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While AJ s friends sat around her livingroom trying to convince her to join them for a
Saturday night out, she silentlymulled over excuses to make, knowing she was
running out of them.

She had pretty much wasted her entiresummer—her favorite time of year—doing
nothing but sulking, and now with LaborDay only a week away, the rest of the year
would surely fly by.

“Come on, AJ, it's been six months forgoodness’ sake. That man shouldn’t still be
dragging you down.” Jen, AJs bestfriend, made no bones about her didike
forthatman—AJ s ex, Brad. Jen rarely said his name, preferring to call him a hostof
other colorful ones, her latest favorite being “fucktard.”

“1 knew you were always too good for thatslimeballand you' re finally rid of him. So,
time to starta new chapter.” She took a healthy drink of her wine while winking at AJ
overthe rim of the glass.

AJ scoffed at the idea thatshewas rid of him,when he’ d been the one to dump her after
two years together. Shewrinkled her nose in thought, poised to protest, but before she
could say aword, Jen started again asif she'd read AJ s mind.

“And so what if he's the one who gave youthe send—off, he's gone. He was a
fucktard of the highest order, and so notworthy of you. I'm just sorry you didn’'t see
his duplicity behind the fake fagcade,and wasted all that time with him.”

“Well, | learned the hard way that looksaren’t everything,” AJ responded. She set
aside her glass of the wine,preferring beer over the sweet drink Jen insisted she try.



“It's definitely a start,” Kayli said. “Imean, who wants to be with an unattractive
person?’ Although Kayli wasn’t drinking,one would think she was already half tipsy
as she giggled constantly throughthe conversation. She was also a bit of a klutz,
seeming to trip over lint asshe made her way to the bathroom twice in the span of an
hour.

“Truethat.” Jen laughed.

“Yeah, well, I’ll be sure to look beyond apretty face before | |et the next guy movein
and start making wedding plans.” AJ ssarcasm wasn't lost on her friends. Jen seemed
to go through guys faster than anewborn went through diapers, whereas Kayli hadn’t
had a boyfriend in whatseemed like years. AJ was more cautious, practically putting
them through ascreening process tougher than the FBI. Evidently, Brad had been a
master athiding his selfish, manipulative side.

He had been a new coworker at theadvertising agency where AJ worked, and an
instant attraction occurred whenthey were assigned to the same team to work on a
major project.

“To your defense,” Jen started, “you didput him through the paces before you got
really serious. | think theackwadactualy thrived on the challenge. He only
caredabout the conquest, proving he could get whatever he went after.”

“Geeg, thanks,” AJ mumbled.

“And then the jerk had to go and takecredit for all your hard work,” Kayli added.
“What a douche move.”

Jen spewed her wine, obviously notexpecting sweet, reserved Kayli to use that word.
Hertwofriends couldn't be more different from each other, with AJ falling
somewherein between, but the three of them meshed perfectly. Jen, loyal to a fault,



wasbrash and brutally honest, never intending to be mean even if many of
hercomments came out that way. Kayli, although intellectually smart in a freakyway,
was more naively innocent in an endearing way when it came to matters ofthe heart.
Each had one another’ s back no matter what the crisis may be.

While AJ handed Jen a napkin to wipe upher mess, Kayli continued on. “And to
accuseyouof being the unsupportive bitch who wouldn’'t stand by her man! Uh,hello,
1950 called and they want their chauvinistic pig back!”

Jen howled with laughter causing Kayli togiggle, and AJ couldn’t help but join them,
thankful for their support. They’ dbeen friends since college, and even now in their
early thirties still managedto act like schoolgirls at times.Lighthearted occasions like
this had beensunshine in an otherwise bleak period for AJ over the past few months.

She had been steadfastly focused on hercareer, having only a few casual
relationships, so Brad' s intense interest inher had thrown her off-kilter. When he had
relentlessly wooed and pursued her,she’ d been flattered. After all, who could resist a
charming, handsome, andseemingly like-minded man who said they could be the next
dynamic duo ofadvertising? And while she would' ve liked to have said she'd been
smart abouthow she eased into their relationship, truth was, she fell head over high
heel sfaster than a cat could go from loving you one minute to scratching your eyesout
the next.

AJwas not a cat person.
Then, finding out she had just been a pawnhe wanted to use in his attempt to rise
higher in the agency had been quite ablow. It shook her confidence, both personally

and professionally.

“1f you ask me, he got off too easy ssmplybeing fired.” Jen threw aside the napkin and
finished off the little remainingwine in her glass. “He should be blacklisted from any



agency and forced todrive a garbage truck for therest of hislife.”

“Yeah, he'dfit right in with the rest ofthe stinky trash, huh?’ Kayli giggled.

AJ could only chuckle as she shook herhead, actually thinking about Brad behind the
wheel of a garbage truck. Herchuckles turned into full-on laughter, causing tears to
stream down her face,which in turn became muted sobs as she began to feel sorry for
herself. Again. Somethingshe never did. And it pissed her off that it was happening
too frequently.

Wasn't she stronger than this?

Jen was quick to pull AJ off the couch. “Oh,no you don’'t. He doesn’'t deserve your
tears.” Jen practically dragged AJ up thestairs, leading her to her own bathroom as
Kayli followed. “Kayli, pick outsomething awesome for AJ to wear, and while you're
at it, please find meanother blouse. Can’'t be seen with wine-splotched clothes, now
can |?

“But—" AJ started to protest, only Jen wasquick to interrupt.

“But, nothing. You're going to splashwater on your beautiful face, you're going to
put on some makeup and clothes,and you’ re coming with us. NO protests, N0 excuses.
You need this.” While Kaylimade her way to AJs closet, Jen lifted AJs chin,
making eye contact. “Y ouarestronger than this, you will getthrough this, and we need
our friend back. So let’s go.” Jen turned AJ aroundand gave her a swat on the rear
before turning to join Kayli in front of thecloset.

AJ stared at herself in the mirror, hatingthe puffy red eyes staring back at her. She
took a deep breath and alongerexhale. “ Okay, let’s do this,” she mumbled.

“Louder, and with more conviction,” Jencalled to her. And when AJ didn’t sound of f



soon enough, Kayli followed that upwith, “We can’t hear you,” in a sing-song voice.

AJsmiled, loving her friends more thanever at this very moment.
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“Okay, let’sdo this!”
“That’sour girl!” Jen said while Kaylilaughed.

AJtook care of matters in the bathroomand joined the others in her bedroom. Jen had
slipped on a mauve blouse thatlooked better on her than it ever did on AJ, so she told
her to keep it. “Itwas always too tight, | just never bothered to get rid of it.”

“Glad you didn’t,” Jen remarked. “You argust a wee bit bustier than me.” She
winked at AJ.

“Yathink?’ AJsnorted. The three were close to the same height around five eight,
with AJbeing lean and having bigger boobs than she wanted, while small-busted
Kayliwished she could relieve AJ of some of her double-Ds to supplement her
padded Bcups. Jen’s figure was more robust in the hips with what she considered
theperfect size Cson her chest.

While Jen freshened her makeup, AJ dippedinto the outfit Kayli had set out which
consisted of aloose-fitting,sleeveless cream blouse over wide-legged slacks in arich
nutmeg.

“Those dlacks distract from your boobs,”Kayli said, handing AJ a pair of studded
sandals. “And these will goperfectly.”

AJ chuckled as she dlipped on the shoesand joined Jen in the bathroom to put on her
makeup. “ Guess there' s areasonyou’ re afashion designer, huh, Kayli?’



“Yep!” The woman practically bounced withjoy before she stumbled over her own
feet, thankfully falling against the softbed. She quickly stood, righted her glasses, and
smoothed down her tunic dressbefore running a hand through her kinky raven hair.

“And not a runway model,” Jen quipped. “Althoughyou re much more beautiful,
you'd never make it three feet without falling onyour lovely rump.”

Kayli was a darling with rich mocha skinand deep brown eyes. Jen enjoyed a year-
long brown tone thanks to the Latinorunning through her genes. And AJ spent as
much time outside as she could to tanher pale skin due to her Icelandic heritage.

“That’s why you'll never see me dancing,”Kayli said. “1’d wipe out the entire dance
floor. Mom never could understand menot having any rhythm.”

After makeup was complete, AJ whipped herblonde hair into a messy bun that
shouldn’t look good on her but thankfullydid. Jen applied more hairspray to her
mahogany-dyed |ocks bouncing just belowher shoulders.

They joined Kayli, and the three madetheir way downstairs. “Aw, you may surprise
yourself,chicka That’ s why tonight we're going to giveit atry.”

“What?” AJ and Kayli said at the sametime. AJ had to catch Kayli’s arm to keep her
from tumbling on the last twosteps.

“Yeah. We're heading over to the GroveHotel for drinks and dancing. And we just
might run into some delicious hockeyhunks.” Jen wiggled her brows. “The
Steelheads have been practicing, gettingready for their season, and word is they like
to hang out at the Grove.”

AJand Kayli began a simultaneouscomplaint.



“Seriously, Jen? Y ou know I’'m not readyfor any kind of hookup,” AJsaid.

“Oh, no, no, no, no, | can’t do this,”Kayli said, frantically shaking her head back and
forth.

“One, it's not all about you,” Jen saidwith sass, pointing at AJ. “Although | do want
you to come out and have fun. Andtwo,” she turned to Kayli, “youcando this, and
youwill. Now, time to woman-upand go.” She looped her arms around each of theirs
and steered them toward thefront door. “Grab your purses, Kayli’s driving, ‘cuzl’m
drinking.”

“1 may need adrink after all if I’'m goingto attempt to dance,” Kayli mumbled.

“Or three,” AJadded.

Jen just chuckled as they al gatheredtheir items and left AJ's house, locking up
behind them. Piling into Kayli’scar with her driving—at least for now—they made
their way into downtown Boise.

k%%

Two hours later, AJ could admit she wasn'tsorry she was forced into going out.
While enjoying her second local |PA—IndiePale Ale—she was also enjoying feasting
her eyes on some very handsome men. Notthat she planned to do more than
look.Nope,not going there, she thought.No harmin looking.Jen on the other hand was
doing more than her share of lookingby dancing and flirting with a handful of them.
AJ had been introduced to sixmembers of the local hockey team aong with some of
their non-hockey friendswho were just as sexy.

Earlier Kayli had decided she needed ashot of courage and ended up indulging in a
few too many mixed drinks, thereby causingher to become embarrassingly sick. AJ



had just returned from taking her home,and was now wondering if she'd also have to
rescue Jen from any precarioussituations. It was doubtful, as Jen aways knew her
limits and remained incontrol.

As AJ sat comfortably at a booth in thebar, she snacked on appetizers as the lights
dimmed and the area began fillingup. Although the space didn't really lend itself
toward dancing, the bar’ spiano player started in on a jazzy number that had Jen and
two guys taking upfloor space to move seductively around one another. AJ watched,
almost enviousof her friend' s ability to be so loose and carefree.

AJ had become so wary of a guy’ sintentions, she wondered if she'd ever be able to
hold a ssimple conversationwithout thinking there were ulterior motives involved. She
sighed to herself,lifting the bottle of brew when her eyes caught sight of a man across
the room.Even in the lower light, she could see he was utterly gorgeous, with his
tallframe, perfect build, and stylish glasses on his face making him even
moreattractive. Her body responded before she could make sense of what
washappening.

Sheesh,one minute I'm thinking a guy would only talk to me in order to get in my
pants,and here | am about to cream my panties just by looking at ahottie. Hypocrite.

Even after her self-admonishment, AJcouldn’t help but stare and wonder about him.
Was he an athlete? Was he evenavailable? There weren’'t any women hanging on his
arm, but that didn’t mean hewasn’t involved with someone.
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Suddenly, his gaze connected with hers andshe forgot to breathe. The intensity in his
look had her suddenly turning away,seeking an escape. She set her drink down and
searched the area for Jen, seeingshe was still tangled up with two guys, not the least
bit concerned it lookedas if they should get a room. As she quickly scanned the bar,
trying todiscretely locate the hunk, she saw him still staring and making his
waythrough the crowd in her direction.

AJfelt her eyes widen in panic, thinkingthere was no way she was going to engage in
conversation with this man. She wasnot prepared and didn’t want to look like afool.
Small talk and flirting was sonot her forte. Luckily the guy washaving difficulty
moving around the many occupants in the bar, giving AJ achance to maneuver out of
the booth and hurry across the room.She barely made eye contact with Jen beforeshe
slipped out of the bar and hurried down the corridor into the furthestbathroom she
could find.

Leaning against the counter, AJ tried toget her breathing under control while also
hoping Jen would understand her lookand seek her out. She couldn’'t just leave
without at least letting Jen know. AlthoughAJ knew her friend could take care of
herself, Jen would be worried first andthen pissed to know AJ had bailed.

After a few moments, the door burst openwith Jen coming through, flushed with a
look of confusion marring her face.

“What’ s going on?’

“1, uh, | just needed to use the bathroom.| think I’'m ready to go,” she lied. Well, it
wasn't a total lie. She was readybecause she didn't want to have a run-in with the



gorgeous stranger. Shequickly rattled on. “I just didn’t want to abandon you without
letting youknow, even though it looked like you were doing just fine and couldn’t
careless about being left alone with those hunks you were dancing with.”

Jen cocked her brow as a smile lifted thecorner of her mouth. “What the hell, AJ? A
hot guy wants to talk with you andyou hightail itouttathere?” She made a move to
takeAJs elbow as she said, “Come on, let’'s go back and have some fun. Wéll,
I’ [Iresume my fun while you startto havesome.”

AJ whipped her arm away from Jen. “No, no,um, | really am ready to go. Listen,
you' |l be fine taking a cab, right? Or areyou, you know,gonna—"

“Am Igonnahookup with one of those boys, you ask?’ She placed her hands on her
cockedhips. “I most certainly am, and if you had stayed put, you might have had
thesame luck.”

AJ sputtered. “I don’'t want any such luck!Listen, I’m just going to go. It really has
been a great evening, but I'm readyto head home. So, um, are you sure you'll be fine?

Y ou sure you don’'t want meto take you home?’

“Hell, no. I’m about to go home with notone, but twogorgeous guys who I’ msure will
show me more than just their hockey sticks.” She winked.

Although not a prude, AJ still gasped,causing Jen to laugh.

“All right, listen,hun,you go home then. But | sure wish you'd stay and at least talk to
aguy. Itdoesn’t have to be any more than that, you know.”

“Yeah, | know, but | guess I’m just notready. | can’t handle all that gorgeousness in
my face.” A strangled laughescaped her.



“Okay.” Jen hugged her. “Drive safe, anddon’t worry about me. Y ou know | can take
care of myself.”

“Oh, don't | know it.”

The two walked out of the bathroom, givingeach other one more hug before Jen made
her way back to the bar and AJ made herescape before anything else happened. She
took the first exit and had to circlearound the building before finding Kayli’'s car.
Once inside, she breathed asigh of relief, followed by a groan at how stupidly childish
she had acted.

She banged her head against the steeringwheel and mumbled. “ Thirty-two years old
and acting like I’'m twelve.”

With a deep breath, she buckled up and headedhome, promising herself she'd try to
act more mature next time. If there was anext time.

*kk*%x

“lI can’'t believe you fled like that!”Kayli exclamed when she saw AJ the next
afternoon. “Think of the fun you couldhave had!”

“Redly? | can’'t believe you felt the needto bolster your courage with alcohol, only to
get sick and not have one minuteof fun.” AJ instantly regretted her words when she
saw Kayli’s face crumple. “Shit,I’m sorry, Kayli, that was uncalled for.”

“Seems we both need to work on ourconfidence, huh?’

“Yeah,” AJ simply said. She rubbed herfriend’s arm as they sat side by side on AJ's
couch.



Kayli had taken a cab over to AJ s tovisit and retrieve her car, and Jen had arrived
only moments ago looking freshas a daisy stretching toward the sun.

“Well, if you had both just listened to Mommalen, you' d have had a fabulous night
with a fabulous guy or two, and wouldn'’tbe ripping each other with comments like
that.”

“After all these years, you know we' re notbuilt like that,” AJ said.

“And after all these years, you' d thinksome of my influence would' ve rubbed off on
you two,” Jen replied.

“At least | talked with aguy,” Kayli saidweakly.
“That you did,” Jen confirmed. She thenturned to AJ. “Now, you. Y ouwannatell me

what’ sreally bothering you? Why you couldn’'t stay to even tak to a cute guy
whoseemed interested in you?’
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“Cute? The man was more than cute, he wasgorgeous! Probably another smooth-
talking player who took one look at me andsaid, ‘my next target.’”

“Oh my God, AJ, really? Is that how yousee yourself?’ Jen sat forward on the edge of
the lounge chair where she wassitting. “If so, then you really don’t think much of
yourself at all. And tojudge another person based on looks alone?’

“Serioudly?’ AJ stood from the couch andbegan pacing her own living room. “It's a
natural reaction! You see a personand instantly make a judgement based on their
appearance, their demeanor. Youcan't tell me that isn’t true, because I’ ve never seen
you with an ugly person.All your conquests are physically attractive men.”

