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Chapter One

 


 


Ari

 


I leaned against the
doorframe and stared out, in shock and awe, at the sexual acts
going on right in front of me. Right there. In front of me. It was like a
wonderful, live version of porn. Sure, some men and women were
getting their asses spanked and they were tied up in a various
assortment of humiliating positions, but it was still porn. I would
only have to take two steps forward, and I’d be out of the sanctity
of the fairy-tale love story taking place in the room behind me,
and into the pits of sinful delights.

My feet remained glued to the floor, though,
because no matter how badly I might want the glorious display of
wickedness in front of me, I also wanted the love that existed in
the room behind me. The sad truth of the matter was that I’d
probably never have either one of them. Like a coward, I sat at
home every day, working away on my computer and not existing in the
real world.

The story of my life—afraid to take a step
forward and too much of a coward to take a step back.

Just as I started to turn
away and rejoin Seth and Baker’s collaring ceremony after-party,
something caught my eye. No, some one. I froze, my feet suddenly
unable or unwilling to move. I felt like every person in the club
froze and then simply disappeared. Everyone except for me and
Eli.

He stood about ten feet away from me,
looking sexier than fuck and even more arrogant than I remembered.
I hadn’t thought it possible, but his muscles were larger, more
defined, and oh-so-perfectly accented by the leather harness
thingie that criss-crossed his chest. Black leather pants were
molded to his legs.

I literally felt myself
gulp. Seriously, like some cartoon character, I
gulped.

He smirked and then crooked his finger to
gesture for me to come to him. With what could only be described as
pure guidance by my cock, my right foot took a step forward. The
sounds of the club returned, and all the participants reappeared.
That’s when it dawned on me. Eli was not only at a BDSM club, but
he was dressed the part.

My feet froze again.

His finger crooked again.

Knowing I needed to face
the music sooner or later, I covered the short distance between us
and said, “What are you doing in Colorado, Eli? This is
my world, with
my friends. Not very
long ago, you made it perfectly clear that you didn’t belong with
me. Why show up now? If you’re hoping for a side order of revenge
because of my lie, then you’d best get ready to be disappointed. My
friends will kill you if you try to hurt me.” That probably wasn’t
true, but maybe Eli wouldn’t know any better.

One corner of his lips
tilted upward as he gazed down at me…working some sort of deviltry
with the lower portion of my body. Why?
Why did he have to smell so fucking good? Look so fucking
delicious? Why?

“I’m
here because I got tired of waiting, Ari. You’re old enough now…and
you’re mine.”

And then I ran…in the opposite
direction.

“Love you guys and
congratulations!” I yelled as I breezed past Seth and Baker. I
didn’t pause long enough to really capture the expressions on their
faces. I didn’t want to know if my sudden departure would be
considered a friendship violation or not. Not knowing seemed much
more pleasurable than facing the harsh reality of the fact I was
acting like a total douche by ditching them just as their party was
getting into full swing. They were probably my first real friends
in years…or ever.

As I headed to the back exit, which I’d
already scoped out earlier because being acquainted with each and
every exit to a building was what my father had taught me to do my
entire life, I waved goodbye to my dad and motioned that I’d call
for a car to pick me up. I wasn’t fast enough to dodge the look of
dismay on his face, though. I knew him too well to miss it. He knew
me too well not to give it.

In an instant, he knew I was running from
something. As I yanked open the back door of Seth and Baker’s
private room, I let the weight of guilt settle into that spot right
between my shoulder blades—the spot no one could ever reach. He
worried about me. Constantly. Over the years, he’d been there to
witness my struggles of continually living in a world that was
always much older, much more worldly and more confident, than I
was. He was quite possibly the only person alive that knew how I
hid behind my snarky comments and bubbly attitude. He knew it was a
mask I used to hide the fact that I didn’t fit in.

Anywhere or with anybody.

The eerie shadows of the empty, unlit
hallway forced me to slow my pace, but there wasn’t any amount of
darkness that could slow the thundering of my heart—at least not
until I was at home and locked away in my lonely, yet safe bedroom.
What a pathetic life. Maybe I needed to buy some cats to make me
look even worse to anybody that might pause from their busy lives
to gaze at my existence.

No worries. Nobody saw the real me, so they
believed everything was fine. If my dad, Baker, or Seth knew of my
daily battles fighting the menace of depression that threatened to
completely trap me within its web forever, they’d cling to me like
glue. I didn’t need that, though. Pity was an ugly look on just
about anyone as far as I was concerned.

The lighted EXIT sign at the end of the
hallway beckoned me, so I hastened my steps. Escape could be mere
minutes away.

