of her shirt, wrapped around her warm mug. “It’s nice to come home to hot tea. And a hot woman zonked out on my couch.”

      Both of them froze. Lauren was spinning from affectionate to salivating like a broken compass.

      “Is that an okay thing to say?” Georgia asked.

      “Yeah.” Say it again, Lauren thought.

      Georgia brushed an awkward piece of Lauren’s hair down, then said, “I’m not kidding, you know. There are so many boring people at these parties, it’s a relief to see someone I actually like.” Her fingers ran through Lauren’s hair to her jaw, and Lauren felt the faintest touch of Georgia’s skin on her own.

      Please like me, Lauren thought.

      “I really like you,” Georgia said.

      Lauren pressed Georgia’s hand fully against her face, nuzzling slightly into the flannel sleeve.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she confessed. “Can I…”

      Georgia nodded, leaning forward before the question was out. The question was probably obvious, with the way Lauren had been staring at her mouth. Lauren met her where she’d stopped halfway, kissing her. When she pulled away slightly, Georgia followed, so Lauren put her hands on Georgia’s hips to bring her closer. The kisses were deep, slow, and constant, with neither of them pulling farther than a breath away before coming back together. Lauren’s hands flexed against the warmth of Georgia’s sides, feeling the gentle give and softness of her body beneath her clothes. When Georgia’s lips opened slightly to release a panting breath, Lauren moaned.

      Then, to her horror, the moan turned into a yawn.

      “You’re tired,” Georgia said. “You should stay here tonight. I don’t want you to drive.”

      Lauren nodded. She kissed Georgia’s jaw, but Georgia wasn’t finished talking.

      “The couch is great for sleeping, as you discovered. Or you could have the bed? I’m not, I haven’t… We should sleep, not…”

      “The couch is comfortable,” Lauren said. She made a show of leaning back on it, settling in and closing her eyes.

      “You’re not gonna brush your teeth or anything?”

      Right. Lauren hauled herself up and followed Georgia upstairs, where she received an extra toothbrush and soft cotton pants to replace her jeans. They kissed one last time before Georgia retreated to her room and shut the door. Lauren dumped herself on the couch again and stared into the dark in wonder.

      Tracy’s advice, it seemed, was easier to follow that she’d thought. Kissing Georgia was exactly what she’d wanted to do tonight, and she wasn’t thinking at all about why she shouldn’t.
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      I have all that money can buy. Power, sexy women, and toys. All kinds of toys. Everything is perfect, or at least it is until the exclusive Lesbian Billionaires Club I belong to gives me an ultimatum—stop the revolving door of women or leave the group. Insisting I settle down is crossing the line, and I want none of it. At least until she comes into my life. Suddenly someone I crave, a woman I can’t stop thinking about, that I must have for my own. I won’t take no for an answer.
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      In the scene, secret billionaire Madison has approached a waitress named Claire. The two women hardly know each other but have chemistry they can’t deny.
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      I step out and come slowly around the front of my car.  She is at hers, unlocking the door. I recognize it as the one which bumped me at the minimart gas station and smile. All part of the fate which lead us to here and now. “Hi,” I say and Claire whirls around. We are only a few feet apart, and I see her lips part in surprise, then recognition.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, but not with hostility, only surprise.

      “I wanted to talk to you,” I say, my heart racing. “So, I waited.”

      Claire shakes her head. “For almost two hours?”

      I shrug. Although the waiting was hard for me, the end result of talking to her is what I want. Finally, we are alone, shielded from sight by the other cars, and no one will interrupt us. “You’re worth it.”

      A sensual light comes to Claire’s eyes at my comment and only confirms what I saw the two brief times before—she is attracted to me too. I take a step closer, and Claire does not step back. “Why are you doing this?” she asks in a whisper, and I take another step.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” I respond feeling a heat starting to fill my body. Whatever her reason for telling me no before appears to be gone, because I see her breath is coming quicker. The chemistry in the air is thick, and I take the final step that brings us an inch from each other. “I want to know you.”

      “I want to know you too,” she says so quietly I almost cannot hear it. The multiple meanings hang between us, and I barely restrain myself from kissing her. “But I can’t.” Now, she does back away until her body is against the unopened car door. She is, in a way trapped, and I cannot contain my need to touch her.

      I reach out my hand, and I run my thumb over her cheek. The contact is electric, and I suck in a breath.  She gasps in response, and as she leans into my caress, I must kiss her or explode. As if knowing my intention, Claire turns her face toward mine, and our lips meet. The feel of her mouth is exquisite, and although I try to hold back, I cannot. I crush against her, grasping her hips and pulling her hard against my body. Her moan is my reward as she runs her hands up my arms to take hold of my shoulders to return the kiss. The primal sexual want inside me rages to life, like nothing I remember feeling before. My need for her makes me tremble, and I ravage her mouth with mine claiming it with my tongue.

      Suddenly, her hands are in my short brown hair pulling me toward her, opening her mouth for me to kiss her deeper. She wants me too. As my lips are relentless against hers, I lower a hand from her hip to slide down to the hem of the skirt of her waitress uniform. Slipping my hand under, my palm grazes her bare thigh, and she gasps breaking the kiss.

      “Oh my God,” she moans. “What are you doing to me?”
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      Audie Pippin is a 24-year-old veterinary technician at the animal shelter in Sumter, Tennessee, a suburb of Nashville. Her carefree life includes friends, marijuana, margaritas, and casual sex—until all of it is jeopardized by her grandmother’s failing health.

      Beth Hester is a 33-year-old nurse at the long-term care facility where Audie’s grandmother is admitted after a serious stroke. She’s down to earth and mature, her career and financial investments meticulously planned. Compared to Audie, Beth doesn’t know the meaning of fun.

      Through Audie’s daily visits, they forge a friendship that draws Beth into a celebration of the fun side of life while opening her eyes to innocent, unselfish love.

      As Audie surrenders her heart to Beth, she begins to distance herself from the reckless habits of her youth. Just as they’re ready to meet in the middle, their future is thrown into doubt by a duty Beth can’t ignore. It all comes to a head on the river at Sumter Point.
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      Fun-loving Audie lures her strait-laced friend Beth to a dance club.
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      Audie concentrated on the sway of Beth’s hips as the music pulsated, appreciating for herself what the others had checked out. Beth had a great figure for a leather mini-skirt, and her spandex top showed off every dip and curve.

      She didn’t usually dance with someone like this, four feet apart. She preferred to be closer…much closer. She liked having her hands all over her partner, pressing against her in a grind that heated both their bodies. It was foreplay for whatever else the night would bring.

      So why wasn’t she dancing that way with Beth? Especially since none of the regulars at the Gallery interested her like Beth.

      The song faded, only to be replaced by another, this one with a slow, sultry beat. Audie took a deep breath and sidled closer, putting both hands on Beth’s waist. “Stay with me?”

      Beth was back-to-back with another dancer and had nowhere to go even if she wanted to. “I’ll try.”

      Audie looked directly into her eyes as they bobbed two beats to one side, then two to the other. She wanted to erase the image of herself as a party girl only looking for a good time. “I liked telling them you were here with me.”

      “I liked hearing it.”

      An array of unspoken emotions passed between them. Audie knew their friendship was changing right this instant and that Beth was feeling it too. She pressed her hip into Beth’s and slid behind her, never breaking contact. From there, she dropped her hands to Beth’s hipbones and pulled her close. Had this been someone else, she might have hooked her thumbs inside the skirt’s waistband, but for now she was content simply to feel Beth’s body against hers.

      They kept their rhythm, but Audie subtly changed the double beat to each side to one long beat that lingered. Beth relaxed against her at the slower cadence.

      “This is nice,” Audie murmured, feeling a rush of tenderness that she had never felt when she danced with a woman this way. For the first time, her dance floor caress seemed almost too intimate for a Gallery audience. But she didn’t want to stop. She slid one hand up to Beth’s waist, where she could feel the warm skin of her stomach between the top and the skirt. Her other hand began to roam the curves of Beth’s hip, from her side to her thigh and back.

      Beth responded by covering the hand on her waist with both hands and dropping her head to rest against Audie’s shoulder. Unable to resist the bare skin, Audie planted a soft kiss on the long muscle of her neck. She easily could have gotten carried away after the first touch, but the music abruptly shifted to a rapid techno-beat.

      She tightened her grip on Beth’s waist, not at all interested in staying out on the floor now that the mood was broken. “Are you ready for that drink now?”

      “Let’s go outside.”

      Audie’s heart skipped a beat. “Is something wrong?”

      Beth took her hand and pulled her toward the door and out, not slowing down until they reached the doorway of an adjacent storefront. The awning shielded them from the streetlight and the prying eyes of patrons going in and out of the club.

      “What’s wrong?” Audie was beginning to think she had just made a huge mistake.

      “Nothing. I just didn’t want our first kiss to be in front of the whole world.”

      Audie barely had a chance to draw a breath before Beth’s open mouth covered hers, but her response was instantaneous. She took Beth’s head in her hands and held her in place, asserting her own lips and tongue in hungry exploration. This wasn’t just a kiss to her—she was trying to say something, needing to tell her about these feelings she had.

      She felt Beth’s cool hands slide underneath her shirt against the bare skin of her back and she answered in kind, stroking the leather-clad backside from waistband to hem. Their kisses intensified and before she realized it, she had slipped her fingers underneath the skirt to caress soft, bare cheeks. Beth’s hips ground against her until she thought her knees might buckle.

      “I knew you’d be a good kisser,” Audie panted when their lips finally broke apart.

      “We should have done that sooner.”

      “Now you tell me. You’ve been driving me crazy all night.” She hugged Beth close and kissed her again. “You think we should go back inside before we get arrested?”

      “The way I’m feeling right now, I think we’d get arrested in there too. Maybe we should go back to my place.”
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      What do you do when you come from a long line of dancers that spans the globe and generations, yet you can't tell your right foot from your left? You fall in love with a dancer, of course!

      Gray Rickman is an awkward seventeen-year-old when she first sets eyes on Christian Scott at the dance studio/theater Gray's parents own and run in Denver, Colorado.

      Though only a handful of years older than Gray, Christian carries herself with poise and wisdom far beyond her years. A woman of few words, she speaks volumes with her body.

      Before Gray even really knows what her type is, Christian stars in endless daydreams and even fulfills a couple of her fantasies before vanishing out of thin air, leaving Gray in an empty bed with nothing but bittersweet memories and broken dreams.

      With no choice but to move on, Gray attempts love, even moving with her college girlfriend to New York City to pursue a career in journalism. But her standard has been set, the bar way too high for any other woman to reach or clear. It's an unexpected encounter in an obvious place when Gray sets eyes on her dancer again. Will the bright lights of Broadway illuminate the way back to the woman of her dreams? Or will they blind her to any other possibility of happiness?

      Break a leg, Gray. The Great White Way calls.
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      After the final show of the season at Grey’s family dance school/theater, Grey had reluctantly taken Christian, one of the stars, home. The scene takes place after she, too returns to her apartment she shares with her best friend, Michael.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      It had pained Gray to drop Christian off at her truck, but she’d made herself feel better by giving Christian her phone number and urging her to call or text if she needed anything. Stripped out of her “monkey suit,” Gray had showered, still astonished by the tiny amount of shampoo and conditioner she needed now that ninety percent of her hair had been cut off.

      Now, she padded around her bedroom, which smelled of soap-scented steam from her shower, dressed in only mesh shorts and a tank top. No need with anything else as even those two articles of clothing would be going once it was bedtime.

      She’d never had a bedroom with a bathroom attached, and was certainly loving that. Her dress button-up had been tossed into the laundry basket, but she was in the process of hanging the jacket and vest on their own hanger when there was a small knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened a bit and Michael peeked his head in. “Hey, I’m home. Sorry I wasn’t able to hit the show tonight, chick,” he said apologetically. “Got called in to work.”

      “No worries,” she said, sending him a smile. “Night.”

      He smiled back and vanished, the door closing in his wake.

      Finishing with her jacket, Gray closed the closet door and walked over to the bed, tugging back the covers, which at the moment only consisted of sheets and a light blanket, as she knew the summer heat, which would start cranking up over the next month, would make anything else too hot and uncomfortable.

      Another knock on her bedroom door made her glance over at it. “Come in,” she called out again.

      The door opened again and suddenly, Christian appeared. Pillow in hand that she’d been fluffing, Gray stared at her. At first, she felt a rush of concern and fear that something was wrong, but the look in those deep green eyes told her a very different story.

      Christian stepped into the bedroom wearing what she had been when they’d parted ways an hour or more before, and closed the door behind her, never taking her gaze off Gray. She reached behind herself and engaged the button lock, and what would normally be a quiet little click reverberated like a bass drum through Gray’s soul.

      “Your roommate let me in,” she said softly.

      Pushing away from the door, Christian walked over to Gray, who dropped the pillow and turned to face her, dumbstruck. The dancer’s hands came up and rested on Gray’s arms. She seemed so calm as those hands slid up to Gray’s shoulders, not resting as they slid into her hair.

      Gray’s heart was about to beat out of her chest as Christian urged her head down. Her eyes closed on instinct as Christian’s lips touched Gray’s. They were so soft. The fire that had been in her eyes belied the softness of her kiss, the way she brushed her lips against Gray’s, teasing her.

      “Wait,” Gray stammered, her wits coming back to her. Pulling away, she took a deep breath before looking at her. Christian had the same look in her eyes, but it felt as though there was an infinite river of patience within her.

      “Don’t you want this, Gray?” she asked softly, her hand sliding out of short, damp dark hair to rest on the side of Gray’s face.

      Grey swallowed hard. “Yes, but…”

      “But what?”

      Gray looked down, feeling ashamed as she explained. “What you said before, about people seeing you as more than a body.” When she heard no response, her gaze flicked back up to meet Christian’s, which was a huge mistake.

      Christian pulled her head down again, their lips a breath apart. “Right now,” she murmured, “I want you to have this body.”

      That was it. Game over. Put a fork in her.

      Gray’s hands found their way to Christian’s soft hair, pulling her to her. Christian’s tongue singed her skin as she playfully licked Gray’s bottom lip. Gray moaned as she invited her in, arms wrapping around her, needing to feel her body against her own.

      Gray was wild and desperate, a lifetime of frustration, curiosity, and want boiling to the point of no return. She could only pray that Christian was serious, ’cause there was no way she could stop now.
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      Emily Fitzsimmons, award-winning architect, creates meticulous plans for every aspect of her life, which is understandable considering her difficult childhood. After all, prudence keeps her safe. Lately, though, too many of those comforting plans are disintegrating and Emily is forced to function spontaneously which has spiked her anxiety so much, she’s put her therapist on speed-dial.

      Skye Reynolds, bike courier entrepreneur, knows all about exploding plans. That’s literally how she lost her job when her company blew up a 40,000-year-old world heritage site. But Skye is not someone who asks for help to reassemble her life blueprints, which is lucky as she nearly always lands on her feet whenever she happily ignores prudence to embark on any new adventure.

      When Skye’s ad hoc dirt track intersects with Emily’s carefully paved freeway, their lives are thrown into disarray, with the added complication of their unexpected attraction. Prudence plays tricks on both of them when they choose to navigate their true paths and explore the direction of their relationship.

      Sometimes a change of plans is all you need to see what lies ahead
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      Skye, a bike courier, is at a birthday party with Emily. They have a mutual crush but Emily is quite tentative about taking any farther steps. Particularly as her confidence drifts in and out like the tides. They end up on the dance floor and things become interesting. And complicated.
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      They mouthed the words of the songs, laughing quickly when the lyrics were misheard and misspoken and misremembered. The bass reverberated through the soles of her boots.

      She felt it in her chest, as her heartbeat picked up speed because Emily ran her tongue across her bottom lip. The seductive bass line of Jennifer Lopez’s ‘On The Floor’ crept up her legs and Skye grinned, because the song was a bigger throwback than one of her rugby passes at uni. She felt so good; not just this moment but everything. She and Seb were prepped and ready for Rush tomorrow, her living situation was working out well, and she was dancing with Emily Fitzsimmons, who looked stunning and gorgeous and happy, even though it was possible that Emily had freaked herself out with how bold she’d been.

      Their faces drew closer as their bodies undulated with the beat. It would be simple to nudge forward that last little bit and kiss her. Then Emily’s lips parted as if on cue and Skye couldn’t unsee that image, unfeel that touch, undo that want.

      The beat swung their bodies away, then back, Emily’s hands tightened on Skye’s biceps, and it seemed that the speakers had malfunctioned because Skye’s ears felt like they’d been stuffed with cotton wool.

      Emily’s eyes, so very close, sparkled with a sudden delight, a resurgence of intent and confidence. And despite the rhythm keeping its steady pace, their movements slowed to half the beat, and the air became thick. Emily dragged her thumbs over the muscle that led to Skye’s neck, and dancing became a simple sway on each beat, then no beat at all. Emily hooded her eyes, Skye froze, and with a tiny nod, like she’d confirmed a decision, Emily tipped her chin, and gently touched her bottom lip to Skye’s, holding, breathing, softening the gesture, but not quite closing her lips.

      It was the sexiest not-quite-a-kiss that Skye had ever experienced in her life. She felt the jolt right to her core.

      Emily pulled sideways slightly so she could lean into Skye’s ear. “My unbiased opinion is that you’re actually a very good dancer,” she said huskily.

      Skye laughed unsteadily, and Emily drew back, grinning with delight, then with an eyebrow lift that spoke volumes about how much she was enjoying the moment, slid her hands around the back of Skye’s neck and brought their hips up to speed with the song.