“My conquests?’ Jen sputtered and stoodwhile Kayli sat passively, eyes wide, head
toggling between the two women.

AJ faced off with her friend. *Y es,conquests, because you go through men like shit
through a goose. But hey, asong as you're enjoying life and nobody’s getting hurt,
right?” She waved herhand around in front of her. “Well that's not me. | can't go
from guy to guy toguy.”

“I’ll have you know, which you reallyshould aready know—I don’'t go fromguy to
guy to guy. Sure, | have fun, but I’'m not some tramp who sleeps withanything having
apulse and adick!”

11 Re_”

Kayli jumped up between the two women. “Hey,hey, stop! This is not like either of



you at al! Now sit!”

AJ and Jen snapped back, clearly surprisedat Kayli’s authoritative attitude. When
both women sat in a huff, Kaylicontinued. “Now, Jen, we know you aren’t a tramp,
and we know you care aboutAJ, but sometimes a gal has to find her own way back at
her own pace.” Shefaced AJ next. “And AJ, you need to stop with the self-pity and
pick up thatpace. Y es, you were used and hurt, but that’s over and it’s time for you to
be youagain. Y ou can't live in solitudeforever.”

“Pot, kettle, black,” Jen muttered,earning her a glare from both AJ and Kayli.

“Yes, well, that may be,” Kayli started,”but I'm no good with men because | like
women.”

The room grew so quiet one could hear achurch mouse fart.

“Uh, come again?’ AJ asked softly.

“1 knew it!” Jen exclaimed, causing AJ andKayli to wince.

“Oh, you did not,” Kayli said.

“Okay, | suspected, but that’s neitherhere nor there. Why on earth did you keep this
from us? We're supposed to bethe best of friends!”

“Yeah, well, | guess I'm a slow learnermyself, only truly realizing within the past
year. But thisisn't about methisis about AJ.” Kayli turned to AJ. “Honestly, AJ, by
not letting go of theshit show that was Brad, you're letting him hold power over you
still, andthat’ s not you. It’ s time you moved on, met a great guy, and became happy.”

“Why does my happiness have to revolvearound finding a guy?’



“Again, you can't live in solitude,” Kaylisaid. “Isn’t it more fun when you can share
experiences with someone else? Andl’m certainly notgonnabe your girlfriend.”
Shesmiled and winked at AJ, causing her and Jen to snort with laughter.

“Yeah, finding someone is so much easiersaid than done.” AJ slid back against the
couch nearly pouting. “And Kayli, Ilove you no matter who you want to love. Just
know that.”

“Ditto, sweetheart. We love you and wantyou happy, too.” Jen stepped to Kayli and
gave her aquick squeeze.

“Thanks,” Kayli said. She sat next to AJagain when released by Jen, who then walked
toward the kitchen.

Jen reappeared holding AJ' s phone. “Okay,so, maybe finding a guy can be easier said
than done, and I'll tellyahow.”

AJeyed her friend skeptically and askedhow.

“30, there’ s this online site calledFlirt Chat, where people register tojust talkto others
based onsimilarities. You know, you program in all this information about yourself
andthen you seek out others who have the same qualities, interests, whatever.”
“Okay,” AJsaid hesitantly. “And you’ retelling me this, because...?’

“Well, because | registered you there, andl picked out a guy for you to talk to, and
I’ve just alerted him you're goingto give him a call.” Jen began hitting the screen on

AJ s phone, obviouslypunching in numbers to contact this guy.

AJ sprang to her feet. “Oh, you did not! Noway, Jen. What the hell?”



Before she knew what was happening, Jenhanded her the phone, kissed her cheek,
grabbed Kayli’ s hand, and hauled herout the door, laughter ringing out.

13 Shit! ”
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*k*k*

“Hello,” said the husky voice. “This isMathias.” His few words were clear, succinct,
and surprisingly soothing.

Still, AJ remained quiet, locked up,unsure if she could even do this. She was on the
verge of disconnecting thecall when Mathias broke the silence.

“Would you like to tell me your name?’

Oh yes, definitely a voice made for phonesex. Okay, she hadn’t called for phone sex.
She wasn't even the one who called.But did people even do that anymore? Call for
phone sex? Mathias's sexy timbrecertainly made her think of that, giving her goose

bumps and making her shorthairs stand on end.

Thanksa lot, Jen,AJ thought, remembering her laughter as she quickly explained her
scheme. Realmature for thirty-something.

Oh God, and here she sat with her phone toher ear, listening to this undeniably
alluring voice, wishing she had just hungup the damn phone the minute the first word
had been uttered.

“...and apparently you do, too.”

| dotoo, what?

“Hello?”



Crickets.

“If you’ ve changed your mind, that’ sunderstandable. No harm. I'll just say good-bye,
ar]d_”

“AJ,” she blurted. He sounded so down. Disappointed.She felt bad.

Ohmy God, what is wrong with me? | don't even know him, and here | am
feelingsorry for him because I’m the one who won’t speak to a stranger?

She dlapped her forehead as she closed hereyes and grimaced.

“Hi, AJ”

She swore she could hear the smile in hisvoice when he said her name. She was so
weak.

“So do you really like hiking andkayaking?’

“Yes,” came her simplereply.

“And you enjoy beer more than wine. Andyou prefer college football over NFL?’

“Yes, and of course.” So her friend reallyhad listed true facts.

“And even though you love to indulge inpizza, burgers, and ice cream, you still
manage to keep your figure in tip-topshape as an ice girl for the Idaho Steelheads.”

“W-what!” AJ sputtered.

Mathias's light laughter echoed in herear. “Gotcha. Just seeing if you were



payingattention.”

“The Steelheads don’t even have icegirls.”

“You are correct. Think they have puckbunnies though? Amelia Jane.”

AJsucked in aquick breath. “You knew myname all along.”

Mathis cleared his throat. “Yes. | got analert you were going to call. | just wanted to
break theice, so to speak. Makeyou comfortable.”

Jenput my full name in the profile? What else did she put in there? Should |
knowwhat’ s in his?Gah!

“S0, | take it you like hiking andkayaking, too?’ AJ asked.
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“No. | like indulging in pizza and burgersand ice cream while also keeping my figure
in shapeasanicegirl.” AJcouldn’'t help the burst of laughter that escaped her.

Mathias followed suit, laughing as well. “llike your laugh, Amelia Jane. And your
name. Do you always go by AJ?’

“Thank you, and yes, AJ s dways been easy.”

“Okay, but | hope you won't mind if | tendto say your full name. It's a beautiful
name.”

“Thank you.”

“And to answer your question honestly,yes, | do enjoy hiking and kayaking. | also
mountain bike, no street cycling. |’ vedone some rock climbing and BASE jumping.”

“Wow. Really adventurous.”
A chuckle preceded his words of “I suppose.”

“1 really enjoy being outside, losingmyself in nature. And our area provides a lot of
opportunity for that.”

“Doyou livein Boise?’

There was silence for a moment before hespoke again. “You did read my profile,
right?’



“Um, no. | know nothing about you.”

“But you called me, based on our matchingprofiles and similar interests. Right?’

“No again,” she stated. “I had no ideawhat was going on when one of my friends just
handed me the phone as she suddenlydecided she needed to be elsewhere. She told
me about thisFlirt Chat, and how it worked, but | didn't know she'd
actuallyregistered me until it all came spilling out in arush.”

“Right before rushing out the door.”

“Precisely.” She hesitated beforecontinuing. “Um, I’m sorry?’

“Why are you sorry? It wasn’tyourdoing. Your friend must really be desperate for
you tofind someone.”

“You have no idea.” AJ sighed. As much asshe loved Jen, this act was pushing the
envel ope between caring about her andbeing intrusive.

“Are you upset with her?’

“1 don’'t know yet. | know she cares, butthis ... thiswas...”

“Pushing it?’

AJlaughed. “Exactly. Very uncanny how yousay just the right things.”

“Well, I try.”

His attitude came across as relaxed, nice,and truth be told, AJ didn’t mind talking to
him at all. He was witty, and shecould truly listen to his voice all day long. Possibly



into the night.

Her face heated at the thought. Thankgoodness they weren’t video-chatting, because
how awkward would that be? Anonymitywas safer.

“So, AJ, would you like to keep talking? Becausetruthfully, I’m enjoying this.”

She hesitated a moment before confessing. “Iwas thinking the same thing.”

“Excellent! So, what would you like toknow? Since you know nothing about me and
| know everything about you.”

“Oh, isthat so? And what exactly iseverything you know about me?”’

“Well, besides what | already said... Andl’m still fantasizing about you being an ice
girl.” He chuckled. “I know you'rethirty-two and passionate about your career in
advertising. You want to visitall twenty-three World Heritage Sites in the United
States, five of which youalready have. And that’sjust for starters.”
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“Again, wow! | guess my friend was prettythorough. Tell me, are there any pictures
on the profile?’

“No. It's an informational site only. Theywant to promote relationships based on
commonalities, rather than superficialtrappings like appearances.”

Wow.Okay.

“But people could lie about their likesand dislikes, just like they could post false
photos on any other site, right?’ She could feel her brow wrinkling.

“True. | think some people may detail whatthey think they’d like, trying to switch it
up or attract someone they mightwant to get to know.”

“But then how do you know you'’ re gettingthe real person? How can you start off any
sort of relationship with lies?’” Sheknew her past with Brad was making her skeptical,
but that kind of mistrust youjust couldn’t put aside. His actions had really taken atoll
on her.

“With some, they certainly could be lies. Withothers, they may be the opportunity to
explore new possibilities.”

“But they’re being deceitful. How can youtrust that?” Her voice rose and she knew
she was getting defensive, but shecouldn’t help it. “What does a person have to gain

by lying?’

Oh, she knew all right. She knew selfishbehavior was just that—all about the self-



serving asshole who liked to feelsuperior, who liked control, who didn’t want anyone
else to appear better thanthem! Who...

“Well, | know we really don’t know oneanother yet, but you'll hear only the truth
from me. So, if you still want togive thisatry, I’'m game.”

“This took an awkward turn, huh? Bet youdidn't bargain for this seriousness.” A
strangled laugh escaped her.

“I'm not sure what | bargained for,honestly, but | can certainly understand your
caution. | took a chance onsomething new and different, and here we are.”

“And here we are. So why did you think youneeded this? What' s wrong with you that
you can’'t meet people another way?’ Assoon as the words were out of her mouth, she
cringed and wanted to immediatelytake them back. “I am so, so sorry! That's not
exactly what | meant to say. |—"

“It's okay.” He chuckled. “Y ou’' rewondering if I’m some creeper, trolling for women.
Or maybe someone who’ snotsix three, two-ten, with six-packabs and a killer smile,
but pretending to be.”

AJ noisily gulped, imagining the man hejust described. That vision, combined with
his hypnotic voice was enough tocause her belly to flutter and moisture to gather in
certain unmentionableplaces on her body.

“Um, okay.” Shewas at aloss to sayanything intelligible.

“S0, would you like to know about me?’

“You tell me what you' d like me to know. Isthat okay?’



“Absolutely. I'm thirty-five, Boise bornand raised, and a die-hard Broncos fan.
That’d be Boise State as well asDenver. I've visited ten of the World Heritage Sites
here in the States, two inIndia, and would love to visit many, many more.”

“So far, so good. What else?’

“Okay.” He chuckled.

There was certainly plenty of laughter andgaiety between them, and she wanted that
to continue. It sure beat the patheticsob-fests she was prone to lately.

“Well, I’'m a software engineer who spendsa considerable amount of time alone. Not
that I'm antisocial, | just prefersolo adventures more often than not. And besides,
when all your friends arealready hooked up and trying like crazy to get you hooked
up, there' s only somuch one can take. As you can attest to.”

“Amen to that!”

“So what do you think so far?”’

“About you, or this experience?’

1 Y%.H

AJ was hesitant, not wanting to jinx thefun they were having, yet not knowing how
far she wanted to encourage this. “Ithink, so far, it's been pleasant?’

“Well don’t hold back, by all means,regale me with your praises.”

Again, AJ couldn’'t hold back the laughter,and it felt liberating. “Well, as far as
taking on the phone to a totalstranger goes, it's been enlightening. And



fun.Aaannd,l’d like to continue.”



Page 8

Source Creation Date: June 27, 2025, 8:36 am

“All right. So would |. Your profile saysyou're a Boise native as well. Did you attend
Boise State for your degree?’

“Yes, | got my B.F.A. in graphic designthen went on to do advertising.”
“And you’' ve never been out of the countrybut have your passport ready to go.”

“Yes again. | want to hike Machu Picchuand swim the Great Barrier Reef. And see
the great Pyramids and tour a castle. Ortwelve.” She tried but failed to stifle a giggle.
When she'd talk about herdreams of travel and adventure with Brad, he'd scoff and
ask why. Everythingshe’'d ever need was in the United States, he'd say. That should
have been aclue to their incompatibility.

“Um, how about you? Besides India, whatother out-of-country adventures have you
been on? Oh, and do you prefer Mathiasor Matt?’

“Mathias. | had the opportunity to go toDubai on business, and while there, | BASE
jumped off the Princess Tower. Andsince | was in the vicinity, | ventured over to see
the Tg) Mahal and theChitwanNational Park in Nepal.”

“That’s so amazing! Wow, that’s reallysomething to brag about.”

“I"'m pretty fortunate with my job andlifestyle. So why haven’'t you fulfilled any of
your out-of-country dreamtrips?’

“Oh, well, I ... you know, I’ve been busybuilding my career.”And letting
amanipulator basicaly run my life for two years while | was oblivious to histrue



nature. Let it go, AJ What's done is done!

“And are you where you want to be?’

MyGod, his voice is something, she thought. The kind you read about, if you're oneto
read romance novels, which she totally was, and how avoice like his wasdescribed as
a panty-dropper. She had to fan herself from the heat suddenlyovertaking her entire
body.Sheesh!

“AJ, you there?’

“Oh, yep, still here.” What was the question? Oh, yes, am | where lwant to be?'My
career’s been going great. Hit a bit of a road bumprecently, but you know, that
happens.”

“ Anything you care to elaborate on? Anythingl can do to help?’

“Unlikely. I'm sorry, | guess I'm not readyto discuss that right now.” Because
it smuch more than just my career that’s hit aroad bump.

“Please stop apologizing. | understand. Imean, how much do you realy know
someone after only ten minutes of chatting?’

“Precisely.” Although | feel like | could say things to you | never could to
Brad.Howinteresting. AJ cleared her throat. “So, any plans for your LaborDay

weekend coming up?”’

“Yeah, | thought I’d go check out the hotair balloons at the Spirit of Boise Balloon
Classic, then head down to the 10Barrel Brewing Company for the beer wars.”

“Really?” She, too, had thought ofchecking out the balloon classic, and since she



loved beer...

“What about you? Any plans?’

Howmuch do | tell him? What if he wants to meet up? Could 1?

“AJ? Do you always have a habit of goingoff into your own little world from time to
time?’

She knew he was teasing by the laughterthat followed. “Is that your way of asking if
I’m an airhead?’

“1 would never!” he feigned outrage,causing her to giggle.
Gigglesrealy? Get agrip!

“Well, if you must know—"

“And | must,” he smoothly interjected.

“1 was also thinking of going to theballoon classic.”

“And since you prefer beer towine...”

“Oh my God, are you a mind reader?’
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Mathias chuckled. “No. Just followinglogical thinking. The engineer in me.” He
paused, and before she could sayanything more, he asked, “Amelia Jane, I'm going to
take a leap and ask if youthink it's too soon to plan to meet one another on
Saturday?’

She remained silent as she let the whisperof her name from him float through the air.
She couldn’t even stammer aresponse. Her mind suddenly flooded with yeses
andnos,with pros and cons, with a host of scenarios playing out in her head.

“We could continue to talk with oneanother, get to know more about each other little
by little every day leadingup to Saturday. Because what |I've heard so far has me
wanting to know more.”

“Really?’ she squeaked out, surprised heseemed to feel the same way she did. And
surprised at herself for feeling thisway so quickly. “Y ou want to spend your Sunday
evening talking to a stranger?’

“Yes. Realy.”

AJgrinned from ear to ear, ridiculouslypleased and nervously hopeful. “ Okay.”
“Okay.”

“S0, now what?”’

“Now, we get to know more about eachother. So how long before you get over this
road bump?’



“Wow, right to it. Um, I’'m not sure. Myagency has been great, but | seem to be
lacking my drive.”

“And you need a confidence booster. Oryou're reevaluating whether to stay in the
profession. Or you're recoveringfrom a pulled hammy while doing the splits during
practice out on theice.”

More laughter. “What is it with you andthisice girl fantasy?’

“Well, they're terrific dancers intremendous shape. They’'re usually gorgeous and
wear those sexy little outfits. What’ snot to like?’

“So it’sall about appearances, isit?’ she asked teasingly.

“Absolutely,” he returned, his sarcasmevident. “Isn’'t that what we've learned from
social mediathese days?’

“So you'll be thrilled when | tell you llook just like Miley Cyrus. Because that’s the
look 1"ve been going for thesedays. She's all the rage,don’ chaknow, what withbeing
such a marvelous judge on TV and all. Not to mention her eye-fetchingattire and
sassy attitude.”