Damn Eli Wallace with all
his muscles, tattoos, and confident smile. Damn him for saying
those words to me—pretending he was here to pick up where we’d left
off, acting like he’d forgiven me for all the lies I’d told. This
was all his fault. I’d nearly chiseled out a nice calm life for
myself before he’d waltzed his glorious ass globes back into my
life, toppling all my hard work over faster than a cat knocked
breakables off tables. Why? Why was he here? His husky response to that
very question wasn’t the truth. It couldn’t be. When I’d last seen
him, he’d been so angry, so full of hurt and hate. That shit didn’t
just disappear. No, he was here to hurt me, to make me pay for
hurting him. It had to be a well-planned scheme of revenge against
me for trying to lure him into my bed when I’d been
underage.

I shoved the door open, silently seething
over all the ways his arrival had damaged my life and stepped out
into the freezing February temperatures. Dammit! In my stupid
run-for-your-life-exit, I’d forgotten to grab my coat and gloves.
Perfect. Not only had he made me look like a coward and horrible
excuse for a friend, now Eli was going to be responsible for me
freezing my ass off before I could get Uber here to save me.
Stubborn determination led to me allowing the door to slam shut
behind me, locking me out of the warmth of the club and eliminating
the choice of me swallowing my pride and returning to the
party.

I wrapped my arms snugly around my
midsection and started moving as quickly as possible toward the
exit of the dark alley. It was fucking creepy, probably dangerous,
and there was sticky goop all over the pavement beneath my feet. I
suddenly felt thankful for the darkness—it successfully hid the
nastiness surrounding me. It wasn’t like I was a germ freak or
anything….

Okay, I was a germ freak.

Having said that, it wouldn’t take a germ
freak to be disgusted by the ickiness of the environment. It
practically screamed perfect setting for a horror flick.

I wanted to reach out and use the brick wall
as guidance but didn’t dare let whatever that wall was probably
coated with touch my hands. I’d rather fall. Shit, wait. If I fell,
I’d be face-first in it. Having calculated the level of grossness
in my head, I yanked my sweater sleeve low enough to cover my hand
completely and then reached out to use the bricks to steady my
escape. The lights of the sidewalk were a short fifteen yards away.
How could it be so dark when lighting was that close?

Was I a pussy for running from Eli? Yeah,
probably. Would I rather be considered a pussy than face him? No
hesitation to answering that question—yes, I would.

Since my eyes were glued
to the lights of the sidewalk, I noticed the instant the safe
lighting, the pathway to my salvation, was suddenly blocked. My
feet froze in mid-step as my eyes focused on the bulky figures that
unexpectedly loomed in front of me. Four of them. On top of the
fact I was outnumbered and that all of them looked to be candidates
for an Incredible Hulk remake, I wasn’t picking up on the usual gay-bashing, bully
shit that I would have expected from them. No, these men sent out
the all business vibe. I quickly surmised
that this encounter had nothing to do with me being gay and
everything to do with the company I worked for.

They were moving at a quick pace, so there
wasn’t much time to try and come up with a plan of action. A
retreat was out of the question—the heavy metal door I’d exited out
of locked from the inside. Getting past them looked to be
borderline impossible. Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Hey, guys,” I said when
they stopped moving. Of course, they were only about two feet away
at that point. “What’s up?” I knew some tricks and most men
underestimated me because of my smaller stature. Having said that,
there were still four of them.

“They said you had a smart
mouth on you,” the man leading the pack said. “Sounds to me like
you’re just too dumb to keep your mouth shut to prevent smart ass
words coming from it.”

I shook my head, wanting to tell him what
he’d just said didn’t make a fuck’s worth of sense, but figured
that wouldn’t win me any brownie points, so I tried for a different
angle. “Who’s they?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he
answered. “Here’s how this is going to happen, little man. There’s
an easy way and a hard way for you to spend the next three minutes
of your life. You can either walk out of this alley with us, acting
all obedient and quiet, or we can do what it takes to make you
quiet…maybe permanently.” He grinned. “What’s it going to
be?”

This guy wasn’t going to be a problem—he was
all talk and those assholes usually didn’t have the ability to back
their shit up. The one to his right looked like there was nothing
going on between his two ear holes, so some quick moves would
confuse him enough to give me the chance to take him out. The other
two? They were going to be a problem. I’d been in enough company
training to recognize when a man knew how to fight. Those two knew
what they were doing. “Not to be a smart ass about anything, but I
seriously doubt you’re here to shut me up, uh, permanently,” I
countered. “If you wanted me dead, I’d already be dead, and you’d
be long gone from here. That means whoever sent you must want me
alive.”

He frowned and snorted at me in disgust.
“So? What’s it matter, anyway? You’re coming with us. End of
story.”