      The cotton wool cleared from Skye’s ears and she let out a breath. Leaning in to repeat the kiss, enhance the kiss, to kiss Emily for hours, or a combination of all three were all solid choices. Really solid choices. But Skye ignored them. Emily’s tides of confidence that had drifted in and out throughout the evening didn’t need a tsunami of desire dropped on them from above by a thrilled, blonde bike courier who wanted more, and lots, and yes, please. Emily would probably run a mile, so with the gentlest of movements, she drew Emily to her chest and they continued to sway to the rhythm that filled the space. Not leaping in boots and all was such a responsible, very difficult, sometimes not fun thing to do. But right then it seemed like the right thing to do.
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      What Jo Harding loves most about the summer is being able to retreat from annoying humans. Though her friends say she’d be happier with someone sleeping by her side, she insists that all she needs to be happy are her mules, her dog, and a trail into the backcountry. She has absolutely no time to teach the incompetent, if attractive, newcomer.

      Daisy Lucero is an eager student from the start. Hired for work in the café, her real dream is to explore the High Sierra wilderness on horseback. While she would love to earn the respect of the handsome woman who inspired her adventure, she may have to settle for pestering her with songs and questions.

      In the vast classroom of the California wilderness, each woman finds herself tested. Tests of perseverance for Daisy as she learns to ride, and tests of patience as Jo considers whether life is about more than riding alone.

      It doesn’t take either of them long, however, to realize that neither one of them needs a lesson in chemistry.
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      Jo has been struggling to dismiss Daisy, the newcomer, all summer, but as she’s become more competent, that’s become increasingly difficult. In this scene, they are on a backcountry trip, and because Daisy’s sleeping bag got lost on their ride in, they are sharing Jo’s bedroll.
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      Having been rising before dawn for nearly two months, Daisy sensed the day approaching. As she came into an awareness of her body, she became cognizant of the arm around her waist, the knees and hips nestled perfectly behind hers. She blinked awake trying to ascertain if she was still dreaming. The barest hint of day lightened the patch of sky above them, and Jo was most certainly spooned behind her. When would Jo notice? What would she do? What happened next wasn’t up to Daisy. Unlike the previous morning, there was no way to extract herself without Jo noticing.

      Daisy had certainly noticed. She tried to quell the heat growing inside her as she remembered Jo’s eyes on her lips. She had to have been thinking about kissing Daisy. People didn’t stare at your lips unless they were thinking about what a kiss would feel like, did they? The way their bodies fit together now, it wasn’t hard for Daisy to imagine what Jo’s lips would feel like on hers. Daisy shut her eyes again, memorizing the sense of being close enough to feel the rise and fall of Jo’s belly against her back.

      In the distance, the bell around Mouse’s neck clonked. Was she heading to the picket line? Jo had said that the more days they camped, the earlier the stock would come in, well grazed and looking for their grain. She lifted her head to assess how close they were and immediately felt Jo tense behind her as she woke. Daisy smiled. Certain that her movement had woken her, she thought it was amusing that Jo would attempt to slip away.

      Daisy grasped Jo’s hand, and Jo sucked in a breath of surprise. With her hand on top, Daisy directed Jo’s hand to her hip, up to the dip of her waist using her hands to ask the question she had been poised to ask with her lips the night before. Daisy’s heart kicked up a notch as Jo allowed her to guide her hand to the soft of her belly and back to her hip. Every inch of her begged to be under the attention of Jo’s hand. Daisy pressed herself deeper into the warmth of Jo’s body remembering how she had wanted to pull Jo to her the morning before.

      “What are you doing?” Jo whispered.

      Still holding Jo’s hand, Daisy rotated toward Jo. “I never got to tell you who I’m attracted to.”

      “We can’t…” Jo scooted back an inch but this gave Daisy more room to maneuver herself all the way around, so she was now facing Jo and able to snake her own arm around Jo’s back. It was barely light enough to see Jo, but Daisy could feel the rapid rise and fall of her chest. Her gaze fell again to Daisy’s mouth, the signal Daisy had been waiting for.

      She closed the distance between them, nestling her lips on Jo’s before the moment passed. Jo’s lips and nose were cold against Daisy’s face, and for a split second, Daisy worried that she had misread everything. Her worry evaporated when Jo’s lips parted. Daisy took advantage, exploring the lips that had held her attention all summer. Lips that had been quick to frown their disappointment and slow to crack a smile were now supple against Daisy’s.

      Daisy ran her arm down Jo’s side and over her rear to pull Jo’s leg over her own. In the same movement, she nestled her thigh in between Jo’s.

      Jo’s free hand swept up her body, making Daisy shiver with pleasure.

      “Cold?” Jo whispered.

      “Cold?” Daisy repeated, pushing every inch of herself that she could against Jo. “You’re kidding, right? You are so incredibly hot.” She took Jo’s lips again. They were softer now, and Daisy traced them with the tip of her tongue, asking for more.

      When Jo threaded her hand through Daisy’s hair, Daisy felt all the gates Jo had kept secure swing open. Jo was at once playful and demanding with her tongue, and Daisy met her every step of the way. She felt like the horses finally turned free in the meadow, galloping, nipping, weaving against each other, and she was breathing as heavily as she would at a full run. Her blood rushed like the hooves of a hundred horses on the trail.

      “The stock…” Jo gasped.

      She pulled away, and Daisy tried her best to hold on, not ready for the ride to be over.

      “Goldie…” Jo wiggled away and struggled into very cold jeans whispering “Shit, shit, shit…”

      “Goldie?” Over the pounding of her heart, Daisy realized that the sound of hooves was not in her imagination. In the morning light, she could make out actual hooves and muzzles snuffing at the boxes in her kitchen.

      Jo was pulling Goldie by the halter on her huge head. Jo’s jeans were bunched above hastily pulled boots, her sleep shirt hung below her unbuttoned coat, and her short hair poked every which way. Daisy couldn’t resist. She dug her phone out of her boot to take a picture. Cody yipped, chastising Daisy’s warped priorities and spurring her into motion. She pulled on her own cold jeans and threw on a sweatshirt, her head spinning with the memory of Jo’s mouth on hers.
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      To spark interest in Avery’s restaurant, and to revitalize Holly’s image, a fake relationship is the answer to both their problems.

      And the start of a pressing new problem: falling in love.

      Avery Lindt finally opened her dream restaurant—and there’s no customers. She’s staying optimistic, though: she’s confident she can fake it till she makes it, roll with the punches, and find a way to save her luxury restaurant, Paramour.

      But it gets harder when she gets restaurant mogul and star chef Mike Wallace angry, and finds herself on the other end of a campaign to shut down Paramour.

      Celebrity chef Holly Mason’s show is in trouble: people are bored with her routine of helping struggling restaurants. Worse, her ex-boyfriend Mike Wallace is making backdoor deals trying to steal the starring role.

      Luckily, Holly’s agent Tay has a solution: ditch her show plans for the season, throw their lot in with luxury restaurant Paramour against Mike Wallace’s racketeering operation of a restaurant partnership. The cherry on top? A fake relationship between Holly and Avery to stir up drama.

      It would already be a mess if Holly and Avery weren’t already struggling to hold back their attraction for one another. Despite their promise not to date, the lines between acting and reality get awfully blurry sometimes.

      Fake It is an 80,000-word fake-dating celebrity romance between a disillusioned TV cooking star and a bright-eyed restaurant owner who’s sure she can manifest a solution to her hard times if she believes hard enough. Features an agent named Tay who calls their brilliant ideas “inspir-Tay-tion,” plenty of descriptions of food that made me hungry while I wrote the book, and a cute bisexual trans girl who gets to fall in love. Content warnings for open-door sex scenes that get a little bit kinky, a gross man who won’t stop calling his ex-girlfriend babe, and sapphics getting in the way of their own feelings, like they always do.
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      The leads, Avery and Holly, have been putting on a “fake secret relationship,” playing up rumors about being in a relationship without confirming it to get press. In this scene, Holly’s ex-boyfriend Mike is confronting her at a dinner party trying to take over her show and hit on her at the same time, when Avery steps in, having had enough of him.
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      I was positively going to be sick. “Get out of my face, Mike.”

      “Look, babe. I think we can make something amazing together. I want to relieve you of the burden of that show for both of our sakes. Just say the word and all the pressure will go away, and we can do whatever we like.” He dropped his voice to a breathy whisper and leaned in. “I’ll even drop everything against Paramour.”

      I was a hair’s breadth away from punching him in the jaw when I heard from next to me, coming up around the table, the sweetest sound in the universe—Avery’s voice, her heels clicking as she rounded the table towards me.

      “Excuse me,” she said, putting on a smile but with a look underneath it like she was ready to throw a punch, her voice a few decibels too loud for her regular levels. “Hi, Mike. Been a minute since I saw your slimy face in my restaurant. I’m going to need you to get out of my girlfriend’s face.”

      My heart jumped, instantly doing a count of how many people were in the room—how many people must have heard it—but I felt like I could breathe again as Mike backed away, looking between us with a sardonic smile.

      “And here’s the girl in question,” Mike said, raising an eyebrow. “Pleasure to see you again—”

      He stopped when Avery stepped in between me and him, into his personal bubble and backing him up, leaning away. She took another step towards him, and I watched disbelieving.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Mister Wallace,” Avery said, the fake smile in her voice getting more and more transparently fake. “The pleasure of seeing you again, and getting to tell you exactly what’s on my mind this time. I hate your show, you’re a self-centered asshole, your sponsorship scheme is going to collapse around you, and your checkered ties look horrendous. Get out of my girlfriend’s face this instant.”

      My jaw fell open. “Avery, it’s okay,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s just go. We don’t need to start anything.”

      Mike looked between us, confusion written all across his face. “You’re sure taking all this seriously,” he laughed. “Come on. Relax. I was just having a chat with an old friend of mine.”

      She snorted. “Old friend,” she said. “You can hit on my girlfriend over my cold, dead body.”

      He rolled his eyes, his smile disappearing. “Studio pay you to act this way, or you’re just doing this to get exposure for Paramour?”

      Avery laughed, brushed her hair back, and she said, “Go fuck yourself.”

      I think part of me fell in love with Avery on the spot.

      I could have stood here all day and watched Avery tell off Mike, but I wasn’t keen on having him shout to everyone in attendance that we were faking it. I put my hand back on Avery’s shoulder. “We don’t need to bother with him, Avery,” I said, and she whirled on me, her eyes burning with—something.

      “Yeah,” she said, a second later. “Don’t need to bother with anyone who tries to take you for themselves.”

      I swallowed. “Relax, Avery. No one’s taking me away from you.”

      She chewed her lip, looked down at my mouth, and back up to make eye contact before she said, “Good.”

      And before I could say another word, she took me by the collar of my shirt, and she pulled me into a kiss.

      There were so many reasons I knew not to kiss Avery Lindt. She wasn’t around here—tied back to someplace else, outside of Port Andrea. She’d come here resolving not to date someone exactly like me. I’d sworn never to date someone who had a restaurant to benefit from my celebrity status.

      But the number one reason not to kiss Avery was because I had a feeling it would be the best damn kiss I’d ever had, and god dammit, I’d been completely right.

      She tugged me into her and pressed her lips against mine, a feeling like a burning match dropped into lighter fluid, feeling how she moved her lips against mine—the desperate way she moved, crashing her lips against me, like she just couldn’t take holding back for one more second, and god, it was such a wild turn-on the way she couldn’t.

      I should have played it cool. Quick kiss. Acting the part. Pull away. How the fuck was I supposed to do that? I needed to kiss Avery. And I did—moved my lips against hers, nipping at her bottom lip, letting my hands fall to her hips and backing her up against the table, pulling her flush against me, every millimeter between us too damn far. She moaned against my lips, and it sent heat straight to my core.

      Jesus. I could have taken her on this fucking table right this instant if it weren’t for all the people around us. I almost didn’t care about the people. The way she gripped me, desperate for this, needy whining against my lips, it just lit me up with desire.

      There was no way I was ever going to stop kissing Avery. Not now, not ever.

      God dammit. I blamed Mike for this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Fake It © 2021 by Lily Seabrooke

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:

        Amazon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Newsletter sign-up & a free ebook offer:

      

      

      Lily Seabrooke offers her novel What Makes a Moment to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Music and the Mirror by Lola Keeley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      When new dancer Anna isn’t nervous as hell around her ice queen ballet mentor Victoria, she’s falling in love with the beautiful and powerful woman. This age-gap, workplace lesbian romance is a sizzling, award-winning page-turner, whether you’re into ballet or not.

      Anna is the newest member of an elite ballet company. Her first class with her mysterious idol, Victoria, almost ruins her career before it starts. When she shows she might be a potential star, Victoria chooses Anna to launch a new season around.

      Now Anna must face down jealousy, sabotage, and injury, not to mention navigate the circus of friends and lovers within the company. The pressure builds as she knows she must pour everything she has into opening night and prove to her rivals and herself that Victoria’s faith in her is not misplaced.

      In the process, Anna discovers that she and the daring, beautiful Victoria have a lot more than a talent for ballet in common, and that not every thrilling dance can be found on stage.
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      Victoria and Anna have been rehearsing privately and growing closer by the day. Things between them get physical and that spills over into their first kiss.
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      “Hey, do you think I could bench press you? Like, if I laid flat and tried lifting you like that?” She’s been dreaming about it for two nights now, but that is not an excuse for actually giving voice to thought. The blush is instant and furious, even on already overheated skin she must be turning almost purple.

      Victoria chokes on her last mouthful of water.

      “There’s only one way to find out, I suppose,” she says after a minute of Anna fumbling for a way to take back her inane suggestion. “The bench over there will work. Unless you plan on dragging me down to the gym.”

      Favoring her injured leg as they move across the room, Victoria tuts under her breath with impatience at it.

      Anna doesn’t dare ask, but already she’s trying to think how she can be more careful in her handling. She lies down on the leather-coated bench, no doubt stolen from the gym, mostly used as an impromptu stretching location for stubborn knots and tightness.

      “How do we do this?” Victoria muses. “Should I straddle you and you turn me in the lift?”

      Anna almost swallows her tongue. “Well, uh…”

      “No, I think if you put your hands up and I lean over, then you just take over once I’m balanced.”

      “R-right,” Anna agrees, raising her hands up and hoping she isn’t about to make a complete fool of herself.

      Then Victoria—with this fearlessness that’s emerged in how they work together, the same confidence Anna remembers seeing on stage—bends forward.

      Anna’s palms are flat and not shaking, which is a start. What she hasn’t factored in is where her hands will have to be in order to keep Victoria balanced. One on the plane of her chest, just below her throat. The other on the lower part of her abdomen. Well. Anna is calling it that. She is not thinking of any other strictly more accurate, pelvic terms for where she’s placing her hands.

      It works, and Anna giggles at the sensation of it. Victoria keeps perfectly still, rigid as a board, and it’s easy to support her this way. After a moment, Anna decides to risk a slow bend of her elbows and then she really is bench pressing her boss and director, though it’s much harder going than the lifts where she could use her legs to bear the brunt.

      “Satisfied?” Victoria asks, and it sounds almost fond.

      It’s a dangerous question, because Anna doesn’t see how she ever can be, carrying around this hopeless crush.

      “Sure, let me just put you down.” Anna is pleased, but she can feel the strain. No point messing up a pectoral or a bicep on a silly whim.

      “Gently,” Victoria reminds her, and Anna is as careful as she knows how to be.

      That’s not good enough for Victoria’s knee, unfortunately, and as soon as she needs to stand again, the damn joint crumples underneath her.

      Anna is in motion almost before Victoria hits the floor. “Oh God,” Anna gasps over Victoria’s short, sharp yelp. “What did I do? Are you okay? I can go get Dr. Sawyer.”

      “No!” Victoria hisses. “She’s already on my ass about doing this extra work with you.”

      “Then why—”

      Victoria cuts her off. “Because I wanted to.”

      Anna knows that she could retreat, run off with another apology and bring someone else to help. Only that’s the last thing she wants, because if Victoria is going to need anyone for anything, Anna really would rather it be her.

      “I haven’t had a chance to move like that since…”

      “We can bring Morgan back in,” Anna offers.

      Victoria’s jaw tightens and her eyes flash darker for a split-second.

      “Or we can not do that. Can you stand, do you need me to…?”

      She offers a hand, crouched down in front of Victoria. But for the pain etched in the lines of her face, she might be any other dancer, resting on the floor with her legs splayed out to rest them.

      Victoria takes Anna’s hand, grip firm and sure. “I might just need a moment, okay?”

      “No rush.” Anna runs her thumb over Victoria’s knuckles, neither of them making a move to get up. “I’m so sorry. If I’ve hurt you, if I’ve made it worse, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “Oh, Anna,” Victoria sighs.

      Instead of Anna pulling her up, there’s just the slow-motion fall of Victoria pulling her back down. Whether just reflex or by design, Victoria ends up on her back on the cold, worn floor, and Anna is sprawled on top of her, catching herself in time to prop up on her elbows, breathing harshly at the surprise.

      “Did you—” Anna starts.

      Victoria silences the question with a kiss. Just the pressing of lips as she leans up, drawing their bodies closer together. Those soft lips that Anna’s been trying not to fixate on gently drag across her own as the kiss ends, and she’s chasing them, turning Victoria’s face back towards her for another kiss, then another. Open-mouthed, a little desperate, someone whimpers into the fourth or maybe the fifth, and Anna is losing her battle to catalog the details. She wants to remember every second, but conscious thought is giving way to pure sensation, her body lighting up like completed circuits as Victoria’s hands start to wander.

      One at the base of Anna’s neck, ignoring that her hair is wet and her skin is slick. That pulls her further down, taking the strain off Victoria. Her other hand skimmed Anna’s back, tracing the edge of her leotard and electrifying the bare skin with just her fingertips. If she thought she was overheating before, Anna sees now she had no idea how it feels to be on fire.

      The room is suddenly tropical, her hearing is tuned to every half-moan and swallowed gasp that comes from Victoria. Just as Anna thinks she might try shifting position, there are footsteps and voices just outside.