“Then you'll be happy to hear | likesassy. And | look exactly like ChrisHemsworth.
Andeven though Miley preferred Liam, let’ sjust say maturity has its advantages.”

“And let mejust say | actually preferolder guys, and due to my diligence at staying in
shape, twerking on theice isa sight to behold.”

Matthew’ s deep laughter washed over AJ,infusing her with joy and comfort. It'd been
much too long since she felt thisat ease, and with a complete stranger no less.



“Oh, AJ, you areajoy.”

“1 know, right?’ She couldn’t help thegiggles that escaped her. Followed by a snort.
But only a little one. “Ohmy gosh, I'm sorry.” But she proceeded to continue
herlaughter, followed by more snorting.

“You'reonaroll. ’'mglad | could be soentertaining.”

“1 haven't had this much fun in, well, insome time.” As she began to calm down, she
extracted herself from the couch andmade her way into the kitchen for something to
drink.

He must have heard her noises as he asked,”Is it time for cocktails?”

“No, just needed some water.” After takingher drink, she said, “So, Mathias, you
obviously don’t think much of socialmedia, yet here you are using this chat service.
Careto explain?’

“It's not that | don’t think much ofsocial media. | think it's all in how it's used. The
saying is true that it's acurse and a blessing. While it may bring people closer
together, making theworld seem smaller, there are definite dangers. Too many have
become dependenton the different platforms, their lives are immersed in it. There's
not enoughhuman interaction these days. And not everything is portrayed truthfully,
sopeople need to do their research. They need to distinguish between truth andfalse
truths. People just need to be smarter about it, and children and teensdefinitely need
guidance and monitoring.”

“That’ s quite the soapbox.” AJ teased.

Mathias chuckled. “Y eah, | can really getgoing on a subject.”



“WEell, | happen to agree with everythingyou just said. And | admit, when social
media came along, | was a junkie. | wasable to reconnect with faraway relatives as
well as school friends no longer inthe area. Now there’s a plethora of sites that can
make it all overwhelming, butl love being able to not only follow celebrities and
authors, also newschannels and charity sites. | can be entertained by dancing dogs
one minute andmotivated by a yoga practitioner the next. In the past | was checking
my phoneevery thirty minutes it seemed. Now |’ ve learned to control my obsession
bylimiting the sites | engage in while dedicating no more than an hour of my dayto
them. Otherwise, | could easily spend hours upon hours at it.” She endedwith a
chuckle.

“1 know what you mean. | was the same fora while also. But setting limits, even for
adults, is a good thing. It's crazyhow it’s taken over many lives. | was waiting in my
physician’s reception aregjust a few weeks ago, and out of a dozen people there, |
was the only one whosenose was not glued to their phone. They even had a sign
posted on their desk,giving the office’ sWifiguest passcode. That alonetells you
something.”
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“Yeah, it's so they don’t feel bad makingyou wait so long because they know you're
going to be entertained.”

“There is that.” He laughed. “So, enoughof the soapbox. And you never did answer
me about meeting next Saturday.”

“Um, yeah, well, you never did answer meabout why you think you need to talk to
strangers,” she replied quietly, unsureif she really wanted to know the answer to her
guestion.

Imean, is he just socially awkward? He speaks with confidence and seems fun.
Doeshe think he's unattractive, hoping someone will like him without judging firston
looks? That isthe premise for this type of service.

“Fair enough. |, uh,” he hesitated beforeblowing out an audible breath. “I was
challenged by some friends to sign up forthis. Much like your friends, mine won'’t
stop trying to fix me up with someone.After enough grumbling, this grown man
finaly gave in to peer pressuretelling them I'd do this, but on my own terms, and
that seemed to appease them.l guess | had to feel like | still had some control. You
know?’

“Actudly, | don't,” AJ laughed. “Or atleast not at first. | mean, when my friend
signed me up for this, barelyblurting out the details right before handing me the

phone, | just froze. Butthen...”

“Yes? Mathias prompted.



“1 could’ ve just hung up, but your voice...” She trailed off again.

“My voice?

“This might sound ridiculous, but yourvoice is captivating, and, uh, | guess | wanted
to keep talking to you. And nowthat | have, | like talking to you.”

“And | like talking to you, too. Amelialane.”

She sighed, causing him to chuckle. “ So,about Saturday?”’

“How about...” She started hesitantly,unsure if she could really do this. Deciding,
what the heck, she continuedwith, “We talk a little each night and then decide on
Friday? | mean, | couldtotally piss you off about some random topic, like how
Microsoft trumps Apple,and then you' d lose all interest.”

“Doubtful, even if | believe theconglomerate Google tops them all.”

“Google,” AJscoffed. “How cliché.”

They both erupted with laughter.

*kk*%x

Monday morning arrived with AJ wakingearly and feeling refreshed after having had
the best night of sleep in months.Y ears, maybe, if she really thought back on her time
with Brad. But she didn’twant to think back on that time and spoil her fantastic mood,
so she quicklypushed those thoughts aside.

What shedidwant to think back on was her conversation with Mathias lastnight. They
had talked for nearly two hours, the discussion revolving mostlyaround their traveling



adventures. Well, her adventures were limited comparedto what he had experienced,
but that was something she was determined tochange. While most of the Heritage
sites they had visited were located in thewestern part of the US, he had been to the
Statue of Liberty and she had beento the Florida Everglades.

“So did you swim with the crocodiles andalligators?’ Mathias had teased.

“Heck, no! | remained safely aboard theairboat, thank you very much. | did see
plenty, though. And | even saw aFlorida Panther!” she said excitedly. “Well, from
afar with the aid ofbinoculars, but still, it was pretty awesome.”

“1 bet. So what prompted you to go theEverglades? Besides wanting to eventually see
it because it’s a Heritage site.”

“1 have a cousin who works there for theNational Parks Service, and she invited me
down about four years ago. It's anamazing ecosystem, really cool to visit. | couldn’t
imagine people once makingit their home. Some till live on the outskirts.”

“People deal with what they know and adaptto their surroundings. It's like that
anywhere, | suppose. But nowadays, if youcan't adapt, | guess you could move.”

“If one had the means,” AJ quicklyinterjected. “ Some people are stuck, or at least
they think they are. Theydon't know anything else, and the idea of change seems
impossible.”

The line remained quiet a beat beforeMathias softly spoke again. “You aren’t
speaking personally, are you, AJ?’

Once again she hesitated beforecontinuing. “Not really. | mean, I’ ve done well with
my career and I’ mfinancially sound.”



“But you feel asif you're stuck?’

“Not really stuck ... maybe hovering, unsurewhich direction to take. | loved my
career—tilllove my career—but, I, uh, I’ ve been unsettled |ately.”

“Trying to recharge?’
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“Yeah, you could say that. I’'m trying tofindmeagain, and figure out what’ sgoing to
make me happy. Sounds pathetic, huh?’

“Not at all. Everyone goes through periodswhere they need to reevaluate their life,
their goals. Life is anything butstatic, AJ.”

“I’m learning that the hard way,” shemumbled quietly.

But not quietly enough when Mathias asked,” Does this have to do with arelationship
gone bad?’

AJ sighed, not really wanting to get intothat just yet, if ever. So once again she tried
to cheerfully glaze over thesubject. “Yep, but we aren’'t going to get into that right
now because you' regoing to tell me all about your next planned adventure.”

Mathias chuckled. “I am, am |7

“Yes, you are.”

“Well,okey-dokey.”

He went on to tell AJ besides Glacier Baynear Juneau, Alaska, andWatertonGlacier,
at theMontana-Canada border, the only other western site he had not visited yet

werethe Hawaiian Volcanoes. His trip was booked in November.

“You're going to Hawaii in November? Howlucky!”



“Yeah, | usualy take a trip about everythree months. Breaks up the monotony of
life.” He chuckled.

“Hashtag first-world-problems,” AJ joked,causing Mathias to laugh. “So before or
after Thanksgiving?’

“Um, well, during.”

“During? Y ou don’t spend the holiday withfamily?’

Mathias remained quiet and AJ thoughtshe' d have to coerce more out of him. But he
resumed, his words making her sad.

“If | had family, I’d spend it with them.” And just as AJ was poised to say something
to express her sorrow, Mathiasquickly continued. “And don’'t feel sorry for me, AJ.
I’ve spent some holidayswith friends in the past, but I’ve come to realize | like
spending them on myown, usually traveling.”

“Okay,” shereplied softly.

“Justokay?Y ou aren’t going to grill me for more?’

“Nope. Guess we both have some issues we' drather not talk about right now. If you
want to say more, I'm hereto listen. Andif not, | understand.”

“Well, | wouldn't exactly call it havingan issue, but thank you. It's just a fact of my
life and I’ ve come to termswith that. | really am a happy guy.”

13 Okay-”

Mathias chuckled. “You really aren’'t likea lot of women | know. Most would be



trying hard to console me, or prying me totell them my woes.”

AJsnorted. “Well, | guess I'll take thatas a compliment.”

“Y ou should. I'm going to enjoy getting toknow more about you, Amelia Jane.”

After afew more stories were exchanged,they had called it a night, rather reluctantly
it seemed. They made plans forMathias to call AJ Monday evening when he was free,
considering AJ s schedulewas a bit loose | ately.

Thinking about that made her realize shehad to get her crap together, or risk losing a
promising future with thecompany. She wouldn’t sacrifice al the hard work she’'d put

in because of theactions of a no-good selfish prick.

Y eah, she could look back now and see whata lazy bottom-feeder Brad had been. Too
bad it took such an awful incident forher to see the real him.

On the other hand, AJ could admit she wasglad it happened before their relationship
progressed any further, like intomarriage.

Sheesh,what a nightmare that would’ ve been.
Sure, she still hurt, although the stinglessened as each day went by, and her ego

bruised, but it was past time to stopletting the jerk’ s actions continue to influence her.
Thiswas her life andshe’ d take charge of it.
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“Okay, pep talk complete, now let’s makesomething great happen today.”

*k*k*x

AJ decided to go for a run, knowing thefresh air and activity would do her
good.Other than going back and forth to work, she'dbeen cooped up a home for
weeks, barely getting out to grab what meagergroceries she had on hand. After
splashing cold water on her face, she changedinto running gear and swept her hair up
into a hasty knot. She then tucked herphone and key into a pocket and set out.

The end of August had been beautifullypleasant with clear mornings turning into the
best days. Plenty of sunshine andtemps in the eighties. Perfect. Trying not to berate
herself for wasting time,she focused on moving forward, which included enjoying the
last remnants ofsummer. Heck, even much of autumn in Boise was perfect in her
opinion, withcrisp, cool mornings and plenty of blue skies. There definitely was no
shortageof activities to take advantage of in the area, and AJ planned to get out ofher
funk and do just that.

Living a short distance from Camel’ s BackPark, she decided to head there and run the
trails. With light traffic at 7:00AM, she didn’'t have much to contend with, and once
she made it to the park, shewasn’t surprised to see others out as well. An older couple
walked hand-in-handwhile a well-mannered dog kept pace at their side. AJ also saw a
group of youngmen and women running in a pack, headed in the same direction she'd
thought totake. From the looks of their blue and orange outfits, she'd have to guess
theywere athletes from the University.

As they got about half a mile ahead ofher, AJ followed, and although her pace was



slower, the movement feltwonderful. She settled into a nice rhythm with easy
breathing and a welcomedburn in her muscles. It had been nearly ayear since she last
engaged in thistype of physical activity, and even though it felt liberating, she knew
not topush herself and end up paying for it later. After about thirty minutes, shedrew
closer to arise and decided to slow it down to a walk once she crestedthe hill. With
plenty of ground still to cover, walking would provide theneeded exercise without the
regret of overdoing it. And, with nothing but timeon her hands for the day, she didn’t
need to rush. She planned to work on aproject from home today and head into work
tomorrow.

AJ carried on with a brisk pace, analyzingher situation and automatically cataloguing
her plans. Whether the spark camefrom her own common sense about moving on, or
the fact that her spontaneous yetdelightful conversation with Mathias last night lifted
her spirits, she knew itwas time. Time to put Brad and the awful experience behind
her. Time to regainconfidence in her judgement and abilities. Time to take charge of
her happiness.

Her career had always brought herhappiness, and her relationship with her girlfriends
was her lifeline, even ifthey were going a bit overboard lately with this whole “get
back in the game” business.

But the more AJ thought about it, the moreshe could say she wasn’t upset at them
anymore. Her talk with Mathiashadbeen an unexpected surprise thateven now put a
smile on her face. She had something to look forward to thisevening, and that feeling
hadn’'t been a part of her life in a long time. Theirconversation had been easy and
never lagged with awkward pauses while eitherone of them thought of something to
say. It just seemed to flow naturally andcomfortably.

Now, had they been face-to-face, would ithave been as easy? Hard to say.

AJ had aready half made up her mind shewould meet with him at the Balloon



Festival Saturday. It was a public eventwith plenty of people around, so what could
go wrong? Well, she wasn't foolingherself into believing something crazy couldn’t
occur, but her gut instincttold her this could be something good. At the very least,
she’d gain anewfriend. And at the most, a new boyfriend.

Thatsounds so juvenile! And am | ready for that?

She shoved those thoughts aside as herbody began to warm nicely from her exertion.
The sun had risen over the hillsand she decided to peel off the top layer of her
clothing. Continuing with herstride up the open path, she began to whip the
lightweight fleece over her head,only to have the material put up afight as it snagged
her hair. Thinking shewas sure of her steps and would untangle herself with the next
pull, AJdstruggled for a moment before finaly working it free. And practically
tumbledover another person on thetrail.

“Son of abi—"

“l am so sorry,” a masculine voice rangout, cutting off AJs words. With her lower
arms still encased in the sleevesof her fleece, warm hands held her upper arms to
steady her. “Are you okay? Damn,I’m sorry. | bent over to remove a rock from my
shoeand ... and didn’t noticeanyone else...”

His words faltered and grew softer as AJooked up. And then up some more are she
stared into the most gorgeous set ofdeep blue eyes she'd ever seen on a man. His
brow crinkled as his full lipsremained parted a few millimeters. Flawless sun-kissed
skin covered a handsomeface with prominent cheekbones and the cutest cleft chin.
Short, light brownhair fell across his forehead and teased his ears. AJ felt the heat
from histouch all the way to her toes. Her mouth suddenly became dry, making her
regretshe hadn’t thought to bring awater bottle.

She stood nearly spellbound, unable toconjure a word of reply as the stranger’s eyes



held hers. Finaly finding hervoice, she said, “I was losing a fight with my fleece.”
She grinned beforelooking down at his hands still securing her arms. When he
quickly released herand took a step back, she began to pull her arms out of the
garment and resumedtalking. “Got caught on my hair, but | got it.”

“Again, I'msorry. I'll, uh, I'll let youget back to your walk,” the man rushed to say.

Just as AJ freed her arms, she didn’'t havea chance to reply as he darted past her and
took off sprinting down the trail leadingback to the park area. She spun around and
watched his very shapely backside shiftas his powerfully muscular legs carried him
further and further away.

“Well, okay then,” she mumbled beforedeciding she’' d had enough as well. Tying the
fleece around her waist, shestarted off in the same direction as the cute jogger. She
dlipped her hair outof its band to finger-comb it and twist it back up into a knot.
Glancing at herwatch, she noticed she'd already been out an hour and figured by the
time shegot back home at this pace, another hour would pass. Even with time on
herhands, she decided to kick it in gear by jogging down the trails, through thepark,
and along the sidewalks that would take her back to her place.

AJ replayed the encounter with thehandsome stranger over in her mind. His beauty
had mesmerized her, leaving her speechless.She thought there had been something
vaguely familiar about him, but couldn’'trecall ever having seen him on the trails
before. And someone as good-looking as that, she’ ddefinitely remember. His voice
replayed in her mind and she immediately thoughtof Mathias. Although they were
similar, both with a deep, sexy tone, there wasno way they were one and the same.

Right?What were the odds that I'd talk with a stranger, only to run into him the
verynext day? Literally!

AJ reached home, shaking her head atherself as she unlocked her door and stepped



inside. She must be going batty ifshe was ready to project Mathias into the first man
to catch her eye since ...well, in awhile. So she’ d enjoyed her conversation with him,
and felt as ifshe’d known him for much longer than afew hours, and felt comfortable
to tellhim things she never even told Brad, a man she'd lived with, thought she
loved,and was ready to make a future with...

Gah!

“Stop it, AJ,” she chastised herself. “Y ousaid you were moving on, so move on.”

After depositing her keys and phone on thecounter, she chugged two glasses of water
before making her way upstairs. Shewouldn’t mind a soak in her claw-foot tub, but
opted for a shower instead. Shewanted to get a start on her plans for a productive day.
After removing herclothes and throwing them in the basket, she entered her bathroom
and startedthe shower. Stepping into the warm spray, she let the soothing water
cascadeover her, easing the soreness she had already begun to feel from her run.

Once again, Mathias's voice echoed in hermind. What was it about him that
resonated with her? His seemingly laid-backnature? The ease with which they
exchanged stories and laughed with oneanother? She could just imagine hisrich voice
with its low tone whispering inher ear, sending shivers across her skin like a caress.
Was he really as hejokingly described, at six three, washboard abs, and looking like
ChrisHemsworth?