“It matters because it
tells me to make as much noise as possible because you aren’t going
to do a damn thing about it. You need me alive and kicking,” I
answered. But, before finishing the last of the sentence, I charged
the man in front. A kick to his knee followed by a fist to his
throat dropped him like a sack of potatoes. After that, everything
turned into a blur of fists, kicks, and, of course, me screaming at
the top of my lungs. Drawing attention was a good thing, I kept
telling myself.

The second man, like I’d expected, didn’t
have the finesse required to counter any of the moves I’d spent the
biggest portion of my life learning, and he tumbled almost as
quickly as the first one. The last two…well, they were a different
story. Smarter than the others, they recognized that teaming up
might be in their best interest. Not to brag, because I was
seriously not in a position to brag about anything, but I put up a
really good fight—landed some excellent punches and marked men that
were nearly twice my size with some damn good bruises. Other than
that, it didn’t take too many seconds to realize I was fucked.
Escaping these two was above my pay grade.

Shit; losing me was going to hurt my father
really bad.

As a particularly harsh punch to the kidney
caused me to drop to my knees, I couldn’t help but wonder if my
sudden disappearance would affect Eli at all?

Probably just piss him off
because he wasn’t going to be able to seek his revenge against me
for my big fat lie.

“Would you look at that?
He’s sassy and scrappy,” one of the men remarked. “He’s going to
fucking pay for that.”

The fucker tried to disguise his heavy
breathing to act like battling with me hadn’t had any affect on
him, but it wasn’t something he could hide. From my spot on the
disgustingly sticky pavement, I noticed the other man was bent
over, hands resting on his knees and struggling for deep, even
breaths. It pissed me off that my father, Eli, or the rest of the
team probably wouldn’t ever know how valiantly I’d fought them.

“You
boys just made the biggest mistake of your lives,” a low, husky
voice interrupted. “And you’re going to fucking pay for
that.”

Oh, that beautifully familiar voice—the
voice I’d spent many nights replaying in my memory as I jacked off
to images of him. Eli. I looked up to see him speak into his
smart-watch. “Back alley. Now.”

“Who the fuck
is—”

The man who’d knocked me flat with the punch
to the kidney started to say, but he never had the chance to
finish. If I’d thought for one minute that I’d put up a noteworthy
defense against the two burly men, it was nothing compared to how
quickly Eli rendered the two of them helpless. Even after they were
down and completely unconscious, he added a couple of well-placed
kicks to their most vulnerable spots.

“Eli?” I whispered,
wondering how he’d found me and noting how fucking sexy he looked
in his leather gear, muscles flexing and tattoos flowing smoothly
with each movement. Was that normal? How could I be thinking about
how hot Eli was when I’d been seconds away from being
abducted?

“Yeah, babe,” he answered
with a soft smile. “It’s me. Give me a second.”

A second for
what?

Still unable to make my legs strong enough
to hold my weight or make the alley stop spinning wildly, I
remained on my hands and knees and watched as Eli pulled two sets
of handcuffs from his BDSM outfit. Hell, I’d thought those were
just for looks or kink, but apparently, they worked just as well
for subduing criminals. Since he only had two pair, he used them to
hook all four men together. I supposed he guessed that the chances
of them all waking up at the same time and being able to run away
while linked together were slim to none.

As soon as he’d finished, he rushed over to
my side. From behind me, I heard the heavy metal door slam against
the brick wall as someone roughly opened it and then several sets
of footsteps thudded in our direction. Ah…the cavalry. The insecure
side of me wanted to immediately chirp that I’d taken out two of
those guys but decided against it. What was the point? As badly as
I hated to admit it, if Eli hadn’t come along, I would have been
chin-deep in shit right about now.

“You okay, babe?” Eli
asked as his hands efficiently inspected every inch of me. I felt
the remainder of the blood that I hadn’t lost through the cut to my
lip and serious nose bleed start rushing toward my cock. Wasn’t
that just fucking dandy? Nothing better than everyone seeing you
get a hard-on from a clinical welfare check by a fellow team
member.

“Tell me where it hurts,”
he urged.

“Everywhere you’re
touching…so stop,” I demanded, trying to shove his hands
away.

“Oh, shit! I’m sorry,
Ari,” he countered…without taking his hands away. “Give me a second
and I’ll take care of it for you.”

“What the hell happened!”
my father demanded, his voice laced with fury and fear.

I glanced in that
direction to see my father, Seth, Baker, and Samantha standing
there, looking at me with what appeared to be nothing but concern
in their eyes, but I knew it had to be something else. I’d ruined
Baker and Seth’s evening. Samantha loved Baker, which meant that
technically, she had to love Seth, too. My father loved them both.
Yeah, evening totally ruined by yours
truly.