      Victoria shoves her away and Anna rolls to the side, the move all but choreographed. The studio door doesn’t open, and the gaggle of noise moves on, leaving them sitting silently side by side, the only sound in the room their harsh breathing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The Music and the Mirror © 2018 by Lola Keeley

        Published by Ylva Publishing

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:

        Amazon

        Apple Books

        Ylva Publishing

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Newsletter sign-up & a free ebook offer:

      

      

      Lola Keeley offers her short story “Practice, Practice, Practice” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Bright Side by Lucy Bexley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Darby lives her life on the bright side. She loves her two best friends Mia and James, so much in fact that she’s built an awesome career running Flippin’ Fantastic Renovations with them. All she wants is to decorate houses, cheerlead the people around her, and for no one to call her by her given name (Jane).

      Astrid West is restless. She’s curated a life that ties her to nothing and no one. Her best friend is a stray cat named Meatball. She works a series of part-time jobs and owns exactly 8 shirts, all of them black. She’s lived in Denver for a year and has yet to commit to a lease. She moves cities on a whim, always looking for that perfect location where everything will fall into place.

      Astrid is working the door at Revel, a Denver lesbian bar, when she meets Darby. Darby, who wears mittens and pink heart sunglasses and offers to help her, a total stranger, move apartments on New Year’s Day. Can Darby convince Astrid that people make a place a home? Or will Astrid leave Denver in search of greener grass before she gets the chance?

      The Bright Side is the final novella in a trio of Flippin’ Fantastic romances about the three women who own and operate Flippin’ Fantastic Renovations. Put on your heart-shaped sunglasses and curl up with this lesfic romantic comedy for the perfect cure to your blues.
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      After meeting on New Year’s Eve, Darby and Astrid have been dancing between friendship and attraction. Darby, ever the optimist, has been slowly drawing Astrid out of her shell. She’s coming to Astrid’s place with a surprise to make it feel more like home and to invite her to a party when their mutual attraction finally boils over.
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      Once again having basically zero possessions was really paying off. Darby would be here any minute with “the best surprise” and Astrid’s apartment was spotless. Well, if you didn’t count the giant orange spot directly in the middle of the entryway. Meatball yawned and rolled over as if Astrid’s thoughts had disturbed him.

      A knock sounded on her door. Astrid held her breath as she waited for it to end but it continued on, like when someone makes their ringtone an entire song then listens to it rather than answering. Where did she know that beat from? Darby.

      Even her knocks were cheerful enough to make Astrid smile. She was in deep trouble.

      “Excuse me, I’m here to see a-Mister Meatball,” Darby called from the other side of the door. Her Mario impression drew a bark of laughter from Astrid she’d never heard herself make before.

      She hopped over Meatball and he swiped at her leg, his claws a Venus flytrap that snapped into the ankle of her black jeans. She hopped the last few inches pulling him along with her as she reached for the door.

      Darby’s dark messy hair sprung out from beneath her beanie. It was a blue Broncos hat—one of those with a little orange, white, and blue pom pom on top because of course it was. Before she could think about it too much Astrid reached forward and plucked the hat off of Darby’s head. Some of her hair stuck to it like a staticky balloon.

      “I wouldn't have pegged you as a football fan.” Astrid raised an eyebrow. In fact, if asked, she would have assumed Darby was a fan of just about everything except football. Too much yelling and hitting.

      “About that, did you know the Super Bowl is Sunday?”

      “I did. It’s a big day for the bar but Sully let me take it off so I can watch the game.”

      “Perfect, so you’re free on Sunday?” Darby asked.

      “Well, not free free. I’m watching the Broncos play and hopefully win.”

      “I’m having a Super Bowl party.”

      Astrid narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      “Because it’s fun to support the local team. And I had a lot of great snack ideas that were going to waste. My next-door neighbor is always cutting recipes out of Good Housekeeping and leaving them in my mailbox.” Darby delivered this information as if it explained absolutely everything. She was throwing a party so her hand-me-down Good Housekeeping recipes didn’t go to waste. Logical.

      “Well, I guess that explains you wearing the ugliest hat I’ve ever seen.”

      Darby snatched the hat back and pulled it over Astrid’s head. She put a finger to her chin as she seemed to deeply consider the scene in front of her. “Nah, I think it’s pretty cute.”

      “Oh yeah?” Astrid took a step toward Darby. Close enough that she could smell her strawberry lip gloss. Her urge to taste it was immediate, like smelling coffee early in the morning. Astrid knew that her day would not be complete without it. She brought her hand up to Darby’s cheek. Astrid could do this. She could take the risk. So what if it wasn’t forever, they could have fun. If Darby was anything, it was fun.

      Darby’s green eyes stared into hers and something flashed in them as if she had made the decision for both of them. Darby drew nearer to her, closing the last bit of distance between them. Astrid tangled her hands in Darby’s hair, twining curls around her fingers. Darby pulled the beanie from Astrid’s head and tossed it aside.

      Astrid had expected something fervent and rushed. But Darby’s kiss was slow. Like there was nowhere else she needed to be. Like she had all the time in the world, and if given the chance she’d spend it with Astrid. And Astrid... melted.

      At some point, the cat fled with an indignant mewl; Astrid threaded her arm beneath Darby’s coat around her waist and pulled her closer. The press of Darby’s body against hers was all warm comfort. She wanted more. Astrid ran her tongue along Darby’s lower lip and Darby welcomed her in.

      The slowness was quickly forgotten. Astrid found herself pressed against the wall of her entryway, Darby’s hand toying with the hem of her henley.

      She let the hallway hold her up. Every wall she had built was ice and Darby was the summer sun. As she tightened her grip on Darby’s waist, Astrid’s mind flashed to an image of an Antarctic ice shelf crashing into the sea. Except, you know, hopeful.

      Another knock on the door slingshotted Astrid’s racing heart to her throat.

      Darby pulled back with a gleeful laugh. “Well, I’ve been waiting a while to do that.”

      “Me—I—Are you expecting someone?” Very smooth, Astrid.

      Darby gave her a faraway look like she was waking up from a dream. The way she was looking at Astrid easily made her feel three inches taller. “Hmm?”

      “There’s someone else at the door and I don’t really get many visitors.”

      “Oh right!” Darby’s eyes went wide. “James is going to build you a bookshelf.”

      “Wait wha—” She reached to pull Darby back to her like kissing again might rewind the tape and give them a few more minutes with this particular scene but the moment was over.
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      As a turnaround specialist, Joslyn Simonini spends her days analyzing corporate profit margins and trying to keep her likeness from being turned into a voodoo doll by company employees. If she does her job well, they often lose theirs. So, it comes as a surprise when she finds herself being kissed one day at work. She’s even more shocked to find out that the mysterious kissing bandit is a woman.

      Not in the habit of kissing women, Joslyn tries to brush off the unintentional mistake. But before long, she’s forced to examine the rush of emotions that accompanied the kiss, especially when she meets Raven Malvolio. At first, she needs Raven to complete her analysis, but she doesn’t expect to need the friendship that Raven offers. When those friendly feelings escalate to something more, Joslyn’s confusion and underdeveloped emotional range might ruin her chance at a relationship that could surpass even her dreams.

      Uncommon Emotions takes a look at how someone can think she’s happy with her life only to be surprised by the passion she’s yet to feel.
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      Raven and Joslyn have been getting closer as they work on a project together. When they run into each other at an awards dinner, Raven is disappointed to find Joslyn on the arm of a man.
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      “Your date is very handsome and nice.”

      At the sound of Raven’s voice, my head snapped around to look at her. “He’s a ham so don’t let him hear you say that,” I scoffed. “And Marco’s not my date.”

      “Does he know that?”

      I wanted to laugh, but she seemed entirely serious. Too serious. “Marco isn’t legally my brother, but that’s how my dad and I think of him.” She cocked her head, turning to face me. “Our dads were best friends. They owned the contracting biz jointly. Marco and I spent every summer and school vacations working the jobsites from the time we were old enough to swing a hammer. He lost his parents in a car accident when he was fifteen, and his whole world changed. Dad took him on as an apprentice, and he’s been a big brother to me ever since.”

      She nodded solemnly. “He’s overcome a lot, and I bet he feels just as lucky to have you and your dad in his life.”

      “That’s very kind of you to say.”

      “So…”

      “Yes.”

      We locked eyes and something electric crackled between us. The guarded veil lifted from her brown eyes again and trapped me in place. If someone blew a trumpet right in my ear, I wouldn’t even flinch. My awareness existed only on her, those delicate cheekbones, sparkling eyes, disappearing line over one side of her lip when she stopped smiling, raised mole on the side of her long neck, provocative earlobes. Beauty personified.

      The faintness I’d felt in my stomach plunged toward uncontrollable vertigo. I wanted to close my eyes against the unsteadiness, but then I’d lose sight of her and that thought made me even more lightheaded. I silently screamed at my brain to make me move, but paralysis beleaguered me.

      Raven’s eyes took in every feature on my face, dropping to my mouth countless times. That same look of yearning crept into her eyes, but something held her back from kissing me. Something that was powerful enough to make her ignore her longing. Could I rival that powerful entity?

      I forced my eyes to look at her mouth with those slightly parted, full lips. It was the only movement my body could manage under the weight of my desire. I’d gone my whole life without ever once feeling this, and when I finally do, I couldn’t move.

      Her eyes flicked back to mine with pleading. Oh no! She wasn’t going to act on this. Something kept her from taking that step. I guess I had the answer to my earlier question. I wasn’t enough for her to take a chance. She blinked harshly with a tight smile and nodded once. Swiveling abruptly, she took a step back toward the lodge.

      My hand reached out on its own and grasped her forearm, turning her back. “Raven, please.”

      She cocked her head at the pleading tone in my voice, but she had to know what I meant. She halved the distance between us, studying my eyes intently. Her gaze dropped to take in my entire length before landing back on my mouth.

      “Do something,” I whispered, unable to voice anything more specific. Whatever she did would feel right.

      Her eyes clenched shut. When they popped open, she leaned forward, placing a whisper of a kiss on my cheek. As her lips left my face, I felt her hands grasp my hips and pull me closer. Another feathery kiss landed on my forehead. I shivered when the night air touched the damp imprint after her lips moved on to my other cheek. Something like lightning singed along my body at the first press of her lithe frame to mine.

      I found her eyes when she tilted back from the tender adoration of my face. No one had ever done that before. The gesture told me that she got just as much, if not more, from giving pleasure as from taking it. The realization nearly made me topple forward from displaced weightiness.

      One of her hands moved from my hip up to cup my face. Delicate fingers slinked along my jaw to rest fingertips in my hair and a palm on my cheek. The motion spurred mine to slide around her shoulders. As her soft lips first pressed to mine, my head pitched backward at the unfamiliar burst of passion that blasted through me. She followed the motion, tightening her grip. I shot a hand up to her nape, pulling her into me. Supple lips moved over mine with a combined tenderness and fervor that I’d thought could only exist in dreams. Her kiss cherished and pleasured, nothing about it demanded.

      A faint sound poured into my mouth, igniting a flood of lava that went straight to my center. I needed more of her. My tongue reached inside and her moan repeated at a more insistent volume. Our tongues tangled together as our lips tested every surface. Gently, I tugged on her bottom lip with my teeth before losing myself again in her kiss. Her hands moved around me to embrace my body as expertly as her mouth caressed mine.

      When I shifted a leg between hers to keep from falling to my knees from the heady desire, she yelped into my mouth and jerked back. The sudden loss of her heat and softness made me stumble forward. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to gain some balance. A step away, Raven’s chest heaved rapidly, a look of shock on her face.

      “What’s wrong?” I spoke between gulping breaths. “Raven?”

      “This isn’t a good idea, Joslyn,” she said in a rough whisper.

      The words shocked me. That was the most potent, blistering, heart-stopping kiss of my life, and she didn’t think it was a good idea? She’d been right there with me, hearts pounding, hands grasping, tongues stroking, lips searching. I started toward her, but she stepped back like we were in a ballroom dance competition. Not a good sign.
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      What would make the most dangerous ice queen of them all, ruthless underworld assassin Requiem, hesitate? This enemies-to-lovers lesbian thriller will make you question everything.

      Professional cellist Natalya Tsvetnenko moves seamlessly among the elite where she fills the souls of symphony patrons with beauty even as she takes the lives of the corrupt of Australia’s ruthless underworld. She has a mocking, karmic signature and little pity for her victims.

      One day the aloof, exacting assassin is hired to kill a woman who seems so innocent that Natalya can’t understand why anyone would want her dead. And, as she gets to know her target, she can’t work out why she even cares.

      This powerful, award-winning lesbian thriller has compelling characters and twists galore.
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      It’s been a long time since Natalya/Requiem last saw Alison, the woman she was once supposed to kill, and whom she has reluctantly come to care for. They’ve been friends, enemies, and have had sex, but they’ve never shared any real intimacy, despite Alison’s hopes. Natalya returns to Australia to ask Alison to join her at her side in Europe where Natalya is touring with her orchestra. It’s a brave, crazy request, asking so much. Especially since they have never once even kissed.
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      “I showed you how I felt through music,” Natalya said. “I shared with you in a way I never have before. I laid my soul before you. Couldn’t you see that? Didn’t you understand? Don’t you know I have done that for no one else in my life?”

      Alison didn’t speak. She simply stared at her, eyes wide with shock.

      “Now here I am, asking you to take a leap of faith with me,” Natalya continued. “To take a risk, too. Without you, my music feels lifeless. My soul feels alive when you’re near. Besides all the sights we will see, the music we will experience will nourish you forever.”

      And I need you, she almost admitted. She hoped Alison could see that even if the words didn’t form on her lips. Words she had never been able to say before.

      The rain on Alison’s eyelashes made her blink away the water in her eyes. 

      Natalya couldn’t be entirely sure it was just rain. 

      “I don’t know what to believe.” Alison said. “I want a relationship of equals. I want all of you, not just the parts you allow me to touch. How do I know you’re open to that? I need to believe.” 

      “Believe.” Natalya leaned forward, hovered briefly and then her lips brushed against Alison’s. It was an erotic sensation, with the promise of so much more. A first for her in so many ways. 

      Alison responded, wrapping her arms around her, and Natalya deepened the kiss. In that moment she knew immediately why she’d never done this before. This was intimate. So frighteningly intimate.

      Part of her wanted to recoil. To run. To tear her flawed, human skin off and disappear and never be seen again. It was more powerful than anything in her existence. It filled her senses. It ripped down her walls, every last one of them she’d painstakingly built for three decades. The sensation ricocheted through her body, leaving her weak. 

      Natalya did not do weak, her brain protested feebly. And yet, here she was.

      She made a sound that was both panic and wonder, then Alison clutched her tighter, reassuring her, pressing their bodies together. 

      She could feel Alison’s heartbeat, thudding quickly, and the warmth of her. The solidness. 

      When they pulled away, Alison was grasping at Natalya’s rain-soaked shirt and Natalya was trying desperately to anchor herself.

      “Okay,” came Alison’s small, croaked voice. “I believe.”
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      Renowned doctor, Lauren Lewis, purchases an old Victorian home after the loss of her former residence and channels her energy into restoring the new property. When a wandering antique restorer shows up to take on the job, together, they uncover the secrets the house harbored for a century. With the turn of the seasons, their souls awaken like blooming lilacs in the spring, guiding them toward an adventure of their own.
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      Lauren and Maverick have been working together on restoring Lauren’s newly purchased Victorian home. They find antique books on one adventure, and fall into a habit of reading aloud to each other. This bit of intimacy brings the two of them closer than they expected.
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      “What are you reading?” She pointed to the book beside me.

      “Islands of Mercy. It came up on my search when I was looking up the title of the book we’re reading upstairs. I picked it up from the library. It has some queer characters, but I don’t know how it ends yet.”

      “Ever read The Price of Salt?” she asked, taking a seat beside me. She leaned back on her hands, her legs outstretched with her boots crossed. Her hip fell beside me so that we could see each other still. “I liked that one a lot. Some of the older lesbian books I like. They have butch characters more than current. Kind of relate to that more. That one didn’t have it, but I still enjoyed it.”

      “I have. I saw the movie Carol, too. I really enjoyed that. Some older books I like, too. I don’t read too many current times lesbian books,” I admitted. “Ever see Carol?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “Yes. Worth it. If I ever set up the television, we can watch it if you like.”

      “I would.” She quieted after that, turning her eyes to the tree above us. “I think I really like the smell of lilacs now.”

      “Not before?”

      She shook her head. “Never really noticed them before.”

      “But now you do?”

      “Yup,” she said, nodding with her gaze still upward.

      “What changed?”

      “You.”

      “Me?” I leaned up on my elbows, my brow furrowed.

      “Yup.” She met my gaze and smirked.

      “Care to elaborate?” I chuckled and sat up properly, my hip close to hers while we faced each other.

      “Nope.” She shook her head.

      “Stop one wording me.” I laughed and elbowed her leg gently.

      Maverick’s grin broadened, and she nodded to the book beside my empty teacup. “Read to me?”

      “This one? It’s in the middle of the book.” I picked it up and she shrugged.

      “I don’t care.” She shifted her position, bending her knee and propping her elbow on it after running her fingers through her hair.

      I stared at her, swallowing the thickness in my throat when my stomach lurched. Every bit of Maverick screamed attraction to me and every day, I noticed her more and more. The way she moved, how she spoke, how the corner of her mouth lifted when she fought a smile, or the splattering of bronze freckles over her tanned cheeks. Crystal blue eyes stared at me, the sharpest blue-white eyes I’d ever seen. My heart hammered heavier rhythms in my chest, and I cracked open the spine of the book to begin reading.

      Sweaty palms gripped the cover, crunching the dust jacket slightly. Maverick shifted closer to me as soon as I began to read, except this time proved slightly different. She slipped one arm around my middle with the front of her pressed to my back. Her chin fell to my shoulder, but her other hand landed on my thigh. I stuttered over a few words when the lurching sensation in my stomach turned into a tumble that rolled down to the apex of my thighs.