AJ shivered as goose bumps dotted her skinin spite of the warm water. She imagined
his muscular form pressing into herbackside, warmth surrounding her as his arms
circled her torso. Large handseasily paimed her breasts, his fingers teasing her nipples
while his growingerection pressed into her lower back.

A whimper involuntarily escaped her mouthas her breasts were suddenly tender, her
sex clenching at the mere thought ofthe man she envisioned performing deliciously



dirty deeds. AJ caressed onebreast then the other as her hand roamed her own body.
She moved down her tonedabdomen to the neatly trimmed curls between her thighs,
pressing into her foldsto finger her clit. Moisture easily coated her digits and tentative
flicks soongave way to furious rubbing as her movements became faster and harder.
Shemoaned at the euphoric feeling starting to sweep through her—something she
hadrarely ever felt with Brad.

AJ quickly shut down those thoughts andinstead concentrated on bringing herself to
orgasm. It'd been too long sinceher body felt this way. She trembled as her fingers
swirled across her flesh,her pussy becoming engorged. What she wouldn't give for a
hot, thick cock fillingher, pounding into her. She couldn’t even mimic that action due
to the fact shedidn’t own avibrator.
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“What woman in this day and age doesn’'t owna vibrator?’ Jen had asked.
AJ began to rethink that decisionimmediately.

As her legs weakened, she braced a handagainst the shower wall while she continued
to stroke herself. So close. Shecould feel her insides tightening, and her hips began to
thrust back and forthas she raced to the finish line.

She couldn’t help the cry that shatteredthe silence as her climax barreled through her.
Her rubbing didn't stop as shepressed even harder against her clit, enjoying every
pulse exploding from thattiny, sensitive bundle of nerves.

As the waves of pleasure began to recede,AJ leaned against the shower wall, panting.
She couldn’t believe the fiercenessof her orgasm, brought on by her own hand and
the explicit thoughts involving afacel ess stranger.

“Oh my,” she said and sighed. Wantingnothing more than to remain right where she
was and let the high run throughher, she forced herself to move. Her movements were
sluggish as she shampooedher hair and washed, tingles still present as she moved
over parts of her body.

“Sheesh, one orgasm and I’ m ready to meltinto a puddle of goo.”

After afina rinse, AJ shut off the waterand stepped out to wrap herself in a towel.
She stared at her reflection,noticing even in her post-climax haze, her light blue eyes
appearing brighter,clearer. She was more focused as her short-term objectives lined
up in hermind. Realizing she had literally turned a corner toward happier days,



shesmiled at herself, pleased to see the old AJ reemerging.

She giggled at herself, also realizingshe' d just had the best orgasm in years.

AJ dropped the towel and applied herfavorite lotion to her body, loving the tangerine
scent. As she stood in herbathroom naked, she took the time to dry her waist-length
hair, the blondetresses shining. Since she had plans to work from home and not leave
the house,makeup wasn’'t necessary, so she padded to the bedroom and dressed. She
pulledout simple cotton underwear and bra, then chose a well-worn vintage t-shirt
andCapri leggings.

AJ made her way back downstairs to thekitchen to get some nourishment. She pulled
up her Pandora station on her phonebefore setting out to make a monster bacon, egg,
and cheese sandwich withavocado. Humming along to the latest country tune, she
made quick work of hertask, adding a glass of chocolate milk to her meal. Once
finished and thekitchen cleaned, she realized the miniscule amount of food and drink
she had onhand. So before she dove into her project, she figured a quick trip to
thestore was in order. Deciding her attire was presentable—not pgjamas like toomany
wore these days to the supermarket—she donned some socks and shoes. Stillnot
bothering with any makeup, she placed her phone in her bag, grabbed herkeys, and
set out.

Nearly two hours later, AJ was back athome with plenty of groceries which included
her favorite cocoa-roasted almondsshe began snacking on immediately. As she settled
at her computer, she pulledup the latest project she was asked to consult on, given the
client hadrequested her. Said client was meticulously selective, as AJ had learned
earlyon when they demanded re-dos because the initial proposals weren't good
enough.So, she was sure to always mock up at least four to five alternatives,
knowingone would inevitably be selected.

AJ loved the challenge of bringingsomething to life that would be viewed by many,



something that could ultimatelyinfluence whether a person purchased a particular
item or called a particularcompany for their services. It never got old to see her work
unleashed in thewild, so to speak.

She had been engrossed in her work and notpaying attention to the time, so when her
stomach growled, she saw it wasmidafternoon and she had missed lunch. AJ glanced
at her phone she had placedon “silent” and also saw she had missed severa texts.
Three were from Jen,asking about getting together again tonight for drinks. Two were
from anunknown number. Her curiosity had her looking at the unknown number first,
andquickly realized they were from Mathias. AJ hadn’t thought to set him up as
acontact after their talk last night.

She read his texts that were thirtyminutes apart:

Juston my lunch break and couldn’t wait until tonight to contact you. How’'s
yourMonday so far?

Guessyou’'re busy. Or else aready tired of me. ;)stillhoping we'll talk this evening.
Enjoy the rest of your day.

AJ snickered. “Aww, what a sweetie, and sopolite even in texts.”

She rapidly fired off texts, unsure ifhe’'d check his phone during work hours, or if
he'd get them later.

Sorryl missed your texts. Engrossed in project. Still looking forward to talkingthis
evening.

Before AJ could even begin to answer Jen’ stexts, her phone showed a message from
Mathias.



Hadme worried that | scared you off. Glad you're still willing to give me achance.
Hope project is going well.

AJresponded back: | don’t scare easily ;) Project coming along nicely.

Another message from him quickly camethrough, but AJ answered Jen first. She let
her know that she couldn’t meet upfor drinks due to another commitment. She
omitted the fact that it involvedmore conversation with the stranger from the previous
night. She couldn't saywhy, but she wasn't quite ready to divulge that bit of
information. Of course,Jen could be excited about the prospect, given she's the one
who practicallyforced last night’s call on her in the first place, with the idea of AJ
meetingsomeone new.

Jen wanted to know why AJ couldn’t meet,and began along tirade AJ now ignored in
favor of texting with Mathias.

So then, you'd be up for an excursion to ahaunted house come Halloween?Mathias
had asked.

“Mmm,” AJmurmured before answering back. Halloween was two months away, so
he obviousythought they’ d be together or still in contact.

AJ:Wishful thinking or self-assured? ;)

Mathias:A bit of both...?

AJ chuckled aloud.
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AJllike a man with confidence. And shouldn’t you be working?

Mathias:] am indeed working, from home today. And don’t change the subject
soquickly. Let's get back to the fact that you like a confident man ... a quality
| happen to possess in spades.

AJ There' safine line between confidence and cockiness.

Mathias:A line | never cross.

AJ.Goodto know. So, do you lounge in your PJs or actually dress for work?

Mathias.Sinceit’ scasual Monday, I’m in lounge pantsand a polo. Does this meet your
approval?

AJ.Isuppose, although | was envisioning you in black tights, gold breastplate, anda
flowing red cape, Thor. ;)

Mathias:And I’m envisioning you in a nude onesie with silver sparkly bootsMiley ...
or isthat too dressy for your day off?

AJ snorted with laughter, having so muchfun bantering with the man like this. And
while she would' ve liked for the funto continue, she really wanted to answer Jen and
get back to her project.

AJl,too, am taking advantage of casua Monday in t-shirt and leggings. | don't
meanto snub you, but must get back to work. Call me later?



Mathias.Of course, work beckons. Will definitely call later. Until then, beproductive,
Amelia Jane.

AJ smiled at the text, feelingridiculously and inexplicably giddy. She then started
texting Jen, only to findthe task cumbersome, so opted to call instead. The two spent
thirty minutes onthe phone, during which Jen had gotten AJ to spill the beans on her
conversationwith Mathias. Jen had been thrilled, insisted on updates, and
stronglyencouraged her to make plans to meet the man this coming weekend. She
evensuggested she and other friends, aong with their men, arrange to be in
thevicinity of their meet, should AJ feel even the dightest bit of unease aboutthe
situation.

AJ acknowledged the smarts in that planand agreed. It hadn’t taken much to convince
her, given she was ninety-ninepercent sure she already planned to meet him.

After disconnecting with her friend, AJmade use of her groceries and whipped up a
delicious meal that would fuel herthrough a few more hours of work. Then, she
would look forward to moreentertaining conversation with the stranger who
captivated her.

*k*k*%x

“S0, what are you wearing?’

AJ snickered at Mathias's segue into theirconversation. It was seven in the evening,
and after completing the project andresubmitting to her boss, AJ was relaxing with a
glass of wine, along with a plateof smoked salmon and cheese. She still wore her t-
shirt and leggings whilecurled up on her couch, answering the phone immediately
when she recognized itwas Mathias calling.

“Wereally must get past this wholewardrobe fascination, don’ tyathink?’



“Not at al. I'm a visualkindaguy, and while I've see ... um, would love for
youdescribe yourself to me, | redlize we're trying to build our relationship
onconversation only.”

AJ thought nothing of his words as shefinished her wine. “Relationship, en?”’

“Well, sure. Isn't that what we're doing? Developinga relationship? Even if it only
resultsin friendship, I’ d be honored.”

“As would |.” AJ hesitated to say more,not wanting to sound eager and desperate.
She continued with, “So, you weren’ttempted to look me up on the various social
media sites? | mean, you couldsearch for me on Facebook and Twitter, and look at
my profile picture. Then youwouldn’t have to fantasi ze about my appearance.”

“No, Amelia Jane, | didn't stalk you onsocial media. Not knowing your last name, it
would be nearly impossible to weedthrough all the AJs. And besides...”

“You don't know my last name? Isn't itpart of the profile onFlirt Chat?’

“You really haven't even looked at thewebsite, or your own profile page, have you?’

“Well, no. | mean, | wasn’t the one whostarted it, and | certainly have no intention of
chattingwith anyone else. Why? What’ s on there?’

“For starters, no last names. It’s afirst-name-basis only, along with the number to be
contacted.”

“Oh, well, yeah, | guess that makes sense.l mean, why put your true full name if a
person could easily seek you out onsocial media. Guess that would defeat the purpose
of promoting relationshipsbased on commonalities, rather than superficial trappings
like appearances.” Sheused the same words Mathias had used just last night.



His boisterous laugh lit her up and causedher to laugh along with him.

“You re something else, AJ.”
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“So I’'m told. Now, back to building ourrelationship. What areyouwearing?’

His laughter continued as he stated he wasstill in his casual Monday attire.

“Me, too. My t-shirt and leggings make forareal fashion statement.”

“1"m sure you could make a fashionstatement in anything you wore.”

“Mm, hmm. Suck up,” she teased as shepopped a cheese cube in her mouth.

“Just being a gentleman like my mommataught me,” he drawled.

“l take it your parents are no longer withyou, from what you mentioned last night
about no family?’ she asked gently,really wanting to know something more personal
about him.

Without hesitation or deflection, as shethought he'd do, Mathias answered, “No,
unfortunately, my parents passed a fewyears ago. | have no siblings, and surprisingly
enough, neither did my parents.So I’ m the last of my line.”

“Until you have children,” AJ quicklyinterjected. “I mean, do you want children?’
“Areyou offering?’

AJ practically choked on the tiny bite ofsalmon in her mouth and tried to clear her

throat by washing it down with thewine. Although it sounded as if he tried for
lighthearted, something in histone sent shivers through her. With her delay in



answering, Mathias quicklyspoke again.

“That was inappropriate, | apologize, AJ.”

“Oh, so now it's AJ? Tired of sayingAmelia Jane already?’ She tried for levity.

“Never,” he answered, his voice likegravel. He cleared his throat and resumed. “Are
you okay?’

“Ohsure, just choking on my dinner.” She gave a quick cough before starting
again.“No, redly, I'm fine.”

“Well, to answer your question aboutchildren, | honestly don’t know. I'm set in my
career, | enjoy the luxury oftravelling whenever | want, and I’'m no spring chicken
anymore.” He chuckled.

“Yeah, right. Like thirty-five is pastyour prime or something,” AJ scoffed. “The fact
that you're set in your careermeans stability. And asfar astravelling, it' s still possible
with kids. Justtakes more patience and planning, | would imagine.”

“Along with the right woman in my life,” he said softly.
The tone of the conversation seemed to begetting more somber and serious, and AJ
wasn't sure what to say next. Luckily,Mathias spared her from saying anything

awkward or regretful.

“Sorry again, | really didn't mean to getall serious and reflective. Our talks are meant
to be fun and informative,right?’

“Well, the topic is informative, but ifyou want to steer more toward fun, | can do
that.”



“So what’s on your dinner menu? Hopefullyl won't make you choke anymore and
you can enjoy whatever you’ re having.”

“1’m having cold smoked salmon with smokedGouda, and a refreshing Riesling. How
about you? Did you already eat?’

“1 did, although yours sounds much betterthan what | settled for, which was leftover
pizza.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Leftover pizzahits the spot, including cold pizza for
breakfast with an ice cold glass ofchocolate milk. Well, | just enjoy chocolate milk
regardless.” AJchuckled.

“Duly noted. Wine instead of beer thisevening?’

“Yes, | do enjoy anoccasionalglass of the vino. Y ou know, break up the monotony.”

“Of course. And was your afternoon productivewith your project?’

“Indeed it was. | turned in my summary forthe project and felt it was some of my best
work recently.”

“Y ou sound confident and happy. That’ sgreat.”
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“Thanks. | realized I’ve had enough mopingaround. No more letting the past dictate
my future. Time for better days.”

“Very inspirational.” Mathias chuckled. “Butseriously, AJ, that sounds great.”

“Thanks.” AJ beamed at his compliment,smiling broadly despite the fact he couldn’t
see her face. She drained the restof her wine, and deciding she wanted another glass,
lifted herself off thecouch to head to the kitchen. Putting her phone on speaker, she
continuedtalking while bustling around the kitchen. “I’'m not one to sit idle or
feelsorry for myself, and | redlized that's just what | was doing. It was beginningto
sicken me and | hated that. | was ready to move on.”

“Good for you. No need to dwell on thepast. Concentrate only on the future.”

“Exactly. And my immediate future consistsof me enjoying another glass of wine and
delightful conversation.”

“Déelightful, huh? Well then, you won'tmind if | have a beer, and I'll try not to
disappoint.” He chuckled.

“Better not, because | can one-click on myKindle like nobody’s business.” AJ
laughed.

“Sounds serious. Do | need to devel op atwelve-stepprogram for this addiction?’

“Absolutely not. | do havesomeself-control.”



“Uh huh, and how many reads do you have inyour TBR queue?’

“About thirty,” she mumbled into her glassas she made her way back to the couch.
She propped herself against the armrestand kicked her feet up onto pillows.

“Excuse me, | didn’t quite hear you?’ heteased.

“Thirty, okay.” AJgiggled. “That’s aboutaverage, right?’

“Actualy, | wouldn’t know. | don’t own aKindle, or aNook, or—"

“Wait. Are you telling me you don't readanything electronicaly? How is that
possible in today’ s world?

“l do have a tablet, and | read somethings on it, but | actually like to frequent
bookstores. | like holding a bookin my hand. And at the rate | read, I'm lucky to get

through one leisurely readin a month.”

“Wow! You're an anomaly, aren’t you? Sohow many books on your TBR shelf? I'm
assuming you have a physical bookshelf,right?’

“Yes, | do, and | have about ten booksawaiting my attention.”

“Only ten? Well, you better pick up thepace there, mister.”

“Arewe in acompetition?’

“No, I'm teasing. Everyone reads at theirown pace. So what genre do you like?” AJ
took another sip of her wine, theliquid infusing her with a comforting warmth she felt

spreading across her skinand through her body. Usually one drink a night was her
limit, but tonight shefelt like celebrating, so why not an extra glass?



“Thrillers and suspense, some nonfictionabout history. What about you? No, wait, let
me guess. Romance.”

“ Stereotype much?’ AJ laughed and Mathiagoined her. “But to be honest, yes, | like
al sorts of romance stories. Someinvolve suspense, some humor and emotion,
evenero-,er, paranormal.”

“Amelia Jane, you were about to confessyour like of erotic romance, weren’'t you?’
Oh God, she didn’t need to hear him saythose words in that sultry voice of his and
have wild images take shape in hermind. So, she tried for deflection. “So what are
you currently reading? Do youlike Lee Child? My friend Jen loves him, but | haven't
read any yet. | did seethe Jack Reacher movie and really enjoyed it, but most say that
isn't the same.And too many thought Tom Cruise wasn't even a good representation
of thecharacter, so—"

“AJ, you're rambling, and definitelyavoiding my question.”

“Um, yeah, we don't need to talk aboutthat. Let’s just move on to another subject.”
She took afortifying drink ofher wine, noticing her second glass was now empty.

Huh.

“But I’d really like to know the answer,” heplayfully whined.

AJlaughed. “Nope, not going there, becausethen I'll forever be embarrassed.”
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“Well, that alone gives me my answer. Andthere' s nothing wrong with you enjoying
erotic romance. In fact, | just mayhave to research the genre and select a read. Any
recommendations?’ His teasingtone made AJlaugh even more.
“You'rerealy not going to let this go,are you?’