      I leaned into her, accepting her affection and welcoming all parts of it. Whatever transpired between us, whatever shifted recently, became abundantly clear then. I held the book in one hand, reading steadily before reaching back to stroke my knuckle down her cheek. Right away, I felt her smile, her nose brushing the back of my hand. I turned my head toward her, and she traced her finger over my cheek to rest on my chin. She glanced to my lips, and I stared at hers. Plump, perfect, and so close.

      We moved forward at the same time, my breath hitching with the barely-there connection.

      “You sure?” she whispered.

      As soon as I nodded, her fingers slid into my hair and she closed the space between us. The book fell from my lap when I leaned into her, cupping her face in my palms. My body raged with want and a need that burned so deeply my insides leapt with hunger. She tasted like sweet fruit, the first bite of a summer’s ripe watermelon or the richness of a kiwi at its peak. I couldn’t tell which. I wanted more of it, more of her, and my tongue urging its way between her lips hopefully made that clear.
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      A chance encounter. An unforgettable night.

      And back home, trouble is brewing on the remote island of Three Dragons, where nothing feels like it used to. Alone and lonely, Sam Threadneedle wishes upon a star, hoping for change. But when said change comes, it’s with a roar and not a whimper.

      Torn between loyalty and lust, Sam is forced to re-evaluate everything.

      Can she and the Home of Dragons withstand the storm that is Magdalene Nox, or will any and all crumble?

      Not everything is as it seems, and as she slowly unravels the mysteries behind the centuries-old walls, Sam realizes that home is much more than oak and stone.
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      After sharing a passionate night together without knowing who the other is, our characters finally meet and fall for each other despite a myriad of obstacles and incidents that mar their endeavours to save a school their work in. The scene occurs as once again their lives are in danger and is a resolution to weeks of tension and intrigue, both between them and with the world at large.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Hearing those words lifted a weight off Sam’s shoulders she was not aware she’d borne. To know that Magdalene believed her, trusted her enough to know that Sam didn’t wish her harm, was liberating. No matter how adversarial her relationship with Magdalene was out there, here—behind closed doors in this small safe space, crammed chock-full of books—Sam knew they were on the same side. A side that allowed Magdalene to remain still and relaxed in the embrace, and let Sam simply hold her, gently caressing her sides, feeling the sinew and bones under her fingertips. This small reminder of Magdalene’s fragility, of how vulnerable she really was, despite her unbreakable will and powerful presence, made Sam’s heart stutter in her chest. Worry clouded her mind, worry and desire to shield, to protect, to cherish… And ultimately—like every other time they’d spent any significant amount of time together—any desire that Sam had towards this woman would turn hot and burning, raw and hungry.

      Their eyes met, and Sam knew that her face, once again, spoke volumes about what was on her mind, but for some reason, today, now, Magdalene did not run, did not step back, did not turn away. They both hovered for what felt like an eternity, just a breath away from each other before Magdalene’s hands delved into Sam’s hair, further disheveling it and finally bringing their faces closer, crushing their mouths together. 

      The kiss wasn’t tender. It managed to be sharp, abrading all the barely concealed emotions Sam had been hiding for months. It excoriated her with heat and passion; it unraveled her with strength and precision, and then it delivered solace as Magdalene’s lips gentled, caressed instead of unnerved, allayed instead of frightened, and gave instead of taking. 

      The power of the kiss never changed though, and the hands in her hair did not ease their grip. Magdalene settled into the exchange, allowing Sam to first become an equal participant before taking over fully, giving all of herself, and taking all of Sam, as much or perhaps even more than she had in Manhattan. A swipe of Sam’s tongue drew out a moan that resonated somewhere on the most basic of levels, and it was now Sam’s turn to demand, to take, to bruise. Magdalene, pliant in her arms, vibrated like the live wire Sam had held in her hands just an hour ago. Sam found the similarities tantalizing—just as deadly, just as heady. 

      And then, when Sam surfaced to draw in a breath, the kiss coming to a natural conclusion, Magdalene did step away from her, putting several feet between them. She didn’t have to though, Sam thought, because the look in her eyes spoke volumes, and no amount of physical distance between them could compensate for that stubborn set of her sharp jaw. 
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      Would you marry a woman you hate for a life-changing inheritance?

      Monica’s business has been hit hard by a global recession, her ex-girlfriend is selling the house out from under her, and the hot handy ma’am, Ray, who was hired to fix up the place, turns out to be the most annoying woman on the planet. Could things get any worse?

      All Ray wants is to finish her job and say adios to the world’s most high-maintenance client. But after being mistaken for Monica’s girlfriend, how can Ray walk away when going along with the charade would grant an old lady her dying wish? It’s not like Ray intended to be so charming that Monica’s grandmother would rewrite her will.

      Now the unlikely couple stands to inherit a vineyard in rural New England and a heap of cash large enough to change both their lives. The only hitch? They have to get hitched.

      And since Monica is a professional wedding blogger, they’ll have to make it the wedding of the century while convincing two million followers they’re madly in love. No problem, aside from the simple fact that they can’t stand each other. There’s a good chance the whole thing could end in disaster, but is it possible these enemies might find true love along the way?

      Best-selling lesbian fiction author Miranda MacLeod has written a slow burn fake-relationship romance that will warm you through and through.
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      Monica’s large Greek family has just found out she’s engaged, but they don’t know the whole thing is a sham, and are expecting the wedding of the century. The wine slushies her fake fiancée, Ray, whips up to calm her nerves lead them both to let their guard down.
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      “arlier, you asked me why I wouldn’t touch you. You want to know why?” Monica swallowed hard, touching her tongue to her lips in an unconscious gesture that made Ray realize too late she wasn’t so much pushing buttons as playing with fire. “It’s because last night in the hotel, I had a sex dream about you. It was hot. I mean, hotter than hot. And super realistic. Like, we were in the hotel room, right there were we really were, you know? You got up off the couch, and you stripped off all your clothes and climbed into bed with me. When I woke up, I could still feel your skin against mine, and it took forever to realize it had only been a dream.”

      “Oh.” Wow, Ray, good response there, buddy.

      Monica closed the gap between them, giving Ray a chance to notice how amazing Monica smelled. What was it, jasmine? Musk? They weren’t touching, but their arms were so close Ray wasn’t convinced even a spark of daylight would show through the gap. Not that there was much of that left. The sun had mostly set by now, casting the living room in deep shadow.

      “If I’d known at three o’clock this morning you weren’t into sex, I might’ve gotten more sleep.” Monica poked her shoulder teasingly, then seemed to lose track of what she was doing, leaving her hand to rest on Ray’s shoulder.

      “I’m not opposed to sex,” Ray heard herself say, though she knew it was exactly the wrong response. But the frozen wine had made her thinking fuzzy, and meanwhile, whatever was making Monica smell like that, Ray wanted to take a bath in it.

      “How did we get into this?” Monica rested her head on Ray’s shoulder, seeming to dwarf in size. “The wedding. My family…”

      Sensing how overwhelmed Monica was, Ray instinctively wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. That aforementioned heart—the one that she’d so carefully built into an impregnable fortress—lurched as it filled with the same sense of peace she’d felt when she first saw the vineyard, the unexplainable but achingly real sense of being exactly where she was supposed to be.

      Monica let out a contented sigh.

      Ray inhaled deeply, her sight blurring.

      “Thanks for being so supportive.” Monica’s voice was low, brimming with sincerity.

      “Hey, it’s what fake fiancées do, right?” Ray tried to chuckle like it was no big deal, but she was holding Monica, and it felt so damn right, so perfect.

      This was bad.

      Disastrous, even.

      Monica glanced up, batting those long lashes. “This feels good, doesn’t it?”

      Ray gulped but nodded because apparently, she’d fallen under Monica’s spell, and it had become impossible for her to lie.

      “You’re really so sweet, and you have amazing lips.” Monica ran a finger over Ray’s bottom lip. “So full.”

      Petunia’s zinging set off a red alarm, like a dam about to burst, but Ray was incapable of taking action, of moving to safety. Like an idiot, she kept sitting where she was, waiting to drown.

      “I wonder what they feel like.”

      “Like lips.” Ray struggled valiantly to keep her head above water, grasping at any life preserver she could find. “You’re touching them right now.”

      “I didn’t mean that way, silly.” Monica inched so close Ray could feel the woman’s breath against her neck. “Maybe I should try it and find out. Isn’t that what you said earlier about the wine slushies? Maybe it would knock my socks off.”

      Before Ray could respond, their lips met in a moment of searing heat.

      This shouldn’t be happening.

      But when Monica deepened the kiss, Ray not only let her, but she gave into the sensation, allowing her tongue to taste and explore and letting Monica do the same. Their lips crushed against the other, their bodies becoming entwined.

      It was a good thing Ray was sitting down, because this wasn’t a “socks getting knocked off” type of a kiss. It was the knee-buckling kind.

      One she didn’t want to end. Ever.

      Every time she thought she’d need to break for air, Monica ramped things up, making Ray forget about everything, even the need to breathe. What was air when you had a woman like Monica kissing you?

      Ray savored the taste of her on her lips, mixed with a hint of frozen pink zinfandel. That was what finally brought Ray back from the brink of sweet oblivion.

      This is wrong.

      Finally, Ray’s senses started to come back to her, most importantly her senses of self-preservation and decency. Monica was drunk, and Ray was being a fool.

      She knew where this would lead. The same place it had always led, every time Ray let herself fall too deeply and open herself up to the wrong woman. And was there any question Monica was the wrong kind of woman? They couldn’t be in a room together for a minute without fighting like cats and dogs.

      Meanwhile, Monica—who had not gotten the memo about Ray’s sudden change of plans—slid her hand under Ray’s shirt.

      Ray pulled back. “We need to stop.”

      “But why?” Monica pouted and reached out to touch her again, but Ray held her ground and stood to put distance between them. “I thought you weren’t opposed to sex.”

      “I’m not,” which was probably more than Ray should admit, but she still found herself unable to lie outright to Monica, “but you’ve clearly had too much alcohol, and it doesn’t seem right.”

      Monica’s eyes flashed with anger. “Every time I think I’m starting to figure you out, you make a U-turn.” Monica rose to her feet and wobbled.

      Ray’s arm shot out to steady her. “There’s nothing to figure out.” Much as it pained her, Ray slowly removed her hands from Monica’s waist, making sure she could stand on her own. “You’re drunk. I’m not. I’m doing the right thing. You’ll thank me tomorrow.”

      “The hell I will,” Monica spat, stumbling from the room.
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      Joss Perrault left Sky, Colorado after high school with no intention of ever returning, but all that changes when she inherits Atramentum. Burned out on public accounting after too many sixteen-hour days, the allure of operating a small, independent bookstore is too tempting to resist, and Joss decides to walk away from the career she spent the last decade building to move back to the resort town high in the Rockies. Cupid strikes as she’s moving into her new place outside Sky and, contrary to popular belief, Cupid has four legs and a tail, hits like a linebacker, and answers to the name George. Before Joss can recover from being tackled by the Great Dane, she finds herself face to face with George's mom, Maeve Dylan. Joss is immediately smitten with her beautiful neighbor, but their conversations walk the line between friendliness and flirtation like it’s a tightrope, and Joss is reluctant to do anything that will risk their budding friendship. Thankfully for her, however, George doesn't give up so easily.
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      Months of yearning comes to a head during a moonlit walk after dinner.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Joss could not look away from the way Maeve’s tongue slid slowly over her lips as she took a step closer, the cool night air warming to an unnatural degree as Maeve moved closer still. Citrus and amber mixed with the sweet scent of wild summer grasses as the breeze kicked up, stirring the air around them, and Joss stared, utterly transfixed by the way Maeve kept coming closer, closer, closer.

      She held her breath and tried to convince herself that this was not what it seemed, and yet—

      Her eyes snapped down to her side in surprise at the feeling of Maeve’s fingers ghosting down her forearm, goosebumps erupting across her skin in the wake of the hesitant touch. Her stomach clenched as Maeve’s hand encircled her wrist, and she swallowed thickly as she forced her gaze higher. She wanted to ask Maeve what she was doing, but the question died on her tongue as she watched Maeve’s head tilt ever so slightly to the right as she leaned in. The alluring scent of Maeve’s perfume surrounded her as the blonde's breath fell in ragged waves against her lips, and she closed her eyes as the urge to capture Maeve’s lips in a kiss that would ruin everything rocked through her.

      She’s so close…so close…

      Maeve’s thumb moved in short, hesitant strokes up and down the inside of Joss’ wrist, and her voice was rough and broken when she whispered, “Can I kiss you?”

      Joss snapped her eyes open to make sure she had really heard what she thought she had. Maeve’s expression was almost pained as she stared back at her. The hand around her wrist trembled as Maeve waited for her response, and even though Joss did not understand where any of this was coming from, she did not have the power to continue to deny herself what she wanted.

      Not when Maeve seemed to want it to.

      The left side of her mouth quirked up in a small smile as she lifted her free hand to lightly drag the back of her nails along the line of Maeve’s jaw.

      Is this really happening?

      She tilted her head to peer into Maeve’s eyes, searching for some sign, some hint that this was all a dream as she tenderly cupped Maeve’s face in her hand. Maeve’s cheek was so warm soft beneath her thumb as she caressed the smooth skin, and Joss swallowed a gasp at the way Maeve’s eyes fluttered shut as she turned her head into the touch, her lips parting with a quiet moan that was so raw and full of want that it nearly brought Joss to her knees.

      Christ, she’s beautiful.

      Though Maeve’s eyes were closed, Joss’ remained wide open as she slowly closed the distance between them, letting the anticipation build to a ragged, needy crescendo before she let out a soft sigh and captured Maeve’s lips in a sweet, chaste kiss.

      “Oh God, yes,” Maeve whispered into the kiss, letting go of Joss’ wrist to loop both her arms around her waist.

      That breathy plea destroyed the last vestiges of Joss’ restraint. She whispered Maeve’s name, the single syllable vibrating with all the tortured longing she had been repressing. She reached up with her left hand to frame Maeve’s face as she pulled her closer, smoothing her thumbs over Maeve’s cheeks as she kissed her again, letting herself become lost in the moment. Her stomach flipped at the feeling of Maeve’s breasts pressing against her own as Maeve lifted herself onto her toes, fusing their bodies together as the arms around her neck tightened, pulling her closer, and she moaned at the first slow swipe of Maeve’s tongue of against her own. Her right hand slid upward as the kiss deepened, their tongues stroking together in languid exploration, and she groaned as she threaded her fingers through the thick, luscious strands of Maeve’s hair like she had been wanting to from the first time she laid eyes on her.

      Maeve whimpered at the more possessive hold, and Joss tightened her grip as she took control of the kiss, plunging her tongue into Maeve’s mouth with a tender recklessness that undoubtedly gave away every one of her most secret desires. And the way Maeve arched into her, head slanting further to the side as she opened her mouth wider, giving Joss everything she possibly could, said that she wanted it all too. The kiss was everything she had not allowed herself to dream it might be, and she squeezed her eyes shut even tighter as she broke the kiss and leaned her forehead against Maeve’s, needing a moment to just breathe as the enormity of what was happening overcame her.

      Joss combed her fingers through Maeve’s hair as they clung to each other in the moonlit night beside the lake, their breaths tumbling together in ragged bursts between kiss-swollen lips. The taste of Maeve’s tongue lingered on her own, and Joss groaned as she gave in to the want still spreading like fire through her veins and captured Maeve’s lips in a passionate, awestruck kiss. She untangled her fingers from Maeve’s hair and dragged them over the hinge of Maeve’s jaw to the column of her throat, where the heavy beat of Maeve’s pulse pounded an irregular rhythm against her fingertips that seemed to perfectly match her own racing heart.
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      How can you be sure that your first love wasn’t your true love?

      In When I Was Your Girlfriend, African-American lesbian Dee Armstrong leads a seemingly charmed life. She has a successful midwifery practice, a supportive family, and an exciting romantic life. But when Dee mistakenly believes she will have to confront her first love and first heartbreak, Candace, it sends her tumbling back into her memories to re-live the terrifying and exhilarating joy of being a teenager in love … with another girl.

      Convinced that Candace was her one true love, Dee sets off on a tumultuous cross country journey to find her in hopes of renewing their relationship. When she does not find the reconciliation she had hoped for, she dives into a new relationship with Noema, an outspoken artist. She feels completely vindicated until she makes the awful discovery that this too, has been more fantasy than the real love she desires. Dee’s quest leads to some serious soul searching and the realization that maybe love wasn’t the only thing that she lost all those years ago.
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      Dee and Candace, friends from high school, have to do a visual project together for their English class. The book is “The Color Purple” and the relationship between Celie and Shug has Dee questioning her sexuality and her interest in Candace. The girls meet at Candace's house to do the project over the weekend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      “I thought we should make a list of definite pictures we would like to look for or need for the project.” We started to make a list – young girls, babies, words, African landscapes and people, the South, a jukebox, anything purple, a beautiful woman, a bathtub, good food, etc. Then we got to work leafing through the magazines, looking, talking, laughing, and cutting.

      When we got to the last couple of magazines, I said, “Too bad we don’t have any good pictures of women hugging.” Candace shot me a look. “Oh, I mean for her sister, to show her sister and her. They really loved each other, you know.” I said.

      “Yeah, you’re right. We should show something about the love they had for each other. …” she paused. “But what about Celie and Shug?” she ventured. I shrugged.

      “How would we show that?” I asked. “I don’t think we’re gonna find any pictures of girls kissing in these magazines.” I laughed nervously.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen any pictures of girls kissing … ever,” she said.

      “Me either,” I said.

      She looked in the mirrored wall as if talking to herself, “I wonder what that looks like.”

      I froze. She looked at me through the mirror. I looked at her. She was waiting for my reaction. I kept my gaze steady. Time froze. I swallowed my panic. It was as dry as the desert and the buzz was back in my ears.

      Still staring at the mirror, she slowly reached her hand towards mine. I watched it, but still gasped when I felt her hand. It was warm and smooth. I stroked it with my finger. She turned it over and over slowly; my finger circled her hand. My heart pounded. It was so quiet. Billie had stopped singing.

      Still staring into the mirror, she inched toward me, I was fingering up her forearm. She had goose bumps. I could barely breathe. Watching in the mirror, I slowly turned toward her and nudged away the last two magazines between us. She was on her knees, so I got up on mine. We inched closer and closer until my finger had traveled up her arm, onto her shoulder and up her neck, her hand reaching out toward my waist to bring me closer.

      Finally, we were inches apart, facing each other with our heads turned to the mirror. I was close enough to smell her. She smelled clean, but warm and spicy like ginger. I was scared but excited. I watched her breathing. I watched her watching us. I watched her expression turn from curious to certain. She licked her lips. My whole body vibrated with anticipation and a sudden want. I leaned forward, watching my lips get closer to hers, I saw her eyes close to half-mast and I kissed her lips gently. I watched in the mirror for a few seconds, then I turned full on to her, closed my eyes and really kissed her. I kissed her softly, slowly, seriously, with my whole being, with unexpected relief, with meaning. She kissed me back, sweetly at first but I could feel her passion growing behind it. Our bodies didn’t touch; we kept those inches between us. One step at a time and the kissing was good, good enough to last for hours.
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      Ten years ago, Charley Townsend lost her wife and has never truly moved on from that day. Most of her time is consumed by her work as a Royal Canadian Mounted Police Sergeant in Whitehorse. She has little time for anything else; especially dating.

      Jada Deveraux came to the Yukon because it was as far from Ontario as she could get without leaving Canada. What she never expected, was the prospect of falling in love.

      Jada and Charley meet under stressful circumstances, but Jada is fun loving and hopeful that she can break through the walls Charley has built up over the years.

      But is Charley ready to take the chance on love again?

      Will Jada be able to win Charley’s love?

      A lesbian romance about finding love again.
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      Jada and Charley are just getting to know each other when Jada decides to surprise her with dinner. Jada shows up at a time when Charley was revisiting some unpleasant memories.
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      Hours later, Jada awoke curled around Charley’s body. The TV was still on, the screen projecting the movie poster for Wonder Woman. She could reach the remote to turn it off, but it meant letting go of Charley and she didn’t want to.

      Charley’s body was surprisingly soft and pliant, and Jada wanted to hang on for dear life. Her head was tucked under Charlie’s chin, and with one hand she massaged the muscled planes of Charley’s abdomen. So strong and solid under her fingertips. The touch gave her a thrill, and she wanted to keep it up. But she knew she shouldn’t and pulled her hand away.

      “Why’d you stop?” Charley asked, her voice husky.

      “I didn’t want to wake you up.”

      “I kinda like it,” she said. The other eye opened, and Charley moved a little to connect with Jada’s gaze. “I don’t mind you touching me.”

      “I sort of figured, since I’m draped over you like a blanket.”

      “I like it.” Charley held her gaze and lifted her head so their faces were centimeters apart. “I like you, Jada. A lot.”

      “I like you, too,” Jada whispered right as Charley’s lips captured hers. The kiss was light at first then took a pleasant turn as they explored each other. Charley’s arms wrapped around Jada and held her closer, her good hand running through Jada’s hair. It sent shivers along her body when Charley’s fingers tenderly combed her thick curls.

      Jada lifted her head to give Charley more access as she trailed kisses along her neck, to her shoulder, and back again. She closed her eyes to enjoy the sensation she hadn’t realized she’d been longing for. Charley’s touch was like magic, and she wanted it to go on forever.

      Charley’s kisses left a fiery path along Jada’s skin. When she reached the valley between her breasts, Charley stopped. She pulled back a little, her eyes alight with passion as she held Jada’s gaze. “This is going to sound so very old fashioned.”

      Jada cupped Charley’s face in the palm of one hand and stared into those sweet, brown eyes. “Tell me.”

      “I’m attracted to you. I think it’s obvious.”

      Jada giggled. “Yeah. Pretty much.”

      “But I—the thing is, I don’t mind kissing and touching, but I can’t go any further.”

      Jada stared at her, trying to figure out what Charley was talking about. The question must have been written on her face.

      “I don’t want to have sex until I’m married.”

      “Really?” Jada asked.

      “Really.” Charley gently disentangled herself and got up, leaving Jada stretched out on the couch. “It’s important to me and hard as hell to explain. It’s something I’ve had in my head since I was a kid. I don’t want to sleep with someone I’m not married to. Raina was my first, and we didn’t make love until our honeymoon.”

      “Wow.” Jada got up as well and moved to stand in front of Charley, who was avoiding her gaze. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “I am. If this is a game changer—well, it’s okay. I thought I should tell you now before we, well, you know.”

      “Have sex?” Jada smiled at the hint of a blush on Charley’s cheeks. “Do you know how adorable you are when you blush?”

      Charley opened her mouth to speak and closed it again. She still wouldn’t look at Jada.

      “Baby, I’m okay with this. I won’t push you into anything you’re not ready for or want to do. I like you and I’m attracted to you, too. It might not be easy sometimes, but I’ll respect your wishes.” Jada waited patiently as Charley processed her words.

      Charley’s expression went from terrified to confused to sad. Jada couldn’t stand it any longer and pulled her into a warm embrace. She lightly kissed Charley on the lips. “It’s okay. I promise you.”

      “You sure? It’s—I don’t know if I ca—”

      “Shh.” Jada pressed her lips to Charley’s again, lingering as long as she dared. “Look, it’s been a long, hard day for me. And it wasn’t overly pleasant for you, either. I don’t want to mess up whatever this is between us. But there is something I’d love for you to do, if you’re up for it.”

      There was a hint of doubt in those eyes before she asked, “What?”

      “I don’t have to work tomorrow, and I was wondering if you’d sleep with me. Literally. I want someone to hold me tonight. I’m not asking for anything else. I want someone to make me feel better. More secure.” She didn’t dare say the other word in her head.

      Loved.

      “Done.” Charley gently untangled herself from Jada. “I’ll get you one of my old T-shirts to wear. Sound good?”

      “It does.” Jada allowed Charley to take her hand and lead her to the bedroom at the end of the short hall. She found a T-shirt and gave it to Jada and left while she got changed. Ten minutes later, they were lying in Charley’s bed, beneath the duvet.

      “What do you need me to do?” Charley asked with a slight tremble in her voice.

      God, she’s cute when she’s nervous, Jada thought. “Get comfy and I’ll curl up to you. Okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Jada curled into Charley’s side, tucked one arm against her midriff and the other securely around Charley’s stomach.

      Charley slid her right arm out from under Jada and wrapped it around her. She felt awkward at first, but they eventually settled into the embrace like they’d been lovers for years.

      Jada kissed Charley on the cheek and rested her head on Charley’s shoulder. “G’nite.”
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      A smart, opposites-attract, student-professor romance filled with nostalgia, edgy politics, and the forbidden thrills of lesbian love in the nineties.

      Molly Cook is almost thirty, with dismal career prospects, and has given up on saving the world. It might be the nineties, and everything’s shoulder pads, Doc Martens, and The X-Files, but people won’t budge on gay rights. Molly decides to give a PhD a whirl but finds herself more interested in campus politics…and her strict and sexy statistics professor.

      Professor Carmen Vaughn is stuck in small-town Maryland with smarmy blowhards for colleagues and ungrateful students who can’t handle her high standards. She has no intention of coming out, least of all to Molly, a troublemaking grad student who can’t stop picking fights with the conservative faculty.

      But when Molly discovers evidence implicating a homophobic colleague in a scandal, Carmen can’t ignore it—even if the subject hits too close to home. As the two women work together to make their case, they grow closer than Carmen ever imagined. But she absolutely refuses to get involved with a student.

      The thing is, as the chemistry builds between them, Molly isn’t sure she wants to be a grad student anymore…if she ever did.
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      Molly and her former professor, Carmen, have been pining for each other since Molly left graduate school. They have just seen each other for the first time after months apart.
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      Edelman Hall was dark. Everyone was either at the reception or long gone for the weekend. And since it was after 5 p.m., Molly was technically trespassing since she was no longer affiliated with the university. She knew that staff rarely remembered to lock the back door, so she was able to slip into the building easily and quietly. The familiar sights and smells assailed her senses, instantly taking her back to her days as a grad student. Once again, she was battling her nerves as she made her way down the long hallway to Carmen’s office. But this time was different. She had genuine evidence that her feelings were reciprocated. This time, for the first time, Carmen had reached out to her.

      While Carmen had managed to sneak out of the reception unnoticed, Molly had contended with a group of former classmates who were eager to take her out drinking. On top of that, she was supposed to spend the night at Tina’s apartment, and Tina had understandably expected that they would spend the evening together, celebrating and catching up. Molly’s pitiful extemporaneous excuse was that she had to visit her old apartment complex to retrieve a book she had lent to a neighbor. Tina had accepted this explanation with a look that indicated she wanted the real story later.

      Carmen’s door was closed, but there was a faint strip of light on the floor. She flashed back to that Friday night almost a full year ago when she neglected to knock and stumbled into Carmen’s secret life. This time, she knocked softly. Carmen opened the door and ushered Molly inside without a word. The office was exactly as she remembered: freakishly neat and devoid of decoration.

      Carmen had removed her navy suit jacket, revealing a silky, rose-colored top with scalloped edges. Molly unbuttoned her peacoat and draped it over the extra chair. They stood opposite each other, just breathing for a long, potent moment.

      Finally, Molly spoke. “I’ve missed you.”

      Carmen pressed her lips together and nodded. Molly waited for her to return the sentiment, but no words came. Fear slithered through her as she wondered if she had misread the situation. Maybe Carmen had grabbed her hand out of pity, or to shut her up before she spilled more of her inappropriate emotions into a live microphone.

      Then, Carmen stepped forward. She reached out with a single, delicate finger and brushed a stray curl behind Molly’s ear. Molly could smell her warm body, the intoxicating scent of coffee and cinnamon, as Carmen traced her finger along Molly’s jawline, down to her chin. Molly closed her eyes and sighed.

      Carmen drew back, clenching her fingers into fists. Then all at once, the fight seemed to drain from her face. Her stiff posture collapsed, and she pulled Molly into her arms. Their breasts crushed against each other. “I missed you too,” Carmen murmured into her hair.

      Their lips met, softly. Then the kiss became hungry, insistent, as they tasted each other’s tongues. Desire flooded Molly’s body. Her knees were like jelly, unsteady. She was falling, and she didn’t care.

      Carmen stumbled backward and rested her ass on the edge of the desk. At that, Molly leaned forward, straddling Carmen’s legs and wrapping her arms around her neck. She gripped Carmen’s braid like an anchor and rocked them into another fierce kiss.

      Molly wanted nothing more than to push Carmen backward onto the massive wooden desk, papers and pencils falling to the floor, and realize the fantasy she had nursed for a solid year of romantic and sexual frustration. She was aware, however, of the large, square window behind them that looked out onto a busy sidewalk. “We should…get out of here,” she managed to choke out, pointing at the window.

      Carmen gasped as though she had just realized what they were doing and where. She slid off the desk and dropped her arms to her sides. “We can go to my house. Did you drive? Where are you parked?”

      Molly stepped back and smoothed her shirt, willing her brain to focus on logistics. “Uh, the public garage down the street.”

      “Did you drink at the reception? Are you okay to drive?”

      “I’m completely sober.” It was true, but also a lie. Molly was dizzy, giddy, and far too euphoric to operate a motor vehicle. But she had two chilly blocks to get it together.

      “Okay, let’s go. Right now.”

      Carmen wasn’t messing around. She was already searching her purse for her keys.

      Molly slung her coat over her shoulder and leaned in for a fast, smacking kiss. “I’m already gone.”
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      A frosty television host, a bubbly bar owner, and a litter of abandoned kittens. The recipe for ratings gold…or heartbreak?

      Eve Marlow has her eyes on the prize: a third season of her popular business makeover show, Do Over. But when her ratings take an unexpected dive, Eve needs a blockbuster new client, or she can kiss season three goodbye. She has her work cut out for her, and that’s before she discovers a litter of newborn kittens in a trash can. Now she’s desperate to find someone to take them so she can concentrate on reviving her career.

      Josie Swanson had to put her kitten rescue on the back burner when she inherited her father’s bar two years ago. Since then, she’s invested all her time and energy into keeping it afloat, but despite her best efforts, Swanson’s is going under. When she gets a phone call from Eve Marlow, host of the television show Josie applied to earlier that year, the woman she’s convinced can save her bar, Josie hopes her luck has finally turned.

      Eve knows what she needs to succeed, and it isn’t Josie—or her bar. There’s no denying the chemistry sizzling between them, though. Josie’s personality is as vibrant as her turquoise-tipped hair. She stirs things in Eve that haven’t been stirred in a long time, but there’s a reason she keeps her heart under lock and key. Eve stands to lose a lot more than her TV show if she lets her guard down, no matter how tempted she is to see if Josie’s love would be worth the risk.
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      Eve has just helped Josie break up a fight in her bar, Swanson’s. Afterward, Josie disappears, and Eve goes looking for her to make sure she’s okay.
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      Where was Josie?

      On a hunch, Eve checked the door at the end of the hall—the one leading to the roof—and found it unlocked. She stepped through and pulled it shut behind her, heels echoing against the wood as she climbed to the top.

      Sure enough, Josie stood silhouetted against the skyline, arms wrapped around herself. Eve walked up behind her, grateful for the click of her heels to announce her presence. She came to stand beside Josie, resting her hands on the railing as she glanced over at her. “You okay?”

      Josie nodded, but her mascara was smudged, betraying her answer.

      “Does that happen often?” Eve asked. “Bar fights?”

      “No,” Josie said. “Only a handful of times that I can remember in all my years here.”

      “Well, thank goodness for that.”

      “That was how it started,” Josie said, her voice small. “The night my dad died.”

      Oh hell. She’d completely forgotten that Josie’s dad was killed in a bar fight right here in Swanson’s. No wonder she was so upset. “I’m sorry.”

      “I was sitting at the bar, about where you were sitting tonight. We had just made plans to see a movie together the next day.”

      “You were there?” Eve’s stomach pitched as if the floor had just dropped out from beneath her.

      Josie nodded. “He walked over to break it up, and someone pulled a gun, and…”

      “Oh, Jesus.” Eve tugged at her hand, pulling her in for a hug. “That’s a hell of a thing.”

      Josie wrapped her arms around her, holding tightly to Eve, and she realized in a rush that this was what she’d come to Swanson’s tonight looking for. She’d craved the touch of another human, but not any human, just the one currently wrapped in her arms, breath coming in warm gusts against her neck, hands fisted in the back of her blouse. She closed her eyes, breathing in the feeling, absorbing it, memorizing it.

      “Thanks for having my back down there,” Josie whispered.

      “Of course.” She inhaled the scent of Josie’s shampoo, something light and fruity. “You can’t do this on your own anymore.”

      “I know.” Josie drew back, staring at Eve in the darkness, arms still clasped around her. The glow of the city sparkled in her eyes and reflected the sheen of her lips.

      Eve’s heart was racing, even faster than it had downstairs as she’d attempted to control a half dozen drunk men. She felt just as drunk, just as out of control as her chin tipped forward, breath catching in her throat as Josie’s lips crashed into hers.

      She pressed forward, deepening the kiss, tongue sliding into Josie’s mouth as her hands slid into the back pockets of her jeans, anchoring them together. Heat flooded her system, pulse pounding, skin tingling, desire bursting to life inside her like a hungry beast after a long hibernation. Josie nipped at her bottom lip, and fuck.

      Eve swayed forward, hips bumping into Josie’s, breasts pressed together as they kissed. Josie’s hands slid up her back and into her hair, tugging gently as her tongue tangled with Eve’s. This woman. God, this woman…

      “You taste like beer,” Josie murmured, breath feathering over Eve’s cheeks, hot and damp, lighting every inch of her on fire. “God, Eve, I’ve been thinking about this since the first moment I met you.”

      “Mm, same.” She rested her forehead against Josie’s as she caught her breath, realizing in some distant, rational part of her brain that she should put a stop to this, but surely she could indulge for just another moment, because God, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this good, this alive, this utterly consumed with another person.

      She pressed her lips to Josie’s, and they were kissing again. Her hands slipped beneath Josie’s shirt, sliding over her smooth, warm skin, eliciting a soft moan against her lips. “You feel so good,” she whispered, skimming her fingers up Josie’s spine.

      In response, Josie tugged at Eve’s blouse, untucking it from her jeans so that her hands could do some roaming of their own. She cupped Eve’s breasts over her bra, thumbs brushing against her nipples, intensifying the need pulsing inside her until it was almost overwhelming.

      “Lace under silk?” Josie gasped. “You really are trying to kill me.”

      “Josie…”

      “It’s okay. My heart’s still beating.” Josie gripped one of Eve’s hands and moved it over her left breast so she could feel her heart pounding beneath her palm.

      “We can’t do this.” Eve had to force the words past her lips as her body screamed for more, more, more. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.

      “Shh,” Josie whispered, smiling against her lips. “Don’t overthink this. Just kiss me.”

      “I can’t,” she managed, even as her lips met Josie’s for another blistering kiss. “We can’t. You signed a contract with the network. I could lose my job.”
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      Elena Nevares is on the run. She’s a jacker, someone who connects to virtual reality with their brain, and everyone else on her crew was murdered during a mission gone wrong.

      Sasha Young is planning a rescue. She’s a handler, a team leader whose crew has been scattered by an evil corporation: Axys Generations.

      Together, they must find the rest of Sasha’s crew: Cherry, the engineer and explosives expert; Rami, the master of disguise; Doc, the wunderkind Medical Officer; and Rock, the mechanically modified muscle. But Axys Generations has bigger plans than taking down Sasha’s crew.