“I’'m really not.”

“Fine. But I’'m only going to give you aname, and then it's up to you to do the
research and decide from there.”

Mathias chuckled. “Okay. I'm ready.”
“Sam Crescent.”

When there was no response, the silencemade AJ curious, and nervous. “Um,
Mathias, you still there?’

“Mm hmm,” was hisonly reply.

She chuckled. “Okay, so what are youdoing? Why are you suddenly quiet? What
happened to our conversation?”’

“Shhh, I’'mresearching so | can make an informed decision.” AJ snorted into the
silence,causing Mathias to chuckle. “It’sreally cute when you do that.”

“Snort?Pfft,it’s not very ladylike.”



“Who says you aways need to act like alady?’

“Well, my mother, for one.”

“Which reminds me, we never got around totalking aboutyourfamily. Parents?
Siblings?’

“Oh, sure, change the subject again.”

“Fillsthe silence.”

“All right. | have an older brother whojoined the Army and is currently an instructor
in Georgia. My parents are happilyretired and split time between here and New

Mexico. | had planned to spend NewY ear’ s with them down south this year.”

“New Mexico is wonderful. Besides theHeritage sites, there are plenty of other
amazing sites to see and activitiesto enjoy.”

“l had a brief visit this past springafter my parents settled into their home, but it
wasn't near enough time to scopeout wish-listdestina—"

“Got it!” Mathias suddenly exclaimed.

“Okay,” AJ chuckled. “Whachagot?’

“My next read. A couple, in fact. Such avariety.”

“Careto share?’

“Nope, I'm going to leave it to yourimagination and we'll discuss when I'm
finished.”



“Sheesh,” she mumbled.

“Maybe a better idea would be to read toone another. What do you think, Amelia
Jane?’

AJinvoluntarily moaned. His voice, thosewords, the thought of reading erotic to one
another suddenly made her pantieswet.

“That’s a sexy little moan. Care to tellme your thoughts?’

“Not so much,” she strained to say.

“Maybe another glass of wine to loosenyour inhibitions?’
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“1 don't think so. One beer a night isusually my limit, and I’ ve already downed two
glasses of wine.”

“You're safely at home, so you don’t haveto worry about drinking and driving. And |
assume you' re settled in nicely forthe night.”

“lam indeed. Mathias, how long has it been since you were involved with someone?’
“Tak about changing the subject,” he saidlightly.

“Too soon to get that personal? Nevermind, I’m sorry.”

“AJ, please stop apologizing. | don’t mindtalking about it.”

“Very gracious of you, considering | wasso tight-lipped about it myself.”

“But that was yesterday, and today we knowso much more about one another. We're
more comfortable with each other. Atleast | am.”

“Oh, | am too,” AJ quickly added. “Do youthink that’s weird? | mean, we've spoken
two nightsand | feel asif | couldtell you amost anything.”

“ Almostanything, huh?’ he teased.
“Well, yeah, | mean, let’s not gettoocrazy. | may need another day or twoto reallyget

to know you more beforel start spilling certain secrets. Or another five drinks.” She
softly addedthat last bit with agiggle.



“Fedl free to have all the drinks you'dlike. And what could be a bigger secret than
you enjoying erotic romance? Unlessof course you like to engage in—"

“Hey, hey, hey, okay, moving on. What saywe talk about something else?” AJ was
beginning to rethink having another glassof wine, but decided against it. Once again
she went to the kitchen, this timegetting a glass of water. She had to maintain some
semblance of control, right?Part of her couldn’t believe how much she and Mathias
had already shared, andanother part wanted to share oh, so much more. Like how she
missed cuddling upwith awarm, male body, not that Brad actually liked to cuddle all
that much. Orhow it was nice to have someone to laugh with during comedy movies,
even ifBrad aways preferred the action flicks. Or how nice it was to have a
runningpartner, someone who would motivate you and make the exercise seem
lessgrueling. And that’s why it’d been ayear since she last ran because Brad hatedthe
activity.

“Goddammit,” AJ muttered as she sniffled,her eyes now misty.

“Weéll, hey, you asked.”

Once again, Mathias had been talking andshe had completely tuned him out. Instead,
she’ d been thinking about things shewished had been true about her past relationship,
only now realizing what she hadput up with. Settled for. Sacrificed. Her two years
with Brad had been ajoke,and she never saw that more clearly than she did now.
“Such afool,” she continued to mumble,forgetting all about answering Mathias.

“AJ, what’swrong?’

She sniffled again and reached for anearby tissue. After wiping her nose, she released

aheavy sigh. “I was such afool. How did | lose myself so completely? Why couldn’t
| see what he was doingto me?’



“Who, AJ?" Mathias asked gently.

“My ex, Brad,” she said with contempt. “Twoyears, Mathias, two years | wasted on
him. Two years of making myself believewhat we had had been worth planning a
future for. Two years with blinders onand settling for what | thought was good
enough. Two years I'll never get back,thanks to that asshole!”

The air became silent, yet charged. AJ stemper flared and she didn’'t know how to
reinit in. But she didn’t want totake it out on Mathias. Before he had a chance to say
a thing, AJ continued. “God,I’m so sorry! That was completely uncalled for and |
should probably hang upand let you—"

“No, AJ, it'sfine...”

“It’ snotfine. | sound like a complete lunatic, and I’ m sure you' d rather—"

“There’' s nothing I’ d rather do than keeptalking with you.”

“Yeah, right,” she said skeptically. “Look,Mathias, | should—"

“What you should do is let me talk nowwhile you relax and listen. Can you do that
for abit, AJ?’

She gulped. Although his tone wasn't harshby any means, it was definitely laced with
authority. “Yes.”

“Okay. Good.” He cleared his throat beforestarting again. “It’s been three years since
| was in a relationship. And yesthat means three years since I've been with a
woman.” AJ's quick intake didn’tdeter him as he continued. “I don't do casual sex,
much to the disappointmentof my so-called buddies. I'm just not wired that way.
Maybe I’'m old-fashionedor a freak, but for me, being intimate is meant to be more



than just a physicalrelease.

“Christina and | were together for twoyears and began planning our wedding. We
were the complete opposite of oneancther, but thought we balanced each other
perfectly. My adventurous streakbrought her out of her shell, and her calm demeanor
grounded me and kept mefocused. While | was rash and spontaneous, she was the
voice of reason.”
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When he was quiet for a moment, AJ brokethe silence. “What happened, Mathias?’
she asked gently.

“Shefell in love with someone else, married him, and moved to Central Washington.”

“Wait, what? Who? How?' AJ wasflabbergasted, especially at his matter-of-fact
tone. As if the entire incidenthad been no more upsetting than ordering curly fries,
only to receive thecrinkle cut.

“AJ, the particulars don’t really matter. Whatmatters is | devoted years to a woman |
thought | loved, whom | thought lovedme, only to see her affections given to
another—a coworker she had barely knowna month but said was her soul mate. Do |
believe in something like that? Notpersonally. Was | angry? Yes. Was | hurt?
Absolutely. But | couldn’t fault herfor feeling she had found her true love.”

“Wow. Y ou were much more understandingthan | would' ve been. Unbelievable,” she
muttered.

“What's unbelievable is spending the pastthree years fearful of getting close to
someone again because | couldn’'t standthe thought of going through the heartache
again. Of course my friends cure tothat situation was to love ‘emand leave ‘em.
Enjoy women without any attachment. But I’ m not thatguy.”

“I'm glad you're not. I’'m glad you exist,and | hope there's a lot more like you out
there.”

M athiasscoffed. “Y eah, because I'm so honorable.”



“Hey, you are. You aren’t a user, a cheat,or an imposter. You don’t hide a monster
behind afalse facade.”

“And that’s what you dealt with.”

AJ sighed, realizing at some point she' dhave to confess. And honestly, it didn’'t upset
her as much as it might have aweek ago. Hell, even a few days ago. The past was
right where it belonged, andAJ was ready to move forward.

“Yes. Brad was an imposter. A wolf insheep’s clothing. He was a coworker, someone
| was immediately attracted tobecause of his intelligence and aggressive work ethic.
And okay, sure, he wasphysically striking. But good looks mean nothing when
there’'s a cheating,pompous asshole lurking behind that fake exterior. He rode the
backs of others,stealing their ideas and passing them off as his own. He was resentful
that Iheld a position over him, and when his duplicity became known, he was fired.
Andbefore | had a chance to break it off with him, he turned the tables by dumpingme
and accusing me of not supporting him.”

“So for years while | was reluctant to putmyself out there, you were giving it your all,
only to have it thrown back inyour face.”

“Yeah,” AJscoffed. “Funny how life works,huh?’

“Sure, if that’s how you choose to ook atit.”

“Shit, I'm sorry. | didn’t mean for thatto sound so—"

“AJ, | said to stop apologizing, so stopapologizing. We all deal with shitinour own
way, and whatever brings us out on the better side isfine by me.”

AJchuckled. “You'reright.”



“Of course| am,” he said quickly.

“*’Member what | said about confidence andcockiness?”

Mathias laughed. “Y es, indeed—afineline.”

“So, now that we know so much more aboutone another, whatever shall we discuss
next?”’

“Music.” Mathias's suggestion came out ofleft field, which was most likely the
intention, and AJ was definitely readyfor atopic switch. The two spent the next thirty
minutes playfully arguingover true country versus much of today’ spopcountry, as
well as the days of good rock and roll being long gone.

And when AJ couldn’t stifle her yawns,Mathias kindly suggested they call it anight.
“Mathias?’

“Yes, Amelia Jane?’

“Thank you.” She said nothing else, hopinghe’'d understand there was a wealth of
emotion behind those two words. Shesmiled broadly to herself when he whispered
“You're welcome.”

Once again, they agreed to talk the nextevening at the same time.

“Good night, Mathias.”

“Good night, Amelia Jane. Sleep well.”



Page 20

Source Creation Date: June 27, 2025, 8:36 am

She yawned as she said, “Y ou, too.”
He chuckled when he said, “I mostcertainly will now.”

Beforeshe could process his words and comment, he disconnected. AJ shook her head
andextracted herself from the couch, taking her phone to the counter to charge.
Shedragged herself upstairs with just enough energy to brush her teeth and stripdown
before flopping into her bed, where she was aslegp within seconds.

*kk*%

AJ spent the following three mornings atCamel’s Back Park getting back into her
exercise routine, and also wishingshe'd run into the gorgeous stranger. Alas, she saw
no glimpse of the man, butthat didn’'t prevent her imagination from conjuring sinfully
wicked scenes inher mind. Especially when she and Mathias spent those three nights
talking forhours about nothing and everything, from their work, friends, and pet
peeves,to movies and holidays.

The subtle sexual undertones of theirconversation progressed as each day passed, and
it was a challenge to keepcertain things left unsaid. AJ thought she could detect the
same restraint inMathias's voice as well. And oh, what a voice. She couldn’t get
enough of hissexy timbre as it washed over her like a reverent touch. It drifted into
herdreams, causing her to wake with such need, she had no choice but to
satisfyherself. Her fingers were a poor substitute to hot, male body parts, but
they’ dhave to do until circumstances changed.

That thought brought her around to herpending meeting with Mathias tomorrow. It



was Friday morning, and tonight wasthe night she'd let him know she did indeed
want to meet up at the balloon festival.

The anticipation had been building littleby little every night, and she felt
simultaneoudly thrilled and petrified. His discussionswere intelligent and humorous,
and she never thought they’d run out of topicsto talk about. But what if he was only
five feet tall, bald, and buck-toothed? Whatif he was nothing like the perfect
specimen she had conjured in her mind? Wouldshe be that shallow to cut bait and
run?

What ifshefell short of his expectations, preferring someone with moremeat on her
bones? Or with green eyes instead of blue, or auburn hair insteadof blonde? What if it
came down to appearances after al and they were bothleft disappointed and
shattered?

“Gah!” Herpreoccupation caused her to stumble along the path as she was nearing the
endof her run along the trails. “Focus, AJ,” she admonished herself. As she madeher
way through the park, ready to hit the sidewalks and return home, she slowedher jog
into awalk and took a drink of her water. Glancing behind her at thebeautiful sunrise
peeking over the hills, she caught sight of a figure nearingthe crest, ready to head out
onto the trails. He was only a silhouette dancingin the brilliant light of the sun, but AJ
knew without a doubt he was hergorgeous stranger.

She was transfixed by his form, hismovement, and sorely wanted to call out to him,
just to get a glimpse of hishandsome face.And then what? Stare likean idiot? Run
after him like a crazed fan at a Kenny Chesney concert?Y ou’ refor sure notgonnarun
again,” she mumbled toherself.

AJ sighed and turned, eager to get home,and missed seeing the stranger turn as he
stood atop the rise, watching herwalk away.



Several hours later, after showering,eating, and trying to get work completed, AJwas
hopelessly distracted. Andafter a call from Jen in the afternoon, while it had been
wildly entertaining, itonly served to heighten her anticipation. Jen did her best to ease
AJ s anxietyby telling her any man would be damn lucky to have a woman like her,
and ifthis Mathias couldn’t accept her for who she was, well then he wasn't worth
aspit. She also told AJ she could afford to be picky, and if Mathias wasn't allshe
wanted, then make a break and move on.

Yeah, as if it would be that ssimple. AJfelt as if she and Mathias were somehow
invested in one another, as crazy asthat seemed after only five nights. Their talks
were something she had come toreally look forward to, and if they were to end, well
... she knew she'd be sad. Therewas safety in their conversations, without any
concern for how she looked orwhat she wore.

Suddenly,inspiration hit. Although she didn’t want to make it al about appearances,
shecouldn't believe the idea that ran through her mind hadn't come sooner.
AJchuckled to herself as she searched the internet for pictures and sought outshops to
visit. With her game plan in place, she set out for an afternoon offun. And by the time
evening rolled around, her outfit was complete and shecouldn't suppress her
triumphant glee.

She knew for certain she was going toknock Mathias's socks off. Laughing at the old
cliché, she ate a hasty dinnerbefore getting comfy on the couch with her Kindle as she

waited for the man’ scall.

When her phone chimed, she eagerly reachedfor it, thinking it was him, but Kayli’s
information came up. Trying not to betoo disappointed, she answered.

“Hey, girl, what’sup?’

“Hey, AJ, just thought I'd call and chat,solidify our plans for tomorrow. | haven't



heard from you all week. How havethings been?’

AJ went on the have a quick chat with herfriend. As much as she loved Kayli, she
knew it was getting close to the timeMathias would call. Well, long-story-short, AJ
ended up giving Kayli a rapidrundown of her week, and her conversations with
Mathias. Kayli was thrilled forher and said she couldn’t wait to meet him tomorrow.
“Y ou sound wonderful, AJ. | really hopethis works out.”

“Me, too. It’s been crazy, but good, youknow.”

“Yeah. Okay, good luck. I'll let you goand see you tomorrow. Love you, girl.”

“Love you too, Kayli. Good night.”

Just as she disconnected, her phone chimedagain. She smiled at her screen as
Mathias's number popped up, along with thesketch AJ couldn’'t stop herself from
drawing a few days ago. One she assignedas his profile picture. It was a ssimple pencil
sketch of a face that resembledChrisHemsworth, only with darker hair, deep
blueeyes, and cleft chin. Okay, so it looked more like the handsome jogger from
thepark, AJ conceded in her mind. So what?

Well,hopefully 1I"'m not setting myself up for disappoi ntment.

“Well, hey there, handsome,” AJ greeted.

Mathias' s chuckle echoed through the air,causing AJ s skin to tingle and a bigger
smile to form on her face. “And howwould you know I'm handsome? | could look

like atoad.”

AJlaughed. “Well, then I’ d kiss you andturn you into my prince.”



“Isthat so?’
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“Itis.”
“Weéll, in order for you to kiss me, we dhave to meet.”
“And we shall.”

The joy in her voice was evident, yetMathias didn’t comment right away. When he
finaly did, his voice was husky.

“AJ, doesthat mean...?’

“Yes, Mathias,” she began softly, “itmeans | want to meet you tomorrow. In the
morning, as the sun begins to riseover the hills and the hot air balloons are coloring
the sky. How does thatsound?’

“Like ascene right out of aromancenovel.” He chuckled. “ Sounds perfect.”

Both remained silent for amoment.

Mathias cleared his throat and said, “ So,how was your day?’

AJ laughed as she launched intodiscussion. She left out her preoccupation with him
as well as her preparationfor their meeting. Even when he asked where he should

meet her and how would heknow who she was, she didn’t reveal all the details.

“Let’s meet at the small parking lot onthe western edge of Ann Morrison Park, off of
West Royal Boulevard. Say, around7:00 AM? Does that sound okay to you?’



“Youarean early bird, aren’t you?’
Originally, after talking with Jen, she hadplanned to ask Mathias to meet late in the
afternoon when her friends couldplan to be nearby. But she wanted this instead—just

Mathias in the morning.

AJ chuckled. “I have been. I'm finallygetting back into a routine, and every morning
thisweek |’ ve been out atCamel’ s Back to jog and walk the trails.”