      Elena, Sasha, and the rest of the Lucky 7 must go on their most dangerous mission yet—not for credits or tech, but to save the world.
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      After an argument about their upcoming heist, teammates Elena and Sasha get steamy in the shower.
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      My walk down the hallway is a blur. I don’t have a clue what I’m doing and my heart’s trying to burst out of my chest with each beat. My hands are shaking, and my head is spinning and I can’t tell if I’m pissed or horny or terrified. But I guess I haven’t made enough bad decisions today, because when I hear the hiss of the shower running, I head for the bathroom.

      It’s Sasha. Has to be. She wouldn’t have gone to her bunk, where Rami or Cherry or someone else might come looking for her. Where I might come looking for her. No. She’s gone to one of the only places in the Hole that offers some privacy. Privacy I’m about to interrupt because…I don’t know why. Maybe to yell some more. Maybe to do something else I don’t want to even admit I’m considering.

      The scent of spicy soap hits my nose when I step inside the bathroom. Sasha’s. How fucked up is it that I’ve memorized her smell? One of the shower stalls is closed. Steam leaks around and over the frosted door, and I can make out a blurry silhouette. Her outline is enough to make me shudder with want. The heat from before rushes back, burrowing into my belly, crawling over my skin, throbbing between my legs. If my underwear wasn’t already soaked, it wouldn’t stand a chance.

      This is it. I can’t deny what I’m here for anymore. Seeing her in front of me, even behind fogged-up glass, shatters all my stupid excuses. I’m here because, at least to me, this feels inevitable. Unless Sasha tells me to fuck off, it’s going to happen.

      I head over to the shower. Sasha turns in the stall, facing me through the door. I don’t know what to do, so I just stand there. My presence pretty much speaks for itself. Nothing happens at first. The pit of my stomach drops. Maybe I’m wrong and this ‘thing’ is all me. Maybe I kissed her instead of us both kissing each other. Maybe she regretted it the instant her mouth touched mine. Maybe my being here while she’s naked makes me a creep.

      The door opens. Sasha’s standing there, naked and wet and gleaming. She’s the fucking night sky, and the droplets clinging to her skin are glittering stars. Water sluices off her shoulders, her elbows, her hips. It runs over the carved landscape of her body, and I have to choke back a gasp when I realize most of it is muscle. I wouldn’t call her bulky, but she’s definitely buff. Fuck. I don’t know if I’m prepared for this.

      Despite all the flesh she’s displaying, my eyes are drawn to hers. I can’t help it. I prepare for the frost I’m used to, but for the first time, I see flames. Her brown eyes burn hotter than the steam billowing around us.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Sasha already knows the answer, so I’m not sure why she’s asking the question. I hate being here, but I also have to be here. Hating her doesn’t stop the wanting, and the wanting’s too strong to fight.

      “Why did you open the door?” The rage quivering through me doesn’t come out in my voice. It breaks, almost pleading, and I loathe myself for it. Pathetic, like a dog begging for a treat.

      Sasha’s full lips press into a thin, slashing line. The scar on her throat twitches. “You don’t want this. You think you do, but you don’t.”

      It’s not a ‘get the hell out’. It’s not even a warning. It’s more of a ‘you wouldn’t dare’. A challenge. That’s fine. I can do challenges. I lean in, glaring up at her. “You know what, boss?” I say, as sarcastically as I can when I’m two seconds away from humping her leg. “Your speeches fucking suck.”

      Sasha doesn’t move at first. She’s a tense mass of anger, radiating rage and heat. But then, she takes the smallest possible step back. She’s not backing down—she’s letting me in.

      I step into the shower with her. It takes about two seconds to realize I forgot something. The spray soaks through my clothes, but I’m not going to step out again and strip like an idiot. Sasha doesn’t laugh at me, though. She doesn’t even seem to care. She just grabs my shoulders and pushes me against the slick shower wall before leaning down to kiss me.

      It’s brutal. Rough. Selfish. Her teeth sting, and her tongue steals all of my air. But I want it this way. I want this sweet agony, this addictive ache. I want anything and everything as long as it’s more.

      I kiss Sasha back with everything I’ve got. She groans into my mouth, and the low sound shoots straight to my clit. I start squirming, but Sasha’s fingers dig deeper into my arms, wordlessly ordering me to hold still. All I can do is whine and suck her bottom lip. She’s got me wound up tight and shivering like guitar strings, and she’s playing me so well it hurts.
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      Bass player Jackie Hernandez has landed a permanent gig with the respected all-female rock band The Neon Fishnets. There’s only one problem: Ivy Finch. In the past, Jackie and The Fishnets’ keyboardist engaged in an ugly online feud. Jackie is ready to put the feud behind them, but fiery Ivy holds a grudge. Amid recording a hot new album, spending late nights out at wild parties, and navigating the media as they prepare to go on tour, Jackie and Ivy realize they have more in common than they originally thought. And things get really complicated when their attraction to one another heats up, taking an unexpected, sexy turn.
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      Ever since joining The Neon Fishnets, bass player Jackie has been fighting her desire for her bandmate Ivy, preferring to hate her instead. But when the band attends a lavish party at their manager’s mansion, she sneaks out back to meet Ivy in the gardens in private, where she finally gives into her lust.
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      “I want to try something before I lose my nerve,” she said. “An experiment.”

      I did my best to exude cool confidence, even though my heart was kicking hard against my chest. “Oh? What kind of experiment.”

      “To see something.”

      I leaned in to whisper in her ear, “To see what?”

      My body felt like a magnet, drawn toward her. Judging from the way her lips slightly parted and her breath caught in her throat, she was feeling the same way. But I waited. She had to make the first move, or this would go down in the wrong kind of flames.

      “If at any point you want me to stop, say so,” she said.

      I nodded. As if I would tell her to stop—at least, if she was about to do what I thought she was about to do.

      Suddenly her warm hands were on my face as she pulled me down into a slow, sensual kiss. I smiled against it. Allowing her to be the scientist in this experiment, I simply enjoyed the smooth texture of her full lips, the scent of her perfume the feel her body now pressing hotly against mine.

      When she slipped her tongue across my lips, hot lust pooled between my legs. I lifted a hand to grab her ass, but then I froze. As I pulled away, feeling her breath still warm on my mouth, I relished the butterflies in my stomach.

      “So am I allowed to participate in this experiment?” I asked.

      She took my hands and put them on her breasts. Deftly I slipped my hands into the neckline, grabbing her as I kissed her back with a desire I hadn’t felt since—well—maybe ever.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I whispered, heightening my lust even further.

      “I know,” she said, shuddering when I ran my thumbs across her hard nipples.

      I couldn’t help it. I had to have a taste. Lowering my kisses to her neck, then her collarbone, I kissed a line down to her right breast. Pulling it free of her dress, I smirked when she let out a gasp. Then I brought her to even higher levels of pleasure with my mouth.

      “Holy shit,” she breathed.

      I came back up, tucking her breast back into her dress, determined to leave her wanting more. She had some serious willpower because she actually took a step back from me. I put my hands on my hips, hungry for more.

      “What now?” I asked.

      She opened her mouth to speak and then stopped. Her gaze had fallen to my chest, her brow now knit in confusion. I looked down to find CJ’s earring still dangling from the end of one of my thin silver chains.

      “Is that one of CJ’s earrings?” she asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, turning it so that it sparkled in the lamp light. “How’d you know?”

      “I was shopping with her when she got them. We almost fought over them.”

      “Huh.”

      She went totally silent, and it took me a second to realize how suspicious it must look for me to be wearing CJ’s earring.

      “Hold on,” I said, raising a hand. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Tell me then. Why do you have CJ’s earring dangling at the end of your necklace?”

      “We were out front,” I tried to explain, “headed to her car, and she said we needed an excuse to be out there, and—” but then she cut me off.

      “Because I’d hate to think you were just making the rounds with all of us,” she said, her voice dangerously sweet.

      I huffed. “Come on, Ivy, you don’t actually think that.”

      “Then again,” she said, “if you are, I guess there’s no harm in enjoying a little flirtation. It’s not like this is anything serious.”

      “Right,” I agreed, feeling conflicted.

      The problem was, casual hookups didn’t usually have this much of a spark. From the get-go, my relationship with Ivy had started out fiery, but the connection between us was shifting, growing hotter and more intense by the day. Casual hookups didn’t have this sort of dynamic.

      She licked her lips, and I swelled with need.

      The longer I stood apart from her, the stronger the need to feel her in my arms, my hands, and my mouth again. This woman was fucking addicting.

      “CJ’s beautiful,” I said, “but she’s not my type.”

      “How can I believe you?”

      “I swear, we were just out there talking, and then 5iv-Chianz showed up, and I didn’t have a chance to give her earring back, and—”

      “Wait a second,” she interrupted, lighting up. “5iv-Chainz is here? The rapper?”

      “Yeah. He’s here.”

      “Like all the way from LA?”

      “All the way from LA, yeah.”

      She glanced toward the house, biting down on that full lower lip. My animal instincts took over, and I stepped up to her, gently taking her hand.

      “You can visit with him later,” I suggested, still horny as hell.

      An impish grin spread across her face. “No, I think I’d like to go see 5iv-Chainz.” She unhooked CJ’s earring from my necklace. Dangling it in the air, she said, “It’ll give you a chance to return this.”

      Then she tossed it up, and I caught it before it landed on the ground. I stared blankly at it as she left me with the oak tree to keep me company.

      Surely she didn’t think CJ and I had anything going on. Who did she think I was, a womanizer? Well, okay, I did have a reputation. But to actually get involved with a fellow band member? She had to know that wasn’t the norm for me, especially with all the warnings I’d gotten not to rock the boat with Trish. It was completely insane.

      I brought my fingers up and touched my lips, still hot and bothered from her damned experiment.

      Hell, if this was how insanity felt, who would want to be sane?
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      Aurora’s life is perfectly mundane. She has a job she hates, an ex that ran her out of her hometown, and the highlight of her week is Monday breakfast with her best friend. That changes when Aurora starts dreaming of a woman who can’t remember her own name. A woman who Aurora falls head over heels for. She knows the romance that develops between them isn’t real, but the dreams make life so much better that she hurries to bed every night…until she discovers that her dream woman isn’t imaginary. Her name is Leela and she is in a coma.

      Aurora must risk everything—her job, apartment, friends, and her sanity—to save Leela, a woman she’s only ever met in her mind. But in order to help, Aurora must convince Leela’s neurologist and parents that she and Leela have a bond that transcends the physical plane.

      Can Aurora fight through a progressively nightmarish landscape to wake Leela? And if Leela wakes, will she recognize Aurora as the one who saved her? As the one Leela said she loved? Their dream-relationship might not be real, but if there is any possibility of making her dreams come true, Aurora has to try.
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      Leela has confided in Aurora about the darker elements of her past, which had manifested themselves in the dreams they both shared.
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      “I can’t believe I just told you all of that and you didn’t run away.”

      “Of course I didn’t. I’m glad you told me. Only knowing parts of your past didn’t give me the whole picture, and I hope you know that I don’t think any less of you because of the challenges you went through. I think you’re incredibly strong and . . . you’re such a gift to this earth.” Aurora cringed, so much for perfect. “Sorry, that was lame.”

      “That actually might be the nicest thing anybody has ever said to me. Far from lame.” Leela wiped away the trail of happy tears on her cheeks and put her arms around Aurora.

      Aurora felt Leela’s arms wrapped around her middle. Unlike earlier, there was no confusion as to what to do next. There was no more overanalyzing the situation between them. There was only what felt right and natural. Aurora held Leela. When she felt Leela’s head rest on her shoulder, she realized it was the most honest moment she ever shared with another. Leela bared herself to Aurora and she was willing to do the same. “I want you to feel comfortable to tell me or ask me anything.”

      “Really?” Leela asked into the crook of Aurora’s neck.

      “Yes, if there’s something you want to know, please ask.”

      “God, I don’t even know where to start. Wait, yes I do.” She pulled back from their embrace and asked, “Why did you help me even after I woke up?”

      Aurora smiled. She was pleased it was at least an easy question. “Those early dreams I had with you were incredible, and not for the reasons you might be thinking. Then, not only did I learn you’re real, but you’re amazing. I wanted to get to know the real you. You’re an incredible woman, Leela. You’re smart and funny. You work hard to operate your own business. You have a generous and courageous heart that saved a little boy and fostered Butterscotch. Why wouldn’t I want to help you?”

      Leela smiled bashfully. “When you put it that way, I do sound awesome.”

      “You are awesome. And . . .” Aurora hesitated, her mouth suddenly very dry. “You’re also very beautiful.”

      The tender manner Aurora said those words was very unfriend-like. “Out of curiosity, are you saying that in an ‘everyone has beauty in their soul’ way or a ‘gee, she’s beautiful and I’d like to kiss her’ way?”

      “I don’t really say ‘gee’ a lot, but the last one.”

      “Good,” Leela said, with a trace of nerves in her voice. “Because I think you’re incredible too, and I wouldn’t hobble away or slap you if you tried to kiss me. I know how important consent is to you.”

      Aurora didn’t require any additional invitation. She leaned in slightly and, when Leela’s eyes closed, she softly touched her lips to those waiting for her. The “brief contact had a warmth, depth, and softness her dreams never did.

      Leela framed Aurora’s face with her hands and used her thumbs to graze her cheekbones. As she pulled away, she slid her fingers easily through Aurora’s hair. “I’m sorry if my lips were tense. I was smiling the whole time.”

      “Smiling is something you should never apologize for,” Aurora said and briefly touched her lips to Leela’s once more.
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      Valentina Rosas has always known what she wants. Mostly. Sort of. At least, she does now. And what she wants is the coveted staging role at Gia, San Francisco. With four years at the top of her class in culinary school and enough tenacity to fuel the entire Mission, no one doubts she is about to land the job of her dreams—including the three-person cheer squad made up of her best friend and adorably overbearing parents.

      Renowned chef Jenn Coleman is not a people person. Her rise to the top of the culinary industry stems from a cultivated blend of top-tier schooling—from her nonna—and bouts of carefully managed misanthropy. Owning and operating two Michelin starred restaurants doesn’t leave time for much else anyway. Just ask her ex.

      When the new stage at her restaurant trips into her with all the grace of a baby giraffe, it’s a sure recipe for disaster. But for all of Jenn’s reserve, Valentina has twice the allure, and the chemistry between them is just… chef’s kiss.

      If only Jenn wasn’t Valentina’s boss with nearly ten years between them.
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      Hours after Valentina helped Jenn through a difficult moment, Valentina has stayed behind after Gia—a popular restaurant owned and operated by Jenn—has closed for the night. Jenn is working late and Valentina goes by Jenn’s office to check on her.
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      A visible gulp moved down the line of Jenn’s neck, drawing Val’s attention to the collar of her button down, the undone first and second buttons, her gold necklace.

      The hair on the back of Val’s neck rose. Signals went off in her brain, tingly nerve endings and little voices telling her this was the moment to say good night then leave. Instead, she dropped her bag into one of the armchairs facing Jenn’s desk and moved to sit next to her. At least this way, she told herself, she wouldn’t have to look at Jenn head on, and the space between them was still respectable, as long as they didn’t touch.

      “I took your advice,” Jenn rasped. “Talked to someone,” she tacked on with a chuckle.

      “I get the impression you don’t do that very often.”

      “Your impression would be correct.”

      “Why not?” Val dared a glance at her, knowing how hard it would be to look away. “Why not talk? Isn’t that what your people are for? To be there when you need them.”

      “I don’t have many people. I have Avery, Rachel and my nonna.” She paused. “By choice, I suppose.”

      Val nodded, processing the information. “Rachel is your girlfriend?”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend, Valentina.”

      Val frowned. “Wife?”

      “Is that what Landon has told you?” For a second, her eyes sparked with more fire than forests and then she relaxed, looking away. “I don’t like to be the object of workplace gossip, even if it is unavoidable.”

      “Gossip? You think I’ve been gossiping about you?”

      “I can’t imagine where else you would have gotten this ridiculous idea.”

      “From the woman you told you love her on the phone last week. Sounded a little young to be your grandmother.” This was definitely the moment to reel it in, because Val didn’t like the irrational hint of jealousy in her tone, or the pressure on her chest. “I know it’s none of my business. I was just making conversation, I guess.” She stood upright and started toward the chairs.

      Jenn grabbed her hand. “Valentina.”

      Her heartbeat hammered in her ears. She faced Jenn with zero reluctance.

      “I’m sorry.” The words hung between them, their eyes locked, the slow rise and fall of their chests in sync. “I—” Jenn peered down at their linked hands, her thumb stroking Val’s knuckles with something like encouragement, willing Val to take an unconscious step closer.

      “Do you want to tell me?” Val asked. “What happened today.”

      Jenn shook her head, whispering, “Not really.” Her free hand moved to tuck a strand of hair behind Val’s ear.

      Val struggled to keep her eyes open. Do not shiver. Do not sigh. “Jenn…” Definitely do not breathe her fucking name like that.

      “You didn’t have to stay. It’s my job to make sure you’re doing okay. Not the reverse.”

      “I don’t do things because I have to.”

      “You don’t understand.” Jenn’s gaze shifted lower before meeting Val’s eyes again, and she leaned in with the slowness of an eternity—building the anticipation in Val’s chest, stomach, tips of her fingers. Their lips brushed. “You really shouldn’t have stayed.”

      The touch of their lips remained tentative in a test of restraint Val had already failed. But she held on that much longer, breathing Jenn in, fingers of her free hand trailing Jenn’s forearm to the folded sleeves of her shirt, all the way up to her neck, curling into the soft tendrils of hair at her nape. “I think you’re right.” Her eyes fell shut, their kiss faint as a fading dream, leaving her lightheaded and restless. 

      A hand landed on her waist, gripping her tightly, and she stumbled forward, pushing Jenn back against the desk. A sound ricocheted between them—half sigh, half moan. She raked her fingers deeper into Jenn’s hair, kissing her harder, pressing their hips flush together, making that thing coil in the pit of her stomach, that thing she recognized all too well. 

      She should stop. 

      They should stop.

      Jenn cradled her jaw, parting Val’s lips with her tongue. Maybe they didn’t need to stop. Maybe they never, ever needed to stop. Maybe Val didn’t need air if it didn’t smell of chamomile, or to ever exist beyond the confines of this office, or to have Gia all to herself. All she needed was—

      Jenn tugged on her shirt, pulling her closer, and she dropped her hands to Jenn’s hips and lifted her onto the desk, breaking the kiss to press her lips just beneath the lobe of Jenn’s ear.

      “Valentina—”

      She drew a trail down the column of Jenn’s neck, roughly untucking her shirt from her jeans before going to work on the buttons. Then, she pulled away a fraction, enough to make sure she never forgot the look of sheer want in Jenn’s darkened eyes, the unsteady rise and fall of her chest, full breasts hugged in a simple charcoal bra. Her hair fell against her shoulders in a tousled, gorgeous mess as she sat with her lips parted, swollen, red…as if Val had even really kissed her yet. And Val had had her fair share of women laid out exactly like this in front of her—pliant and ready for her to do her worst. But fuck. She was so unprepared for this in every possible way.

      Jenn swallowed.

      Val trailed the motion all the way down to her exposed stomach. Taut and soft with curves Val was desperate to explore. Not that she could even decide where to start. She leaned in for another kiss—that was always a good starting point.

      Jenn flattened a palm against Val’s stomach, breathing the word onto her lips. “Wait.”

      A chill ran down her spine. She gave in to the urge to trace Jenn’s lips with her thumb.

      “Valentina.”

      Val closed her eyes, in love with the way Jenn said her name—four little syllables bearing the weight of enormous emotions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Chef’s Kiss © 2021 by Stephanie Shea

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:

        Amazon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Newsletter sign-up & a free ebook offer:

      

      

      Stephanie Shea offers a bonus scene from her novella Avalanche, titled “Roommates” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            All That Matters by Susan X Meagher

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Life is going damned well for Blair Spencer. She’s a very successful real estate agent, happily married to a man who encourages her to live the independent life she loves—and they’re actively working to have a baby.

      The wrench in the works is that Blair favors adoption, while her husband David desperately wants to have a biological child. The fates are against them, and they finally seek the help of a group of reproductive specialists. One of the doctors, a surgeon named Kylie Mackenzie, eventually becomes a good friend to Blair. And she needs all of the friends she can get when things start to go horribly wrong at home. As her marriage teeters on the brink of collapse, she relies more and more on Kylie’s friendship.

      Kylie’s happily gay; Blair’s happily straight. But the way they structure their relationship leads friends and family to privately question whether the pair is setting themselves up for heartache. They eventually come to a crossroads, which could either destroy their friendship or turn it into what each of them has been seeking. The question is whether each woman can change her view of herself and her needs. The answer is all that matters
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      A very close bond between a lesbian and her recently-divorced, pregnant straight friend takes a surprising turn. At least, the lesbian is surprised. Seriously surprised. So surprised she finds her foot lodged in her mouth several times in the space of a single minute.
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      “Why are you sad?” she asked, gently stroking Kylie’s cheeks with the tips of her fingers. “Tell me.”

      “It’s…it’s nothing bad. I’m just wrestling with some hard realities. There are things I’m never going to get, and I have to face up to that.”

      Blair gazed deeply into her eyes, refusing to let Kylie break the connection. “Whatever it is, I’ll do anything to help you get it.”

      “Oh, Blair.” She dropped her head onto her shoulder and cried softly. “I wish you could give me what I need. There’s nothing I’ve ever wanted so badly.”

      Blair shifted to put her hands on the sides of Kylie’s head and lift it. She stared into her eyes for almost a minute, trying to see inside…to read her mind. The energy between them was crackling, but it was impossible to tell which of them was putting off the heat. Blair’s hands were shaking, but she summoned the courage to say, “I might regret this, but I’m going to ask for what I need.” She pulled Kylie closer, seeing her blue eyes widen as she was drawn near. Then Blair closed her eyes and pressed her lips against Kylie’s, hearing her let out a startled mew. When Blair didn’t back away, Kylie’s arms wrapped around her, and they kissed again—longer and deeper and sweeter than before. Blair pulled back and looked into the fathomless depths of Kylie’s eyes, with energy arcing between them. Once again, she kissed her tenderly, joyfully opening her mouth to Kylie’s tentatively probing tongue.

      She might have emitted a moan, or maybe that was Kylie, but it was a sensuous one that added to the chills that raced up her spine. She pursed her lips and gently kissed all around Kylie’s mouth, panting from her building arousal. Suddenly, Kylie stumbled to her feet and stared.  “What in the hell are we doing?”

      Blair grabbed her hand and pulled her back down, feeling a sense of inner peace that she hadn’t experienced in weeks. Those few kisses had told her all she needed to know. Those came from Kylie’s heart. “We’re kissing,” she whispered. “We’re kissing because we care for each other so much.” She put her hand behind Kylie’s head and drew her close again. Blair could see the beautiful pink skin quivering with fear and anticipation. “Let me show you how I feel.” She kissed her again, holding her luscious body in her arms. When Kylie groaned again, Blair slipped her tongue into her mouth and savored the warmth she found there, letting herself explore and tease.

      Kylie grasped her tightly and started to respond just as enthusiastically. But she pulled away abruptly once again, staring at Blair with a stunned look on her flushed face. “We don’t do this! We’re friends!”

      She stroked Kylie’s cheek, feeling the heat radiating from it. “We can be more. I want to be more. Don’t you?”

      “Of course, I want more!” she shouted, making the dogs leap from the sofa to run from the room, barking their little heads off.

      Kylie acted like she hadn’t seen or heard them. “That’s what’s driving me crazy! But we can’t have that because you’re not a lesbian!”

      “Where are the rules for kissing? I didn’t know you had to take an entrance exam. I thought you just kissed the person you loved.”

      Kylie looked at her exactly like Nicky and Nora did when asked if they wanted a treat. Her head was cocked at an uncomfortable-looking angle, and she said, “You love me?”

      “Of course, I love you. Is that a surprise?” She placed a soft kiss on Kylie’s lips and then another and another. “I love you, Kylie.” She kissed her again, urging her mouth open and probing the soft, moist skin with her tongue. “I love you.”

      Wrenching away again, Kylie insisted, “I know you love me, but you can’t love me. You’re not gay—at all!”

      Blair reached for her again, gently stroking her shoulders. “I’m gay enough to be very, very attracted to you. Isn’t that enough?”

      This time Kylie wrestled out of her hold and moved away, scooting to the far end of the sofa. “No, that’s not enough. You can’t…I can’t…we can’t…this isn’t right for you. You’re confused or something.”

      Blair’s brows shot up. “Pardon me?”

      “Uhm, that’s not what I meant. I…I don’t know what I meant, but I know you’re not gay.”

      “You’re being ridiculous. I’m a thirty-five-year-old woman, and I know exactly what I want and what I think.” She moved across the sofa until she was right next to her again, seeing her eyes widen. “I’ve fallen in love with you. I know that’s not something I’m supposed to do, but I have. And don’t you dare tell me that I’m confused! I’m pregnant, not delusional.”

      “Okay, okay. You might know what you think, but I’m totally confused. Up until about ten minutes ago, you were my straight friend. Now you’re kissing me…” She gave her a goofy smile, and Kylie’s voice grew soft and sweet. “Kissing me so very, very well. But no matter how well you kiss, this isn’t you, or at least it wasn’t you before we watched that movie!”

      “Do you think that a movie changed my sexual orientation? A movie can’t make a straight woman have sexual feelings for another woman, you big goof!” Blair wrapped her arms around Kylie’s waist and looked into her eyes, saying, “I’ve loved you for months, and a couple of weeks ago I started having sexual feelings for you. It was a surprise to me, but it’s true. I was only waiting for the right moment to tell you.”

      Kylie reached up and grabbed the top of her head. “I feel like my cranium’s going to blow! This is too much for me to process all at once. You’ve got to go easy on me. Please,” she added, with her voice shaking.
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      Dog trainer Jacky Applebaum is focused on one thing – making up for a grave misunderstanding that damaged her relationship with her fifteen-year old stepdaughter Sophie. They are suffocating under the pressure of hurt and guilt. Old wounds begin to heal between them when a spirited beekeeper named Brooke Hastings contracts Jacky to train her overly-protective dog, Bee. A mutual affinity grows instantly between them, an affinity Jacky won’t allow herself to embrace. But, the heart knows what it needs. Meanwhile, Brooke hires Sophie as her assistant in the bee apiary. A trust forms, and soon Sophie begins to feel alive again as she comes face-to-face with the many parallels between her and the honeybees she nurtures.

      Just as they learn to open up and dance with life again, a hurtful truth reveals itself. Will this truth set them free or unravel all they’ve come to learn about life?
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      After years of grieving her wife’s death, Jacky meets Brooke, a beautiful beekeeper. Never believing she could find love again, as her affinity to Brooke grows, Jacky slowly begins to realize that maybe love could find its way into her heart again.
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      Jacky opened her eyes a slit to find friskiness layered in Brooke’s beauty.

      They stared at one another, saying nothing with words and everything with their spirits. 

      Jacky gazed at Brooke’s soft lips. She contemplated making the first bold and intimate move into a kiss. She wanted to touch Brooke’s succulent lips against her own, to have her warm breath tickle her. She exhaled her powerful craving. “I really want to kiss you.” 

      Brooke placed her finger on Jacky’s bottom lip and slid it back and forth gently.

      Jacky’s lip trembled under her caress.

      Brooke leaned in a bit closer, and her breath caught. When she exhaled, Jacky smelled the delightful scent of peppermint oil. Sweeter than any candy, it caressed every sensory nerve in Jacky’s body, teasing her to continue on that delicate journey. 

      Brooke moved in closer.

      Jacky lifted to meet her.

      Just as their lips were about to touch, Brooke shifted toward her cheek.

      Entranced in the subtlety of it all, of the softness that glided against her skin, Jacky closed her eyes to take in the stroke. A moment later, she opened up and took in the full view of the face gazing at her. Then, as natural as could be, Jacky sought out her gentle cheeks and planted soft, loving kisses on each one as if they were the most delicate things in the world. They fluttered under her touch. 

      Jacky pulled away to gaze at her once more. 

      Brooke smiled, a teasing smile, one Jacky realized she loved and never wanted to miss. She wanted to caress her, to connect with her soft skin. When she cradled her hand, Brooke moaned, feathering her fingers around Jacky’s palm. 

      “You’re safe with me,” Brooke whispered. 

      Love swaddled her like a warm blanket. “I feel safe with you. Since the first day you came into my school fifteen minutes late and smiled at me, you’ve been my safety.” 

      The fresh summer air filtered through the window on a gust, filling the room with the scent of flowers and freshly cut grass. Everything teased her senses, illuminating all earthy pleasures. She bridged the splice of their existences by tracing Brooke’s beautiful face and plucking up one of those gorgeous loose curls between her fingers and twirling it. When she did that, Brooke moaned, and Jacky’s breath hitched. She loved being so intimately connected with this beautiful woman. 

      If she just braved forward and kissed her, the gap would be joined and the connection would be permanent, unbreakable. Not only would their breaths connect, but their entire beings would. 

      Almost on instinct, Jacky began to fidget with the loose curl. 

      Brooke watched her closely as she pulled in her lip, moistened it. 

      They stared intently, and Jacky’s breathing shallowed. 

      Brooke moved in, and Jacky enjoyed the steady rhythm of her breathing. She stared at her lips, beckoning for hers to land on them. They were in sync as Brooke’s breath became hers and Jacky’s became Brooke’s. The air between them circulated with a magnetic and powerful energy. 

      Finally, Jacky couldn’t take it a moment longer. She needed Brooke. She had to become one with her. So, she sought her out. When her lips brushed Brooke’s, on a touch so soft and tender, she wrestled with a small cry at the back of her throat. Brooke offered up feathery passes, and Jacky responded in reciprocity easing into the softness, then pressing on with more passion. 

      Their breaths quickened and deepened, matching each other’s. Jacky teased open Brooke’s lips with her tongue, using its soft tip to flirt with hers. Its indulgent touch, velvety and warm, resisted in a beautiful dance against hers. They swayed in beat to the tantric rave of their passion as they swirled and tasted each other, kissing with an electric intensity; one born out of a sheer desire to become one. Brooke danced to the rhythm of sensuality, tempting Jacky to indulge further. 

      Soft rapturous murmurings turned into a pleading demand for release. Much to Jacky’s delight, Brooke pulled her closer, luring her deeper into her heart. Jacky eagerly responded, feeding her desires with the nutrients her heart needed. All too soon, the pinnacle of joy began to exert dominance, calling off all bets to turn away. 

      Jacky hungered for her. Ever downward, she leisurely ventured across contours, restless in joyous response. She kissed the curve of her neck, the delicate landscape of her shoulder, and in return Brooke pressed her arched torso against her receptive body. 

      Jacky was in ecstasy. Her shallow breaths were her only evidence of reality. She looked at Brooke’s slender body offering a golden glow in the chandelier’s reflection. A hint of her mounting passion danced in the intricate beauty of her soul. She planted a kiss on her love-hungry lips, and she released a moan. Jacky kissed her ever so slowly, lazily. Her left hand traced her neck and hair as she breathed her in. The other hand slipped under her shirt and traced her spine, relishing the softness of her skin. Jacky’s fingers sank into her flesh, as the waves of love grew stronger. 

      The sensual kiss led them to her bedroom where they slipped into that peaceful pocket of bliss, making love under the glow of a moon full of light and promise. 

      They fell asleep in the enchanting lull of the early night, tucked in between a place where life opened back up and allowed love to grow. 
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      Can a long shot bring love to a couple of lonely hearts?

      Joni Fisher is facing economic ruin. The once successful advice column she runs with her mother is on the brink of cancellation, and it’ll take a miracle to turn things around. Joni’s last-ditch effort to save her job and preserve her mother’s legacy is The Love Project, a web series she’s developing to bring the Help Me Henrietta franchise alive for a new generation. All she needs is a willing victim…er, star.

      Hope Alvarez dreams of falling in love, but she’s always suspected she’s different. Physical attraction is a foreign language to her. After her only prospect for a meaningful relationship falls through, Hope has to face the fact that she’s completely hopeless when it comes to love. Can her favorite advice columnist, Henrietta, save her from a lonely future?

      As the series gets underway, fans swoon for the lovable yet unlucky Hope, and they’re not the only ones. Joni is smitten, too. But she’s been down that road before, vowing never again to fall for a straight woman who will keep her forever in the friend zone. Except, what if she’s been reading the situation all wrong? Helping Hope make sense of her identity might save Joni’s job, but will it also bring her love?

      Best-selling lesbian fiction authors T.B. Markinson & Miranda MacLeod have written a touching slow-burn romance about love striking when least expected.
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      After a triumphant television interview that promises to save Joni’s advice column, she and Hope are celebrating their last night in New York City by going on a harbor cruise. Hope has embraced her demisexuality, but is still uncertain what impact that will have on her deepening relationship with Joni.
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        Excerpt

      

      

      So far, their relationship had been everything Hope had always wanted to find and had been convinced she never would. But she knew it was only a matter of time before something had to change. Joni was being so patient, so understanding, but that couldn’t go on forever. It wouldn’t be fair. If only Hope knew how long it would take for her to feel that burst of attraction that would tell her she was ready to move their relationship to the next level.

      If it ever happens.

      Hope dug her fork into a piece of steak with way more force than was needed. It would happen. It had to. She’d never been so happy, and she couldn’t bear to lose that because her body, or hormones, or whatever it was in charge of these things wouldn’t cooperate. She’d have to wait a little longer and pray this feeling she was supposed to get wouldn’t be so subtle she would miss it altogether. How was she supposed to recognize attraction when she had no idea what it was like? For all Hope knew, she’d experienced it before and had never realized it. Could that have been her problem all along?

      “Oh my God. Look at that.” Joni pointed past Hope’s head.

      “What?” Roused from her brooding thoughts, Hope whipped around. Outside the window of the boat, rising larger than life from the water, was the Statue of Liberty. She stared at it, breathless. No one had ever told her how big it was, and all lit up, too. “Let’s go outside on the deck. I want to get a closer look.”

      A few other people had wandered out to the deck, but since nearly everyone was still eating, it remained mostly sparse, and they were able to find a quiet spot with an unobstructed view.

      “It’s beautiful.” Joni tilted her head back. “And so tall.”

      “I can’t believe it.” Hope’s heart pounded, her eyes were wide.

      “What?” Joni’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      She couldn’t believe how perfect it all was. The moment. The view. The woman beside her, patiently waiting even when Hope knew it was killing her. After all, Joni was a woman who didn’t let her coffee cool down, preferring to scorch her throat in a big, painful gulp. But here she was, giving Hope all the time and space she needed, like Joni truly believed she was worth the wait. It was the best gift.

      Hope’s heart swelled as she rested her head on Joni’s shoulder.

      “I love you, Joni Fisher.”

      Hope hadn’t realized she was going to say that, not out loud so Joni could hear, but the moment the words were out, she knew they were true. She lifted her head and found Joni staring at her, slack-jawed, but she quickly regained her senses.

      “I love you, too.”

      And that was all that really mattered.

      We love each other. This one truth rang in Hope’s ears like a bell, over and over, playing the sweetest melody.

      As for the physical part, that mystery that had eluded Hope for so long, she was going to have to figure something out. The space Joni had given her was, indeed, a gift. But she also knew eventually she was going to have to try, even if it was no more than dipping her little toe in the water. She’d never know for certain otherwise.

      Would there ever be a more perfect time than right now, on a boat in the middle of the harbor, the faint smell of salt on the breeze, and the Statue of Liberty shining like a goddess, watching over them?

      No. There would not be. It was now or never.

      Before she could second guess herself, Hope planted her lips on Joni’s.

      So very soft.