“Y-you have?’ he sputtered.

“Why does it sound asif you' re surprisedby that? Do | not sound like someone who'd
enjoy the activity?’ she saidlightly.

“No, no, not at al. | mean, yes, yes,you'd probably enjoy the activity, given your
adventurous spirit. Maybe | justfigured you'd take advantage of sleeping in, given
your reduced time at theoffice.”

“Well, | plan on returning to my regularwork schedule next week, so | figured I'd
better start getting used to an earlyrise. Besides, the mornings have been beautiful,
and | love the trails outthere when there’ s not too many out and about yet.”

“Yeah, | know what you mean.” He soundedalmost wistful.

“You do? Areyou an early riser? Do youget out to the parks for your exercise?’

“Uh, yeah, | take my bike out, especialyup to Bogus Basin when the trails are dry.
Then, when the snow comes, | head upfor skiing.”

“It’ s been so long since I’ ve been skiing.l missit.”



“Perhaps this season we could gotogether?’ he asked hopefully.

“Perhaps.”

“ 30, back to our meeting. How will we knowone another?”

“You mean you haven't already planned thisout from night one? Had scenarios
running around in your head? Where' s yourcreativity?’

“Oh, believe me, I've had creativescenarios running around in my head, Amelia

Jane.

“Y-you have?’ It was now her turn tosputter.Dare | ask?

“Would you like me to share? I’ ve hadplenty of ammunition since reading Sam. Of
course | don’t want to scare youoff.”

Damn, that sexy, deep voice of his wasdriving AJ crazy. “Oh, boy,” she squeaked
Out.
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He chuckled, sending a zing right throughher that pulsed at her sex. AJ squirmed and
felt moisture flood her panties. Shecouldn’t help the moan that drifted from her
mouth.

“God, AJ, those noises you make drive mecrazy.”

She snickered. “Well, then we're even.”

“Isthat so?"

“Do you want to know the first thing thatwent through my mind when you first
spoke?”’

“I’m not sure. Do 1?7

“1 thought, that’s definitely a voice madefor phone sex, and then wondered if people
even do that anymore. | mean, notthat that was the purpose of our call. Considering |
wasn't even the one whocalled. Jeez.”

“You sound alittle flustered,” he teased.

“You have no idea,” she mumbled.

“Oh, | think | do. Every night I’ veimagined your voice whispering to me as your lips
journey over my skin. It'sbeen nearly impossible not to imagine your eyes staring

into mine. Or your hairfeeling like silk in my hands.” AJ groaned as Mathias
continued. “Or how yourbody would be more welcoming than my hand as | orgasm.”



“Oh God, Mathias.”

“1 bet you' re wet and swollen, aren’t you,Amelia Jane?’

“Yes,” she managed, imagining hisperfectly muscled body atop her, slowly torturing
her with his movements.

“Y ou’ ve thought about me too, haven’ tyou?’

“How could | not?” AJ was done holdingback. Of course, maybe the boldness came
from the security of anonymity,knowing she could do or say whatever she wanted
because there were nopreconceived notions between them. “Your voice is sO sexy,
and confidence oozesfrom you. I’ve imagined your large hands roaming my body,
easily palming mybreasts. I've imagined your warm mouth on my skin. I've
imagined—"

“Jesus, AJ, I’'m ready to explode justlistening to you.”

“And I’'m on the verge of climaxing, oneflick across my clit and I’'m sure I’ d shatter.”

“Fuck,” he groaned, his voice arumble ashe drew out the word.

“Are you hard, Mathias? |s your handwrapped around your cock, wishing it was my
pussy swallowing you up?’

“Fuck, | love those words coming out ofyour sweet mouth. Hell, | wish that mouth
was wrapped around my hard cock, buttonight my hand will have to do. There's no
way this hard-on I'm about to fistwill subside otherwise.”

AJ whimpered and couldn’'t stop her handfrom dipping into her panties, feeling the
slickness between her folds.



“Tell me your hand is on your pussy. Tellme how wet and swollen you are,” he
ground out.

“So wet, so swollen,” she saidbreathlessly. “ Stroke yourself and imagine being buried
deep inside me. Myjuices bathe your cock and my pussy squeezes you tight. Fuck, |
wish | had avibrator. My fingers aren’t nearly enough to fill me.” Mathias nearly
choked inher ear as AJ pulled her hand from her panties and hastily rid her lower
bodyof her clothes. She had to spread her legs and open herself as wide as shecould
while she imagined Mathias' s body wedging itself in place.

“Don’t stop talking, AJ, tell me whatyou're doing.” His raspy voice spurred her on,
eliciting delightfully naughtyvisions.

“1 had to take off my shorts and panties. Ineeded my legs spread wide. My fingers are
in my pussy and I'm pumping my hips,imagining youth-thrusting inside me.” More
whimpersand gasps escaped as her thumb scraped over her clit.

“Yeah, | can feel your wet pussy bathe me,scorch me, squeeze the orgasm out of me.
So close, AJ. Rub your clit, makeyourself come. Fuck, I'm so close, | want to hear

you scream when | come.”

AJremoved her fingers from her pussy andfuriously rubbed her clit. Gasps alternated
with moans as she felt herselfgetting tighter and tighter, closer to falling apart.

“Oh fuck, Mathias, fuck.”

“That’s it, give it to me. Let me hearyou. Tell me you wish | was there fucking you
right now.”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, | wish your cockwas fucking my pussy so hard right now.”
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Mathias grunted and groaned, low andsteady, and there was no mistaking he was
coming. “God, Amelia Jane, how | wantyou,” he ground oui.

“l ... want you ... too,” she panted. Thenscreamed as her orgasm ripped through her.
She didn’t relent as she continuedto press on her clit, extending her pleasure.
Mathias's plea of encouragementfaded as the hand that held her phone fell away.
Lethargy set in as her highsadly and all too quickly began to dissipate. AJ barely
registered the tinny voicesomewhere in the distance. She then realized Mathias was
talking, askingrepeatedly if she was okay.

She quickly snapped the phone back to herear. “ Sorry, sorry.”

He chuckled. “S okay,post-climax haze,” he returned, his voice sounding sleepy.

AJ couldn’t help her giggles that quicklyturned into snorting laughter.

“That funny, en?’

“l just can’t believe we did that. | ... I’ venever done anything like that in my life.”

“Neither have |, but I’'m damn sure notgonnacomplain. It was the best orgasm I've
had in years. Thanksto you.”

“1 wouldn’'t dare compare you to my ex, butthat was the best I've had in years as
well.”

“I’ll take that as the highestcompliment.”



After a moment of quiet, AJ timidly asked,”Mathias? Um, you don’'t think I'm a
freak, right? | mean, doing what | just didwith a stranger?’

“That’s aloaded question. | mean, | couldbe a creep and say no just to hear you do it
again. And as much as I'd like tothink we aren’'t strangers, given all we've shared
with one another, | realizewe haven’t even met in person, so...”

“l almost don’t want to meet you. | mean,this way, our relationship remains perfect,
right?’ She tried for laughter, butit came out choked. “I hope | don’t disappoint you,”
she whispered. AJ hated thatshe couldn’t stop those words as old insecurities
emerged.

“Don't, AJ. Don’'t do that to yourself. Icould easily say the same thing, because |
think you deserve so much goodnessin your life. And I’ [l hope to be worthy of you.”

AJ sniffled as she wiped the stray tears fromher cheeks. “Me, too.”

“Do you still want to talk, or would yourather we say good night?”’

“Neither?” When Mathias chuckled, shesaid, “1 wish we could just cuddle.”

“1 think that can be arranged. Go to bedand get comfy while I, um, take care of afew
things. I'll be right back withyou.”

“Okay.” AJ grabbed her discarded clothesand padded up to her bedroom. After using
the bathroom, she got naked andcrawled beneath her covers. Didn’'t matter that it was
still early in theevening, she suddenly felt exhausted. Once settled, she put her phone
back toher ear. “Mathias?’

“Yes, AJ, I'm still here. Now, are youcomfy?”



“Comfy enough,” she said as she sighed. Sheput the phone on speaker and set it on
the nightstand.

“Close your eyes. Imagine you've just comeoff the slopes after a day of skiing.Y our
body feels alive and exhausted all at onceThere's a roaring fire and its
warmthsurrounds you as you burrow into your soft bed.” Mathias began to sing
CharliePuth’s*One Call Away.” His voice was soft, comforting, andperfect.

AJ smiled into her pillow as the wordscontinued. Contentment washed over her asthe
words became softer, dimmer. Shehad already fallen asleep by the time he finished,
missing him wishing her goodnight.

*kk*%x

Darkness surrounded AJ as she startledawake. Sitting up in bed, the covers pooled at
her waist as her eyes adjusted,and she caught sight of her phone on the stand.
Looking at the time, she saw itwas 5:00 AM and realized she had dept soundly
through the night. Never had sheslept straight through like that. She then blushed as
the events from earlierflashed through her mind. Her skin grew warm in spite of the
coolness in herroom. AJ couldn’t help the smile that formed as she crawled out of
bed. Lookingonce again at her phone, she noticed the low battery and plugged it in
beforemaking her way to the bathroom.

AJtook her timein the shower, slowlywashing her hair and body, and shaving herself
smooth everywhere. She wasexcitedly nervous about meeting with Mathias this
morning, and the anticipationmade her aware of every detail in her preparation. After
drying, she appliediotion to her body, dried her hair, and added curl. She then went to
her roomand carefully selected lacy lingerie that made her feel fabulous. She
donnedthe outfit she had carefully pieced together yesterday, which consisted of
ablack fitted top with rhinestones spelling out 1daho Steelheads. It had theirmountain
and tree logo off to the side. She slipped on black booty shorts thatbarely covered her



rear. They had a blue stripe on the sides that matched theteam’s colors. Next came
black socks and leg warmers, followed by black boots.

Going to the bathroom, she began hermakeup routine by adding light foundation,
smoky gray eye shadow, and a touchof mascara. She pinned most of her hair up,
allowing a few curls to frame herface. Pleased with her look, she grabbed her phone
and went downstairs for aquick bite to eat. Once finished, she put a few itemsinto a
small shoulderbag, along with her phone, and added the final piece to her outfit—a
whitefaux-fur coat that nearly reached her ankles.

AJ couldn’t wait to see Mathias sexpression when she flung open the coat, revealing
the outfit that resembledwhat she imagined an ice girl would wear—if the
Steelheadshadice girls. She couldn’t help the little-girl giggle thatescaped as she
locked up the house, got in her car, and drove to the park wherethey planned to meet.

During the drive, she began to wonder whyshe hadn’'t asked him to wear something
distinguishing. Did she imagine theirmeeting to be like a fairy tale—one look and
they'd just know? AJ snorted atthe thought. Maybe he'd take her hint and dress like
Thor.

“Wouldn’'t that be something?’ she said toherself.
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Thankful for light traffic, and the fact thatnot many others decided to head to the park
at 6:30, she easily found a parkingspot in the small lot. A handful of cars where
present, but she didn't see anyoccupants, and looking around, others nearby were
heading to the heart of thepark where the balloons were getting ready to launch.

Before she exited her car, AJ decided tosend a text to Jen, letting her know the
change of plans, and if she didn’thear from her by ten, to send the police. She added
several winkingemojisand assured her friend she was confident in what shewas doing.
She also stated she'd till like her and Kayli to plan to meet laterat the 10 Barrel
Brewing Company, as originally discussed. Satisfied with herdecision, she got out of
her car, locked it, and wandered toward the greenbeltrunning adjacent to the Boise
River.

AJ passed a couple who gave her a curiousstare as both their glances took in her
attire, but she didn’'t care. She justsmiled and continued on, actually glad for the coat
due to the brisk earlySeptember morning. Somehow, within just afew days, it's as if
they turned thatcorner toward autumn as the mornings grew cooler and it took longer
for the sunto rise.

As AJ reached the greenbelt and looked outover the river, she admired the pristine
water flowing over rocks and a fewdowned trees. She loved living here, with fresh
air, clean conditions, and aplethora of activities to enjoy. And she very much hoped
that after meetingMathias, they’d hit it off beautifully and could enjoy many
activitiestogether.

Checking her phone, she had two minutesuntil she was supposed to meet him, so she
headed back toward the lot. As sheapproached, she was surprised to see it had filled



up, and more people weremaking their way across the grass toward the balloons.

AJ quickly scanned the vehicles, notseeing anyone standing about, but as she neared
asilver SUV, afigure emergedfrom between it and another. Her eyes widened, as did
her mouth, as she took inhis attire of black tights, gold breastplate, and flowing red
cape. He evenheld areplica of Thor’s hammer in his hand.

But more surprising than that were theglasses on his face, and the deep blue eyes
behind them. And the cute cleft inhis chin.

Thestranger from the park! The same man from the bar at the Grove!

“Mathias?’ AJasked hesitantly, not takinganother step.

His eyes softened and a smile started toform on his lips. “It's me, Amelia Jane.” He
stopped within afew feet of her.

“Wh... how?" She shook her head to clear her confusion.What are the odds this
would be Mathias?And before she knew it,she was voicing her concerns. “From the
park. From the bar,” she said softly. “Whatare the odds it's you?” As AJ studied his
face, she saw a change in his eyes, afurrow in his brow. He actually began to look
uncomfortable. “What isit?’ sheasked.

Mathias expelled a breath and said wordsthat stole hers. “I, uh, | have a confession. |
knew who you were all along.”

AJinstinctively took a step back. “What?’
“That night in the bar, when | first sawyou, you looked so beautiful. Y ou sat alone for

sometime, and | finally workedup the courage to go talk to you. But then you looked,
panicked, and youcouldn’t get out of there fast enough.”



11 ”

Mathias rushed on, taking a step towardher. “ Something about you struck me right in
the chest, Amelia Jane. | just hadto find you. | had to get to know you.”

“This is unbelievable. So, how ... when ... Idon't understand.” AJ shook her head.
“How did you know | was onFlirt Chatand that we' d connect?’ Shelooked up at him,
wanting answers, wanting to believe this wasn’'t someelaborate setup.

“I didn’t. Until Jen.”

“Jen? What does she have to do with this?’

“ After you and she left the bar, later whenshe came back, she spoke to me. She said
she' d seen me trying to make my way toyou.” Mathias chuckled. “ She took me off to
the side and actually grilled mefor thirty minutes. She thought I might have done
somethinguntowardto you, something to scareyou.”

“Youdid,” AJcouldn’t help but blurt out.

“What? No. All | wanted to do was talk toyou.”

“1 wasn't ready to talk to someone likeyou.”

“Someone like me?’

AJ waved her hands about. “Someone withall this gorgeousness! | didn't trust
anyone, not after what Brad did to me. Youtake one look a me and decide I'm a

pretty face so you start to move—"

“It wasn't like that at all,” Mathiassaid, his voice raising. “I saw a beautiful woman



who helped her friend out ofan embarrassing situation. | saw a beautiful woman who
looked sad yet yearnedfor the uninhibited fun her other friend was having. Do you
know how hard itwas for meto get up the nerve to tryto talk to you?’

“Right,” AJ said, her sarcasm evident. “Becausesomeone like you couldn’t get any
woman he wanted.”

“ Appearances are deceiving, AJ. If anyoneshould know that, you should.”
She reared back as if slapped. “| sure ashell should. So, what, you tell Jen you' ve just
got to get to know me and youtwo concoct this plan for us to hook up throughFlirt

Chat?’

“Basicdly, yes.”
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“What?You admit to this setup?’ She took another step back, uncaring that they
werereceiving curious stares from others.

Mathias took another step and closed thegap she had widened. “Yes, AJ, | do. After
talking with Jen, quite extensively,mind you, and our mutual friends vouching for my
character, she told me of yoursituation and your reluctance at meeting someone. We
really do have a lot incommon, you and me. So, we thought—Jen mostly—that
instead of me simply askingyou out or her arranging another meeting, this would be
the best approach.”

“Oh, you did, did you? How very kind ofyou.Bothof you.” AJ spun away,wanting an
escape, wanting to get away from this bizarre scenario.

Mathias gently touched her arm. “ AJ,please, let me explain more.”

She shook off histouch and glared at him.“Why? So you can tell me more lies?’

“No, | told you you'd only hear the truthfrom me.”

“Redly? You never thought to mention inall our conversations, or hey, when |
practically bowled you over in the park,that, gee, thisis al an elaborate arrangement

among friends?’

“That incident in the park was purelycoincidental, | promise. And never in our
conversations was there a situationwhich prompted me to confess.”

“Hence, you never lied. Isn’'t omissionbasically alie?’



“1 felt justified. | loved our talks, the connectionwe were making, and | know you did,
too.”

When he took another step toward her, shebacked away. She spoke through clenched
teeth. “Don’t you tell me what | did ordid not enjoy. Don't tell me your friends
vouched for your character when youdo something like this. Don’t—"

“AJ, please.” He closed the distance andtook hold of her arms. When she tried to
shake him off, he held on. “Please,AJ,” he pleaded. “Despite how this came about,
you can’'t deny there’s somethingbetween us. The things we' ve shared, talked about,
experienced.” His heatedstare told her he was talking about last night, their orgasms
while talking toone another.

AJ felt her face flush and started to lookaway, but Mathias gave her arms a squeeze
and started again.

“Please believe me, at first | didn’t wantto go along with Jen’s plan, because | knew
how it would look. Deceitful .”

“Yathink?’ AJsnorted. She hung her head as tears gathered, and she felt more the fool
forthat.

“AJ, please...”

She managed to shake off his hold and takea step back, wiping at her eyes. “No,
Mathias. The truth is, you did. You wentalong with this plan. You're damn right it
was deceitful. How do you expect tobuild a relationship when it starts out like that?’
When he tried to talk, shecut him off. “No. Nothing you can say will change it.
Nothing you say will makethisright.”

She took another step away and began todig through her bag for her key fob. When



she found it, she clicked her locksand quickly made her way to her vehicle. Mathias
was fast on her heels, stilltrying to plead his case. AJwhirled on him.

“Stop. How would you fedl if the tableswere turned? If you were in my situation?
You can't tell me you wouldn’t beupset! Lose my number, Mathias, because | never
want to hear from you again.”

AJran the last few stepsto her car andjumped inside, locking the doors and starting it
up. She barely had thepresence of mind to look around to make sure she wasn’'t going
to run someoneover or back into another vehicle. Speeding out of the lot, she didn’t
giveMathias another glance. Tears came faster as she sped toward home.

Then the anger came.

When she parked in her garage, she poundedon the steering wheel and screamed her
frustration to the world. After a fewmoments, when her sobs quieted, she pulled
herself out of the car and enteredher house. She threw her bag and keys on the
counter and shrugged out of thecoat. Fresh tears began anew at the wasted effort on
her outfit.

“And | didn’'t even get to enjoy theballoons,” she choked out in the silence of her
living room. “How could you,Jen?’

AJ sank to her couch and curled up into aball, letting her emotions pour out.

*k*k*%x

GoodGod, that pounding needs to stop,AJ thought. She pried open her eyes,realizing
she was still on her couch and wasn’'t sure how much time had passed. Whatshe
thought to be a pounding in her head was actually a pounding on her door.



“Go away,” she croaked, wincing at herdry, sore throat. Carefully, she sat up,
instantly feeling dizzy and wanting tolie back down. Only whoever the hell was at her
door wasn't relenting.

“Amelia Jane, open this goddamned door!” Jen'svoice easily carried through the
thick wood.

AJ could only groan, nowhere near ready toface her “friend.” Slowly standing, she
ignored Jen’s protests and made her wayinto the kitchen for a drink. After guzzling
some water, she shouldn’t havebeen surprised to hear her front door being unlocked
and opened. Both Jen andKayli had keys to her place, as she did for theirs, in case of
emergencies. Obviously,Jen thought this was one of those times.

“AJ” Jenyelled.
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“Stop your hollering, I'm fine,” AJ calledout.
“See, | told you she'd befine,” Kaylisaid.
AJ snorted at Kayli’s comment, knowing shewas anything but fine.

“She’s anything but fine,” Jen said rightbefore entering the kitchen and coming to a
halt in front of AJ. “What the hellhappened? Are you all right? And why the hell are
you dressed like that?’

AJ could only imagine what she looked likeafter her crying jag and sleeping in a ball
on the couch. Her makeup wasprobably all over her face, hair a mess, and clothes
rumpled. She straightenedand gathered some semblance of strength.

“I"'m dressed like this because | wasmeeting Mathias this morning, as you are well
aware. And no, I’m not fine. Howcould | be fine when one of my best friends and a
stranger at a bar scheme toget me to meet said stranger under false pretenses? How
could I be fine when Ihave the most amazing conversations with a stranger, think I'm
falling for him,and learn that it's al a charade?’ Her strength was quickly waning.
“How couldyou, Jen? And did you know about this, Kayli?’

“No, no, | promise,” Kayli saidemphatically. “Only on the way over here just now did
Jen tell me what wasgoing on after she received a call from Mathias. He was really
worried aboutyou. He's really sorry,” she added with her own special kind of
tenderness.

AJ looked to Jen and thought she actuallysaw regret and remorse. Too bad. She



wasn't getting any sympathy from her.

“l don’t give a damn if he's sorry, whichhe should be, but it doesn't excuse what
happened. And you, myfriend,” she pointed at Jen, “are nokind of friend at all to pull
some shit like that. How could you, Jen? Howcould you?’ AJ closed her eyes against
the fucking tears that just wouldn’'tstop. When she felt arms circle her, she
instinctively reached out in return,holding on tight to Jen.

“1’m so, so sorry it went down like this,” Jen started. “I really am. Damn his honor for
coming clean.”

AJ choked on a sob. “Really? So we couldstart off arelationship on alie, never to be
revealed? What kind of trustdoes that inspire?’

Jen pulled back and stared at AJ. “Admittedly,none. But we really did have the best
of intentions.” When AJ snorted and started to pull away, Jenheld tight to her arms
and carried on. “Redly, we did. And if it's anyconsolation, Mathias was
really,reallyreluctantto go along with my plan.”

“Yet he did anyway.”

“Only because | can be very persuasive,and | convinced him it'd all work out. That
you'’ d see the humor in this andstill give him a chance.”

“Humor? Nothing about thisis humorous.”

“But he redlly is perfect for you. Yourreluctance to meet anyone was holding you
back.”

“Don’t you think | should have had somedecisions in this? Maybe you could ve
convinced me to go to the bar again, meethim,havethe courage to engage in



conversationmyself.”

“Maybe,” Jen said softly. “I was justgiving you a nudge, speeding up the process.”

“It was wrong, Jen. And again, why thepush to have me meet someone? Why should
my happiness revolve around having aguy in my life?’

Kayli chose that moment to speak up afterwatching the exchange up to this point. Jen
released AJ, taking a small step tothe side. “Didn’t we go over thisjust last weekend?
What, are you going toturn into some lonely spinster with no joy in your life? | know
you won't turninto a cat lady, because you hate cats.”

“Well, hateisabit strong,” AJ saiddefensively.

“Pssh, whatever,you hate cats, and that’s fine.” Kayli crossed her arms, looking from
AJ to Jenand back to AJ. “What Jen did, she went about it the wrong way, even if
herheart was in the right place.” When Jen started to protest, Kayli held up ahand to

halt any comments she wanted to make. “Uh, uh, don’t. Y ou know it wasthe wrong
approach, given what AJ went through with Brad, yet you did itanyway.”

“Thank you,” AJsaid.

“However,” Kayli started again, “maybe thiswasn’'t atotal fuck-up after all.”

Both AJ and Jen just gaped at Kayli, neverhaving heard her talk like thisin all their
years of friendship.

Kayli just waved a hand at them both. “So,yeah, this is the new Kayli. I’'m going to
speak my mind more often. Get used toit.”

“1 likeit,” Jen stated, giving her awidesmile.



“Me, too,” AJ added.
“Okay, can we al go have a seat and talkthrough this?’ Jen asked.

“1 need to pee and wash my face first, butfine, we'll talk,” AJ said, making her way
out of the kitchen and toward the stairs.Once she took care of herself and returned to
the living room, Jen and Kayliwere seated, each holding mugs of tea. AJ noticed a
third mug on the tablewaiting for her.
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“Thanks,” she said as she sat and pickedup the cup of warm comfort.

“Okay, so I'm really sorry,” Jen said. “Whenl cornered Mathias at the bar and had a
long chat with him, | just knew he’'d beperfect for you, AJ. And | only want to see
you happy. Y ou have so much spiritand joy to share, and, well, he went through some
crap aswell, and | knew youtwo could be so good for each other.”

“Jeez, you're like a broken record,” AJmumbled.

“Y eah, well, sometimes you need to hearthings over and over before they finally start
to sink in. So, arethey sinkingin?’ Jen asked with a sassy smile on her face.

“Maybe,” AJ mumbled again with the mugpressed to her lips.

“AJ” Kayli spoke up. “I didn’t get achance to meet Mathias, but from what Jen told
me about him, and from thechange | heard in you just last night, can't you admit
there’ s somethingbetween you two? Y ou haven't sounded that happy in years.”

AJ set her mug down and sighed. “Y es,okay? Y es, there’ s something between us. Our
talks have been the best thing forme. Besides being friends with you two. He's smart
and funny, and he's got hidife on track. | was already falling hard just from our
conversations alone. Andthen to find out he really is the cute guy from the bar who
also happened to bethe stranger | ran into at the park. And he's the most attractive
man I’ ve everseen.”

“Stranger from the park?’ Kayli asked. “Y ouran into him at the park?’



“Yes, but he swears it was purelycoincidental. And thinking back on the way he
acted, he was genuinely surprisedto see me, kind of taken aback, flustered, you
know? Then he rushed off likehis pants were on fire. Which at the time was readlly
disappointing. But,whatever.”

“Did hetell you about Christina?’ Jenasked. “His fiancé€?’

“He has afiancé?’ Kayli squealed.

“Had,hehada fiancé. After years together,she suddenly fell in love with someone else
and left him.”

“Yes, hetold me” AJadmitted.

“He's had a rough time, too,hun. Women would judge him on his looks and come on
to him withcertain expectations. He's not a playboy, but was viewed as one. Even
men canhave self-esteem issues. They can be just as reluctant as women, you know?
Notto mention hispushy friends alwaystrying to hook him up with someone.”

“Gee, | wouldn’t know whatthat’ slike, now would 17" AJ smirked. Shewas beginning
to see the loving motive behind Jen’'s actions. And trying to seethe situation from
Mathias's point of view, although still not totallyexcusable, was beginning to sink in.

“1 see the wheels turning,” Jen said. “Areyou ready to give him another try?’
“What if he doesn't want one after all? Hepractically pleaded for me to give us a
chance, coming clean right when we met.Then | go off on him, but rightfully so at the

time. | mean, it was a shockingdiscovery.”

“Doesn’'t that tell you something about hischaracter when he felt the need to expose
that little fact?’ Kayli said.



“That little fact,” AJ scoffed. “Yes, Isuppose.”

“Y ou suppose,” Jen mocked. “ That was ahuge risk for him, you know.”

“Redly?” AJ said. “This whole situationis crazy. You're just trying to find
justification for yourself while defendinghim and—"

“I am,” Jen admitted. “Look, | know thisall came about in a convoluted way, but |
had the best of intentions for you. Doyou honestly think 1’ d encourage setting you up
with some guy who's loco? No. And,okay, so it wasn't the greatest approach, but it
worked. Sort of, right? Imean, you got to know him and like him and you were ready
to meet him and makea go of it.”

“Yes, yes, yes, dl right? God, yes, Ireally like him. Like | said, he’s smart and funny
and charming and sexy. Andyes, | want to give him another try.”

Jen and Kayli jumped up with excitement. “Hotdamn!” Jen shouted. “Okay, well
then, | suppose we better get you fixed up,because | don’t know what al that is.” She
waved her hand at AJ s attire.

“I’ll have you know, he was fantasizingabout me being an ice girl, so | wanted to give
him an ice girl. And Lord, youshould have seen him, dressed up like Thor.” AJ
moaned, not the least bitconcerned about embarrassing herself, because these were
her friends.

“Really?’ Kayli said. “Thor?Mmm, does he look like ChrisHemsworththen?”

“Sort of, only better.” AJ grinned.

“Well then, let’s freshen you up while Igive Mathias a call.”



“No, Jen, let me contact him. We'll planto meet at the park still. I'm not getting
robbed out of seeing the balloons. Whattime is it anyway?’ AJ began to search for
her phone, realizing it was stilltucked away in her bag.

“It's noon, and there will still be plentyto see,” Jen answered.
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“Come on, beautiful, let’s get you fixedup.” Kayli took AJ s hand and led her back
upstairs. After redoing her hair andmakeup, AJ figured her outfit still looked decent
and she really wanted to wearit. “You realy do look great, AJ. Think Mathias will
still bein his Thor outfit?’ She giggled.

“I have no idea, but | wouldn't hate it ifhe was.” She winked at her friend.

“You'rereally okay with this, right?’ Kayligently stroked AJ sarm. “I mean, like Jen
said, it wasn't the smartest way togo about this, but there' s potential, right?’

AJ held Kayli’s hand and gave it asqueeze. “Y es, there' s definitely potential. | won't
make him beg too badly.”

Kayli laughed as the two made their wayback downstairs to join Jen, who was
holding AJ s phone out to her with abigsmile on her face.

AJjust smiled in return as she took thephone, deciding to text:So have Imissed the
balloons? Because I'll be really mad if | have, and you'll have someserious making

up to do.

Within seconds, Mathias answered:Balloonsare still here, and I'll beg, plead, grovel
... Wwhatever it takes.

Findme at the park and we'll see what | decide. 15 minutes.

Y esma am.



AJ grinned, and when she looked up at herfriends, they were grinning, too. “All right,
let’s go.” AJddidn’t bother withthe coat, as the day had warmed up nicely. Once again
they piled into Kayli’ scar and headed for the park.

k%%

Ten minutes later the ladies walked intothe heart of the park. Only a few balloons
remained on the ground, or they hadcompleted their flight and landed aready. AJ
looked up to see so much color asthe balloons dotted the sky, it was spectacular.
There was still quite a crowd,although she suspected many of the spectators had
moved on to other activities.

“How ishe going to find you?’ Kayliasked.

“Determination,” AJ answered. She, Kayli,and Jen strolled leisurely around the park,
admiring the balloons and glancingat the vendors. AJ s stomach growled, realizing
she hadn’t had anything to eatfor six hours, and the smell from the food carts was
utterly enticing. “Let’ sgrab abite, I’ m starving.”

“Shall it be pizza, burgers, or icecream?’ Mathias's husky voice in her ear sent
shivers through her. She felt hiswarmth at her backside as he moved in closer and
continued to whisper. “Or areyou watching your gorgeous figure?’

AJ closed her eyes and sighed.Oh, that voice.She opened her eyes andturned to face
him, a shot of adrenaline flowing through her at his impressivesight. He was still
dressed as Thor, earning appreciative glances from not onlyJen and Kayli, but many
passersby. They stared at each other, somehow silentlycommunicating as smiles
began to grace both their faces.

Mathias's eyes roamed her body from headto toe, and when he looked into her eyes
again, AJ could’ve sworn they were brighter.He groaned and brought his hand to his



heart while going down on one knee. “Bythe Gods of Valhalla, your beauty and your
spirit will be my undoing. | humblyask for your forgiveness, milady, and by granting
that, | will forever be underyour command.”

AJ couldn’t help but melt just alittleand smile even bigger as she framed his face and
spoke softly. “All isforgiven, Mighty Thor. Rise and join me for a day of adventure,
the likes ofwhich you may never see again.”

Mathias rose slowly, never taking his eyesfrom hers. And when AJ began to
withdraw her hands, he caught one and kissedher knuckles. “I pray that won't be the
case, as | look forward to manyadventures with you.”

AJ bowed her head in a regal fashion, andkeeping their hands joined, introduced
Mathias to Jen and Kayli. “1 know youknow Jen, our matchmaker, and thisis Kayli.”

“Jen,” Mathias nodded his head beforeturning to Kayli. “And nice to meet you,
Kayli.”

“S-s0 nice to meet you,” she replied, abit breathlessly.

AJ couldn’t help but grin at the way Kayliwas fawning over Mathias, considering the
gal had recently figured out she wasinto women.

Smile still plastered to his face, Mathiasturned to AJ. “I believe you said you were
starving?’

“Indeed | did. I’'m in the mood for BBQ. Whatabout you? Jen? Kayli?" She glanced
at each person, awaiting their answer.

“Why don’'t we go find some burgers andfried elephant ears, Kayli?’ Jen responded.
“We'll catch up with you twolater.” She winked at AJ before looping her arm with



Kayli’s and walking away.

Mathias chuckled. “Guess they wanted me tohave some privacy while | beg your
forgiveness.”

AJ stopped and faced him. “There' s noneed, Mathias, | forgive you.”

“Just like that? So easily?’

“Yes. It'suselessto deny what | feel foryou.”
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“Which is?’

“A connection. Our talks were wonderful,funny, uplifting, and so easy. They felt
comfortable from the very first night.I can understand why Jen did what she did, and
you, unable to resist herpersuasiveness.” AJ chuckled.

Mathias laughed. “Yes, she is tenacious.” Heturned to her and held both hands in his.
“I"'m glad you're giving me thischance, and | promise I’'ll do everything in my power
to proveit’ |l be worthit.”

“Oh, | know you will, and I’'m lookingforward to it.” She stood on her tippy-toes and
gave him alight kiss beforepulling back.

Mathias rested his forehead against hers. “Youknow you're wrecking me with that
outfit.”

“Am 1?7’ AJanswered seductively.

“You look so damned sexy. | want to coveryou up with my cape so no other man can
look at your ass that’s barely coveredby those shorts.”

AJ turned her body and looked over hershoulder at her rear, shaking it. “You mean
this ass?” When she looked back atMathias, she had to giggle at his sexy moan. She
whispered up to him. “Otherscan look all they want, but you’re the only one that’ll be
touching this ass.”

“AJ” he groaned.