      Joni must not have expected it, because at first, her lips didn’t budge. But soon enough, Joni had her arms wrapped around Hope’s neck, returning the kiss with love-filled tenderness. It was nice. More than nice. It was…

      Holy shit.

      Deep down, Hope had been certain she was broken, that her body was simply incapable of responding to physical intimacy the way others did. In one jolt that rocked her to her very foundation, she knew she’d been wrong. So wrong.

      Had she really thought this feeling would be so subtle she could miss it?

      Impossible!

      Hope threaded her fingers through Joni’s hair, eyes fluttering shut as she deepened the kiss, losing herself completely but also finding herself for the first time.

      As far as first kisses went, even with limited experience, Hope knew deep in her bones this was the real deal. It was so intensely good. Suddenly, she was the heroine in a romance novel, Bella in Twilight—but this wasn’t some fantasy printed in the pages of a book. This was Hope’s actual life.

      It felt fucking fantastic.

      Hope heard a moan and realized with a start the sound had come from her. Reluctantly, she let her lips fall away, though she continued to hold Joni close.

      “That’s never happened,” Hope whispered.

      “What, a kiss?” Joni wasn’t buying it. “I know you’re not as inexperienced as that.”

      “Not the kiss,” Hope explained. “The rest of it. I’ve never moaned like that before.”

      Joni raised her eyebrows hopefully. “We could see if it happens again…”

      Hope wanted to do that, and so much more, too. All at once, so many things she’d never seen the point of before presented themselves to her imagination, shiny and new. So many things to do. But kissing was probably the only one that was acceptable to do in public. It was a good start.

      “Let’s do that. Right now.” Laughter bubbled in Hope’s chest even as tears welled in her eyes. “I don’t think I ever want to stop kissing you, as long as I live.”

      To make sure Joni understood she was serious, Hope went in for a demonstration on the spot.
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      This *erotica novel follows Lara as she moves to a new city and comes to terms with her desire for another woman; a seductive bartender with a supernatural secret.

      ~Semi-finalist for the BBNYA (Book Bloggers Novel of the Year Award) 2020~

      Lara’s world is turned upside down when her boyfriend cheats on her with her best friend and she’s forced to move to a new city. Desperate for money, she lands a job in an LGBT nightclub, but her racing heart and inappropriate thoughts about the club’s owner, Harry, must have everything to do with the stress she’s under. She’s not gay.

      There’s something about Harry. She’s stunning, cocky, and looks far too good in a shirt and tie, ignoring the fact she’s telepathic and can read Lara’s emotions like a book. Harry is one of seven managers at the Cardinal, and she has a set of skills that can help Lara, but she has to manage her own feelings about three of the other managers in the meantime—Lust, Gluttony, and Envy.

      When things go downhill for Lara, can Harry ultimately make her proud of who she is without admitting their deadly secret? Or will Lara’s shame, depression, and her homophobic parents, lead her down a path of destruction?

      *18+, mature sexual content, 1 x brief M/F scene, depression/attempted suicide
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      First kiss between Lara (mortal) and Harry (immortal, Pride, the leader of the Seven Deadly Sins) in book 1 of my trilogy. Harry has a power to make people orgasm with just a kiss (spec/fic, urban fantasy, f-f).
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      “Shomebody tole me a rumour ’bout you,” I started, slurring my words. I had misplaced my inhibitions somewhere around the fourth game of Ring of Fire and then lost them completely during the fifth. I wondered how much I would get the fear in the morning. It didn’t stop me.

      “Oh? And what would that be?” she enquired, raising her eyebrows.

      “Shomeone tole me, who shall remain nameless—” I swayed again, and Harry’s hands poised to catch me, but I leaned against the wall for support. “Someone told me that you can make them orgasm with just a kiss. I mean, it’d be impressive, but I don’t believe it,” I finished, closing one eye and trying to focus the other.

      “Is that a statement or a challenge?” She moved closer towards me. “And how drunk are you, pet?”

      “Not that drunk.” I tried to wink but ended up closing both eyes for an awkwardly long time. I opened them with a start as the hallway started spinning.

      Harry burst into fits of uncontrollable laughter. “Is that so?” she asked, trying to contain herself.

      Oh fucking hell. “I think I need some fresh air,” I muttered.

      “Sit on the balcony. I’ll bring you some water,” she said. I watched her walk back towards the bar. I leaned my head against the wall and took a deep breath. I eventually straightened up and made my way outside.

      The cold air hit me as I opened the door, and I shivered. I sat down on a wooden bench, breathing deeply and looking skyward. After two minutes, I heard the door open, and Harry sat down beside me, offering me the bottle of water.

      I took it gratefully, swallowing a few large gulps before wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. I caught sight of my watch and froze. How was it six thirty in the morning?

      I abruptly sobered up. Harry remained quiet, and I glanced up at her. Strangely, it was almost as if seeing her for the first time, and my heart thumped in my chest.

      “Head down to the first floor,” she said. “Tell Riley I’ve sent you.”

      Going to bed was the most intelligent thing I could do right now, before I embarrassed myself any further. I took another few gulps of water, rinsing my mouth.

      Harry stood and held out her hand. I took it, and my fingertips electrified at her touch. She pulled me up, and I stood firm, ensuring confidence in my legs before walking back inside. She held the door open for me, and once again we were in the hallway leading back to the club. I stopped halfway, turning to face her.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      I wished that was true.

      She hesitated, narrowing her eyes. She was silent for a moment before she spoke. “I should apologise to you.”

      “What for?”

      Without answering my question, she moved towards me, and I jolted when my back hit the stone behind me. She placed her hands on the wall, on either side of my head, and looked deep into my eyes, questing towards me. I stared back, afraid to blink, and my heart skipped a beat.

      “For this.”

      She kissed me, and my knees buckled. It was a deep, delicious, and passionate kiss that took me by surprise. My heart started racing, and I noticed an inexplicable tension in my lower abdomen. I exhaled hard, gasping for breath.

      Her tongue began a slow exploration of my mouth, my lips swelling as she grazed them with her teeth, biting gently. I groaned as she pressed herself against me. I felt her breasts through her shirt. My nipples were hard and tender, and the friction of the fabric was enough to send sparks down my torso. I felt myself getting wet. The wall was cold, but I felt small beads of sweat gathering in the small of my back.

      My pulse quickened, along with a throbbing ache in my centre, and it wasn’t long before I started to lose control. I couldn’t focus on anything around me. I knew where I was, and I could feel the echoing bass of the music. I could hear the generalised sounds of people drinking and dancing at the end of the hallway. I felt a breeze on my exposed skin, and my muscles starting to contract as the orgasm was building in my core, but at that moment, I couldn’t have told you my name.

      Everything was blurry yet incredibly clear. Harry tasted of bourbon and maple syrup, and it was a taste I knew I’d never forget.

      Before I knew it, the trance shattered, and I came. Hard.

      Fuck! I broke the kiss as I threw my head back, my hips bucking forward. I was only just aware of Harry holding me up as wave after ascending wave of pleasure ripped through my body. I groaned again, not caring who heard me as I rode out that incredible climax.

      It was several minutes before I could take a proper breath. I opened my eyes, blinking against the light. Harry stood close, her lips parted and a look of shameless desire in her eyes as she observed me in my sweaty, exhausted mess. Her hands dropped to my waist, and in a moment of indecision, she pulled down the edge of my shirt. She took a small step back, and the corner of her mouth rose in a wicked grin.

      “All legends start as rumours,” she said, winking. She stretched, coming up onto the balls of her feet and reaching her arms above her head. Her shirt rode up at the bottom, and I stared, unable to form any response. She bowed her head and disappeared back to the club.
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        Blurb

      

      

      AJ Beckett is just trying to get Parker, her seven-year-old autistic daughter, through life in one piece. As a paramedic, AJ puts others’ needs above her own; in her personal life, she keeps everyone an arm’s length away. That distance disappears when a chance run-in with actor Melanie Cooper leaves her sticky, angry, and fed up.

      Melanie Cooper has just signed her last movie. The media keeps portraying her as cold and hard to work with, and Mel has absolutely nothing more to give. As she begins to imagine a new life, a challenging part of her past comes back on the scene, determined to cause problems for Mel.

      After a series of coincidental meetings, AJ battles her desire for control while Mel struggles with trust. Despite the challenges and complications, Mel finds herself drawn to the Beckett ladies, and AJ can’t deny their connection, either.

      Falling in love has never been so sweet.
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      During an impromptu date, Mel has been in knots waiting to see if AJ would take a chance on her. Of course, she knows AJ has to be cautious for her daughter, Parker’s, sake, but that doesn’t make waiting any easier.
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        Excerpt

      

      

      Their eyes met, and AJ gave a small smile. She rested her hand on top of Mel’s, which was still resting on her leg. “The privacy thing is going to be hard, but if you’re retiring after this movie, then I don’t see any reason to wait to see if this can be something.” She rubbed her thumb along the top of her hand. “As long as you’re still okay with it and it’s something you’d want?”

      Mel had gone stock still when she started talking. “So, what are your thoughts?” AJ continued when Mel didn’t say anything.

      Instead of an answer, Mel leaned in and kissed her. AJ hummed in surprise before returning the kiss. Her hand left Mel’s and pulled her in closer from the back of her head. Her fingers swirled in the little curled hairs at the nape of her neck. They couldn’t take it much deeper than that in a public park, but the kiss held passion and promise. AJ found every answer she had not even known she was looking for in that kiss.
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      Mel was trying to mentally calculate how to drag AJ home without witnesses. She’d been on an internal precipice for the morning, trying to distance herself when her doomsday thoughts told her AJ was going to run. For the second time in twenty-four hours, AJ had surprised her in the car. First, her reaction to Mel having lost Parker. She would be lying if being called a parent didn’t jump her heart and ache for the possibility. Now, AJ was officially saying they could give this a go.

      She nipped AJ’s bottom lip before pulling away, causing a growl to escape from AJ. When they pulled apart, they both had wild eyes and flushed cheeks. “I’m sorry about the articles and spotlight. It should die down once I retire, but I want you to know we can always talk about it if you need to. Or we can look into getting Parker some extra protection.”

      “We can figure it out as we go. I might ask for tips and tricks on dealing with the paparazzi. I bet I could Google it.” AJ grabbed her hand and helped her off the bench. “Oh, I’ve meant to tell you—in a couple of weeks, Parker is going to visit her dad. He is getting remarried. We just solidified plans this morning.”

      Mel looked at AJ, remembering her flash of jealousy or hidden wound that had flared up when AJ was on the phone earlier, and nodded. “To be honest, I was a little curious about that conversation. You had a small smile, and it reminded me of some things that Rebecca used to do.”

      AJ looked up, startled. “I would have told you what the conversation was. Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Mel found a particularly interesting rock near the toe of her shoe. “I didn’t want to cause waves, not knowing where we stood. Plus, Rebecca’s reactions to my questions were unpredictable.”

      “Hey.” AJ stopped them and gently pulled her chin up, so Mel was now looking into the emotional swirl of AJ’s eyes. “Don’t ever think you can’t bring something up with me. Clear communication is something I work on with Parker, and it’s a good rule of thumb for anyone. But also, I want you to know I’m not going to date anyone else.” AJ looked down, seemingly bashful, and dropped her hand. “I want us to be exclusive, so if that’s not something you feel comfortable with, we might need to have a longer conversation.”

      It was Mel’s turn to gently grasp AJ’s head, placing a hand on each side of her face. Slowly she turned so their lips were inches apart. Mel couldn’t feel breath on her lips, so she assumed AJ was holding her breath, not wanting to break the moment. She closed the gap, and with a tender kiss, she poured out all her feelings.

      When they broke apart, their breathing was ragged, and each erratic puff caused Mel’s hair to fly wildly around her face. “If the kiss wasn’t clear enough, I wholeheartedly agree.” Their matching smiles grew as they turned to continue walking. Mel lightly placed her fingertips at the palm of AJ’s hand before sliding down and interlocking their fingers.

      The bright sun was now hidden behind gray clouds. AJ looked up with wide eyes, and the look melted Mel’s heart. She loved the look of fascination that only youth could provide. The rain started dripping down, first with a few leaders testing the water, before the rest of the friends followed, cannonballing into the impromptu puddles on the path.

      There was a symphony of squeals as people scrambled to pick up picnic baskets before running around as if trying to outrun the downpour. Most people in LA didn’t know how to handle a light drizzle, let alone the thick drops that were currently falling. Mel looked at AJ and shrugged, pulling her in for a hug. Under the tree, they kissed again as rain fell around them. The tree provided light cover, but after a few minutes, Mel looked down at the soaked white T-Shirt AJ was wearing, and her brain froze.
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      Kylie and Regan have been best friends since kindergarten, supporting each other through thick and thin.

      While everyone thinks they would be perfect for each other, they insist there’s no chemistry between them—and Regan should know since she’s a chemistry teacher.

      To prove it, they agree to a little chemistry experiment: they’ll go on three dates with each other.

      So what if their gazes start to linger and accidental touches no longer feel platonic? They chalk it up to the romantic atmosphere—until a friendly good night kiss turns passionate. Can their friendship go back to the way it was before? Do they even want it to? Or will they risk losing what they have for a chance at love?
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      Regan and Ky have agreed to go on three dates to prove to their meddling friends that there’s no chemistry between them, but with each date, they become more aware of each other in new and confusing ways. This scene is takes place at the end of their third date, when Regan drives Ky home.
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      Regan pulled into the parking lot of Ky’s apartment building and turned off the car. For several seconds, they sat in silence, interrupted only by muted sounds of traffic and the barking of a dog.

      It was getting late, and she had to catch up on her grading tomorrow and make a mnemonics video for her AP students. She really should just drop Ky off, but she didn’t want the evening to end.

      “So,” they said at the same time.

      Their voices were hoarse, probably from singing along with Jenna and shouting comments to each other earlier. Ky might pretend to barely like Jenna Blake’s music and be unimpressed by the pop star, but Regan saw beneath that cool facade. She had caught Ky singing along at least twice.

      “Come on,” Regan said. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

      “It’s right there.” Ky pointed. “You don’t have to—”

      “You don’t want to downgrade my A-plus as a date to a B-minus, do you?”

      Ky held up both hands and chuckled. “Wouldn’t think of it.”

      They got out of the car and walked to the front door, close but not touching. When they reached it, they paused and turned toward each other. The light was on in the apartment, bathing them in its glow.

      Ky slid one hand into her pants pocket as if to pull her keys out but then didn’t. Instead, she swiped her bangs out of her eyes with her other hand—a gesture that always made Regan smile because of its awkward cuteness.

      “So,” Regan said, “this was it. Our third and final date.”

      Ky shoved her other hand into her second pocket. “Yeah. Don’t think I’m going to kiss you good night just because it’s the last one.”

      “Chicken.” Regan made a bawk-bawk sound. “But maybe it’s for the best. You couldn’t handle me.” Or maybe you’d be the one who couldn’t handle it, a voice in the back of her mind said. Regan ignored it.

      Instead of bantering back, Ky smiled softly. “No. I don’t think I could.”

      Regan looked into Ky’s eyes, and her playful mood shifted. “Thank you for tonight, Ky. For the tickets and for indulging my fangirl moments.” She couldn’t even remember when someone had last gone out of their way to plan such a great evening for her. Probably Ky for her last birthday.

      “My pleasure,” Ky said quietly, and Regan could feel that she meant it.

      She put one hand on Ky’s shoulder to avoid losing her balance and leaned up for a quick thank-you-and-good-night kiss.

      Ky stood very, very still. Her cheek was smooth and warm beneath Regan’s lips. God, she smelled incredibly good, even after hours in the crowded arena. Regan deeply inhaled her scent while she lingered close.

      A splotch of color rose where Regan’s lips had brushed Ky’s cheek, and Regan lifted her free hand to tenderly trace it with her fingertips.

      Ky pressed into the contact, bringing their faces even closer. She peered down at Regan from mere inches away, her eyes wide and silvery in the dim light.

      Regan couldn’t look away. Neither could she rein in her much-too-fast breathing or her thrumming heartbeat.

      Ky’s gaze flicked down to Regan’s mouth.

      A wave of heat rolled through Regan, and she licked her dry lips.

      They were even closer now—so close that their breaths mingled. Someone groaned. Regan had no idea who’d moved or how it happened, but their lips met in a gentle caress as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Regan’s eyes fluttered shut, and their surroundings fell away, leaving only them. She melted against Ky until their thighs brushed.

      Ky’s hand came up, and she touched Regan’s face in a mirror gesture. The slide of her lips against Regan’s was tender yet intense, making her head spin in the most delicious way.

      A low sound escaped Regan, half gasp, half moan. So soft. So good. So—

      Ky jerked back as if she’d been zapped, breaking the kiss so abruptly that Regan’s wobbly legs nearly buckled.

      So…wrong. Even though it had felt completely right, this was Ky, for Christ’s sake! Her best friend. Regan blinked as if waking from a trance. She stared at Ky, into those familiar eyes that all of a sudden did completely unfamiliar things to her. Her hand had coiled into Ky’s shirt without conscious thought, and now she quickly let go, breaking the last connection between them.

      Ky stared back, one fist pressed to her lips as if hiding the evidence of their kiss.

      God. They had kissed!

      “I, uh… I’d better go.” Ky pointed vaguely in the direction of her front door. “Lil is probably…”

      “Yeah.”

      Ky stumbled to the door. Her keys jangled as she searched for the right one. Then, with one last “night” tossed over her shoulder, she was gone.

      Regan placed both hands against the wall to hold herself up. Oh. My. God! What just happened?

      She didn’t know. The only thing she knew for sure was that their experiment, meant to prove that there was no chemistry between them, had been a complete and utter failure.
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      Jae offers her short story “The Romance Bet” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Rachel Lacey offers her short story “Off the Rails” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Stephanie Shea offers a bonus scene from her novella Avalanche, titled “Roommates” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      T.B. Markinson offers her novel A Woman Lost and her short story “Tropical Heat“ to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get them sent to your in-box.
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      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental.
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