She laughed again as she pulled him towardthe food cart. “Come on, let’s eat. | have
afeeling we regonnaneed our strength for later.”

Mathias chuckled as he followed, and theyspent the better part of an hour devouring
BBQ, followed by ice cream as theywatched many of the balloons returning from
their flights. Once finished, theywalked the park.

“Doyou come to the event every year?’ Mathias asked.

“Almost, and it never fails to astound me.What about you?’ She looked up at him,
happy to have him by her side.

“I’ve never missed a year. Somethingalways draws me. Amazing we' ve never run
into each other before.”

AJlaughed. “Well, it is a huge event, andBoise’ sabig city.”

“Biggest little city in the west.”

“1 thought Reno had that distinction?’ AJquipped.

“Maybe.” Mathias shrugged as he grinned.

“Have you ever been up in abaloon?’

“1 have, several times, in fact. Would youlike to go up today?’

“l would love it! But wait, aren’'t therides only on opening day?’

Mathias winked as he squeezed her hand,leading her deeper into the crowd. “I have
my powers, and | would never daredisappoint the lady.”



AJs spirit couldn’t get any better as shelet Mathias lead her through the thinning
mass of people, closer to a fewgrounded balloons. The colorful variety was
spectacular, and their sheer sizenever ceased to amaze her.

They approached a balloon with a southwestzigzag pattern, with white, peach, and
turquoise coloring. One man noticed themand a beaming smile broke out across his
face. Two strides had him in front ofMathias as they shook hands.

“Mathias, | see you found your lady.”

“Yes,” he answered, raising AJ s hand tokiss her knuckles. He then introduced her to
his friend, Jeremy Dietrich, andpointed out his wife, Megan. They met while Mathias
had been to Albuguerque shalloon festival a few years ago, theirs taking place about
amonth afterBoise’s.

“Arewe still set?’ Mathias asked.

“Yeah, be ready to go in a few. | signalwhen we're good to go.” Jeremy slapped a
hand against Mathias's shoulder andwalked back toward the balloon.

AJturned to him. “We're going up?’ sheasked with excitement.

“We are. While | was waiting, hoping, andpraying that you'd return, | asked him
about taking us up.”
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AJ launched herself into his arms,squealing in his ear. “Thank you, thank
you,thankyou! Thisis going to be awesome!”

“1 certainly hope so,” Mathias returned,kissing her temple.

It didn’'t take long for Jeremy to signaland within twenty minutes, the two couples
were staring out across the cityfrom almost a thousand feet in the air.

“This is amazing!” AJ exclaimed. Shelooked to Mathias and saw a sexy grin on his
face. Seeinghimdressed as he was, she was extremely turned-on by the man. A
knowing lookpassed between them, as if they both knew the night would end with
them in oneor the other’s bed.

Toosoon?AJthought.Hell, no! I’'m going to grab ontowhatever pleasure | can with
him.

Mathias raised a brow as his grin grewbigger; as if he knew her thoughts. AJ felt
herself blush in spite of thecoolness surrounding them, given their atitude. She
started to place her handsinto the jacket Megan loaned her, but Mathis intercepted her
movement, pullingthem to his chest as he covered her hands with his. He leaned
down to whisper.

“1"d love to know your thoughts, AmeliaJane.” His kissed the shell of her ear, causing
her body to shiver.

“1 just bet you would, but I'll save themfor later.”



He pulled back to look into her eyes. “Promise?’

“Promise.” She pressed her lips to his andwas rewarded with a low grow! as he took
over the kiss, savoring her mouth. Hadthey not been interrupted by Jeremy clearing
his throat, who knows where thekiss would have led?

“How long have you two been together?’ heasked.

Mathias reluctantly broke away from AJ andfaced hisfriend. “Thisis our first date.”

“You'rekiddin'me? Y ou two look like you' ve been an item for some time.”

“Feels like it, too,” Mathias said as helooked to AJ, wrapping his arm around her
waist. Her heart swelled as she gavehim a smile, leaning into his side.

“Ah, there' sa story there,” Jeremy said.

“There salways astory,” Megan added. “Butlet’s let them enjoy theride.”

AJand Mathias remained huddled togetherfor the duration of the trip, and although it
had been wonderful, AJ was readyto get her feet back on land. Once they
disembarked, she and Mathias said good-byeto the couple, promising to see them in
New Mexico if they made it down to thefestival.

Asthey continued to walk the park, Mathias held her close. “I may not be able
tocontrol myself, AJ, with how sexy you look. And if you receive any more
leeringglances from another man, | just may clobber them with my hammer.” He held
up theitem between them.

AJ laughed, given the hammer was plasticand weighed no more than a pound, if she
had to guess.



“Well, we can’'t have that. | guess thismeans our outing has concluded and you'll
have to safely ensconce me at alocation of your choosing. For my own protection, of
course, and those of thecommoners around me. We can’t have a public uprising, now
can we?’

When his mouth quirked and he started tolean in for a kiss, AJ stopped him with a
hand on his chest. “Mathias,” shebegan to whisper, “please tell me thisisn’'t too bold
or too soon, or whatever,because | can’t help wanting you.”

His mouth came within millimeters of hersand said, “| like you wanting me, because |

damn sure want you.” He capturedher lips, suckling before tracing her seam with his
tongue. And as soon as AJopened for him, he devoured her.

She clutched his arms as he had his waywith her in broad daylight, paiming her rear
and pulling her into his body. AJfelt like stripping him bare and having herway with

him, public indecency be damned.

Mathias was first to pull away, restinghis forehead against hers. “Would it be
completely improper for me toproposition you, milady?’

“Please do.”

“Your place or mine?’

A burst of laughter escaped AJ as shegrabbed his hand and began running for the
parking lot.

*kk*%x

Mathias led AJ to his vehicle, unlockingthe door and ushering her inside. He sprinted
to the other side, slid in, andstarted it up.



“I'm going to text Jen and let her knowwe're leaving. I'm sure she won't be
surprised.” Once done, AJlooked toMathias, both grinning like fools. “So,” she said.
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“S0,” he returned. “Are you sure aboutthis, AJ? Because believe me, | want this, but |
want to be sure you do, too.”

“1 do.” She gave him her address andMathias took off.

She didn’t second-guess her decision orquestion what in the hell she was doing. She
just went with her gut. And it wastelling her that Mathias was worth the risk.

Never in her life would she have thoughtshe' d bring a man home after meeting him
mere hours ago. But they knew eachother beyond afew hours. Their nightly talks had
revealed alot about oneanother, and AJtruly couldn’t feel safer with anyone else.

As they pulled into her drive, theysilently exited then AJ was leading him into her
home. Closing the door andlocking it, she turned to face him. A myriad of emotions
seemed to cross hisface, and for a split second, shedidbegin to question her actions.
But before she could say a word, Mathias was infront of her, framing her face and
kissing her swestly.

AJ gave herself up to his kiss, to thefeeling of being cherished. She moaned and
opened for him as his tongue sweptinside, dueling with hers. With her hands on his
hips, she pulled herself intohis body, wanting to feel more, see more.

When his mouth trailed along her jaw, toher ear, Mathias's hot breath tickled as he
whispered, “| want you naked. Ineed you, Amelia Jane.”

“My thoughts exactly,” she managed to say.When they parted, she took his hand and
led him up the stairs to her room. Onceinside, she wasted no time in kicking off her



boots and ridding her body of herclothing. Meanwhile, Mathias stood frozen as his
eyes raked her body from headto toe. When he looked up again into her eyes, she
watched them soften.

“You are so gorgeous, AJ. You humble mewith your willingness.”

“| fed asif | could trust you withanything, Mathias. Please don’t make me regret it.”
“Na/er.”

AJ could only nod as her eyes grew mistyand her heart swelled.

Without further words, Mathias made quickwork of getting out of his clothing as
well, standing gloriously naked,hisarousal clearly evident.

“Damn, you' re magnificent,” AJsaid.

Mathias approached but didn’t touch. “Y ouare.”

“Please touch me,” she said.

He surprised her by unpinning her hair andcombing his fingers through the silky
strands. “ So soft and beautiful.” He thenscooped her up into his arms and placed her
on the bed. Her peals of laughterquickly turned to gasps as he wasted no time in
spreading her legs and buryinghis face against her pussy. She nearly orgasmed
immediately as his tongue sweptup her folds and latched onto her clit, sucking
mercilessly. His big, warmhands pressed against her inner thighs, keeping her open,
otherwise she mayhave clenched his head like a vise.

AJ squirmed and writhed while shealternately moaned and whimpered. She felt
herself rising, tightening as sheground her pelvis into Mathias's face, needing to



come.

“That'sit, AJ,” he breathed against herflesh. “Come for me. Only me.”

His attention returned to feasting on her,and within seconds she shattered. Her scream
echoed throughout the room,startling even AJ in its intensity. She continued to buck
as Mathias wrungevery little bit of pleasure from her. And when he moved away,
gently massagingher thighs where he held her, she whimpered once again.

“Don’t worry, I’'m nowhere near throughwith you,” he said, his voice strained.

“Oh, good,” she said and sighed. Shelifted her head to look at him, still marveling at
his beautiful form. Not tomention his very impressive cock standing at attention. She
propped herselfonto her elbows to watch him crawl over her, his gaze never leaving
hers.

As he braced his hands by her waist, hegave her awink and leaned forward, pulling a
nipple into his hot mouth. Theattention he gave it was exquisite, and he did the same
to the other. AJ s bodymelted back into the bed and Mathias followed, never letting
go. And when hefinally did, she looked up at him as he studied her. He then fisted
hiserection and began to stroke himself.

“l can't wait to feel your warm pussysurround my cock. Do | need a condom, AJ?
Because I’'m clean, and I’ d love tohear you tell me you’ re on the pill.”

“l am. On the pill, that is. No condom,Mathias.”

“Good. | want to feel your flesh on mine.”He continued to tug on his length, his
strokes working from the base to thetip. “I want to feel your tight muscles ripple
around this.” He squeezed hiscock until pre-cum coated the tip, and AJ desperately
wanted to lick it offbefore taking him into her mouth. When she whimpered, Mathias



smiled asif heknew her thoughts.

“Is that what you want, AJ? Y ou want thisin your pussy?’ Another tug. “Or do you
want it in your mouth first?” Morefluid seeped from histip and he smeared his thumb
acrossit, bringing thedigit to her lips.

Greedily, she sucked his wet thumb intoher mouth and swallowed his cream.

“You are so sexy,” herasped. “Tell mewhat you want, AJ.”

“Lie down and let me suck your cock.”



Page 32

Source Creation Date: June 27, 2025, 8:36 am

“Asthe lady wishes.”

As Mathias helped her rise, ready to tradeplaces, she fused her lips to his for a
surprising kiss that had him moaning. AJrejoiced in giving him such pleasure, and
couldn’t wait to give more. She brokethe kiss, allowing him to lie on the bed, and
within seconds, her mouth swallowedhis erection. He sucked in a quick breath as she
wasted no time in attacking,fisting his base as her mouth worked him up until he was
panting, begging forrelief.

Shudders ran through his body into hers. Butbefore he could come, she released him
from her mouth and straddled him,guiding his cock to her pussy. Their combined
groans competed with one anotheras AJ slowly lowered herself onto him, making his
entire length disappearinside her body.

Mathias' s hands gripped her hips, holdingher tight to him. With no other movement
allowed, she pulsed around him,sgqueezing with her internal muscles.

“1t feels so good to be deep inside you.”
“Yes, it does,” AJ agreed. She reached forhis hands and pried them from her hips,
guiding them up to her breasts. “I’vedreamt about your hands easily surrounding my

breasts. Asyou can see, | haveplenty to hold onto.”

He must’ ve sensed her own admonishment ashis eyes hardened for a second before
softening. “AJ, you're perfectly you, andyou’ re gorgeous.”

She started to shake her head and say, “ldon’t—"



“Stop,” he commanded. When she complied,he continued. “Trust in what | say.” He
gently squeezed her breasts beforereleasing them to seek her hands. He laced his
fingers with hers and held on. “Rideme. Move that beautiful body and make us both
come.”

AJ used their linked hands as leverage andbegan to pump her hips. She rose up,
pulling away so that haf his cockappeared before slamming back into him,
swallowing him again. She set a rhythm thatsoon quickened and had both of them
coated in a sheen of swest.

“Faster. Yes, | fed it, AJ. I’'mgonnaexplode inside you.” He ground his teeth, the
tensionon his face undeniable as pleasure swept over him.

She felt him pulse inside her as he flexedhis hips, adding to their rhythm. Faster and
harder, their flesh slammedtogether, hitting her clit just right until they exploded
together. She criedout his name as he pulled her down onto his chest, tiny thrusts
continuing topulse through them. Their skin seemed to fuse together as neither
wanted tomove.

Mathias trailed his fingers delicatelyacross her back causing her to squirm as it
tickled. She giggled in his ear ashis mouth latched onto her shoulder, suckling hard
enough to probably leave ahickey. When she tried to pull away, he held her tight but
released his mouthto lick his way to her neck. AJ s mouth now found its way to his
neck andsuckled, delighting in his moans. She then squealed when he expertly
rolledthem, bracing his body above hers.

“You're quick and agile,” she chuckled. Allthe while, they remained joined, and she
could feel him getting hard again ashe pulsed inside her. “And possess plenty of

staming, | takeit.”

“Absolutely. Get ready for round two.” Hethen proceeded to withdraw and sink into



her slowly, teasing her clit with histhumb until her spasms broke him, and he
unleashed with his own orgasm.

When their bodies calmed, Mathias withdrewfrom her and collapsed at her side. AJ
cradled his head next to her breastwhile she sifted her fingers through his thick hair.

“Rest,” she murmured. “We have nothing buttime.”

A few hours later, AJ woke to the sound oflight snoring. She and Mathias were
wrapped around one another while he stillslept, her fingers still buried in his hair. She
massaged his scalp with onehand while the other traced patterns across hisimpressive
shoulder. As hestirred, he lifted his head, his slegpy blue eyes connecting with hers.
“Hello, beautiful.”

AJsmiled at his adorable face beforekissing the top of his head. “Hello, handsome.”
“Did you sleep?”’

“1 did. Just woke only a moment agomyself.”

Just then both their stomachs growled,causing laughter to bubble between them.

“You must be starved,” he said, making tomove off the bed.

“Well, you satisfied one appetite. For now.” When he smiled at her, she said, “But |
could use some food.”

“Of course.” He offered his hands andhelped her from the bed. She took the lead,
pulling him toward the bathroomwhere they made quick work of cleansing.



As they reentered her bedroom, she lookedat his discarded clothes and laughed. “I,
uh, don’t suppose you have a changeof clothes in your vehicle? Unless you want to
continue to be Thor for theremainder of the evening.”

Mathias grinned and said he did indeedhave a bag. “I don't suppose you'd mind
retrieving it? Unless it’ s okay toparade down your driveway in only atowel.”

“Might impress the neighbors,” AJ quipped.“But I'll grab it.” She quickly dressed,
putting on jeans and one of herfavorite vintage t-shirts.

“Aw, no moreicegirl?’
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“Uh, no. But I'll parade around for youlater in private.” When she made a move
around him to head downstairs, helassoed her waist and hauled her close.

“1 like you parading around in nothing atall,” he whispered against her neck.

AJ s hands found his rear, caressing himthrough the towel. “And I’'ll happily oblige
while you reciprocate.”

Mathias chuckled and kissed her quicklybefore releasing her. “Anything for you,
Amelia Jane.”

“Just remember those words, mister.” Sheblew him a kiss and headed downstairs.
After finding his keys and getting hisbag, she watched him quickly dress similar to
her in jeans and t-shirt.

“S0o, still up to going to 10 Barrel Brewing?’ Mathias asked.

“Sure am. Okay if | text the girls andhave them join us?’

“Of course.”

Once they finished getting ready, AJtexted Jen that they were heading out. Mathias
offered to drive. “No need totake both vehicles. | can drop you back home later.”

“No,” she stated.

Mathias stopped in his tracks and turnedto her, confusion marring his face. “No? Y ou



don’t need me to bring you home?’

“Oh, | definitely will, but you won’'t bedropping me off, asif you'd then be leaving.”
She walked to him and loved thathis arms immediately engulfed her. “You'll be
returning me to my home andstaying the night, because I’'m nowhere near through
with you.”

AJ also loved seeing his amazing smiletake shape on his gorgeous face.

“1 love how you throw my words back atme.” He kissed her slow and deep, almost
making her wish they decided to stayin for the evening. When they finally came up
for air, they grinned likedlovesick fools at one another. And when AJ made to move
out of hisarmsto graba jacket, Mathias held on.

“I’'m glad you didn’t hang up on me, AmeliaJane.”

“And I’'m glad you didn’t actually lose mynumber, Mathias. I’ m trusting you with my
heart. Can you handle that?’

“ Absolutely, because you have mine. Handlewith care.”

With one more kiss, they separated andheaded for the door. Once settled in his SUV,
they made their way downtown.

During the short drive, Mathias took holdof AJ s hand and said, “Now, how do you
feel about Thanksgiving in Hawaii?’

AJ s smilerivaled his, and she knew herfuture was most definitely looking brighter.

TheEnd