My father started to kneel next to me, but
Eli smoothly blocked him with his overly-sized Greek god body.
“I’ve got this,” Eli said as he positioned his body between mine
and the rest of the team and miraculously presented a small bottle
of germ-killing gel, at the same time. “Give me your coat,
Samantha,” he ordered as he started rubbing the gel onto my hands.
I would have cried at the sweet gesture if he didn’t have an
audience surrounding us.

“My—my coat?” Samantha
gasped. “But…but it’s a fur, Elijah,” she argued.

I looked around Eli’s body and noted that
she was, indeed, wearing a long black fur coat. The bottom of it
was mere inches from the grubby pavement. She clutched it to her
chest protectively.

“Yeah, I noticed that. You
shouldn’t wear fur anyway, sis. Give me the coat. Now.” Eli glanced
up at her and added, “Please.”

It was all it took. She immediately removed
the atrocious-looking coat and tossed it to Eli. “I’ll expect a new
one.”

“You’ll get a fake fur,”
Eli muttered as he carefully lifted me and then even more carefully
laid me onto the outrageously expensive coat. He smoothed
everything into place to ensure no parts of me touched the icky
pavement. To me, he said, “What hurts, Ari?”

“Just everything,” I
answered. There was no denying it; I was completely blown away by
the sweetness of Eli’s gestures. He remembered my germ issues? As
far as I knew, my own father hadn’t noticed my struggles with
everything needing to be cleaned and in its proper place. There
were some days that my biggest battle of the day was to not
straighten all the towels properly because I was afraid he’d notice
and ask questions. There’d been a time, years ago, that I’d tried
to hide my weirdness from Eli, but it hadn’t taken him long to
notice the signs. He’d asked me about it. Called me on it when I’d
tried lying. And then supported me when I admitted that an
itsy-bitsy issue might exist.

Not wanting to look into his gray eyes
because I knew I’d get lost in their stormy depths, I glanced down
at my hands…wondering if they were truly clean. Without a word
passing between us, Eli squeezed out another huge dollop and
cleaned my hands for the second time.

“Where the fuck is the
ambulance?” he demanded harshly as he tenderly worked the gel
between my fingers.

“I don’t need an
ambulance!” I quickly argued. They wouldn’t have called an
ambulance for Seth. Maybe for Baker, though. Okay, I didn’t feel so
bad about the ambulance. I did hurt all over.

“Two minutes out,” Landon
answered. My dad’s voice was still laced with fear but this time,
there was some bewilderment mixed with it. “The wagon to pick up
these four assholes is pulling up now.”

Eli’s head whipped around to note the police
cars that had just arrived. “I want to be there when they question
them,” he growled…but then looked at me, a frown on his face.
“Never mind. I need to go to the hospital with Ari.”

Seth reached down and gripped Eli’s
shoulder. “You go with Ari. Baker and I will follow them to the
station.” Giving Eli another squeeze, he added, “Don’t worry.
Before we’re finished with them, we’ll know why they came for Ari
and, hopefully, who sent them.”

“No! You can’t do that,” I
argued. “It’s your party! Go back inside. I’m fine going to the
hospital by myself.”

Baker snorted out a laugh
like I’d just muttered the most ridiculous words in the world.
“Sure, like we’d do that to you, Ari.” He shrugged. “Anyway,
tonight was just for show. Seth collared me weeks ago when we were
alone.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Now, that was a party!”

“I don’t think I need a
hospital,” I muttered, still feeling like the party-pooper of the
decade. “It’s just some bruises.” Then, to help my very bruised
ego, I added, “I took care of the two wimpy ones. I would have
probably taken care of the other two if Eli hadn’t interrupted.”
That was a lie…but not the first one I’d told, of
course.

Samantha stepped up. “Made some new enemies
while running the IT department in your father’s office,
Arizona?”

“Not that I knew of,” I
answered. I wished I could just disappear. I’d spent most of my
life being scrutinized under a microscope because I didn’t fit in,
look right, or act right. Having the only important people in my
life surrounding me like this was bringing back bad
memories.

“Jeezus, Sam! Give him
some space,” Eli ordered, as if reading my mind.

Baker and Seth took the hint and stepped
away to speak with the policemen that were making their way toward
us. My dad made certain we worked closely and stayed on good terms
with the local police department, so at least they weren’t
questioning us like we were the bad guys. A few seconds later, the
sirens of the ambulance blasted through the quietness that had
fallen on our small crowd.

“I’ll ride with Ari in the
ambulance,” Eli said in a tone that left very little room for
argument—just maybe a fraction of an inch.

My father, God bless him, barreled straight
through the inch. “Somebody want to explain to me what in the hell
is going on here?” His eyes leveled on Eli. “Why would you think
you might ride in the ambulance with my son instead of me? Go
ahead, try to convince me of that one.”

“Because I said so,”
Samantha said before Eli could answer. When my father glared at
her, she simply shrugged and said, “Sometimes it’s all in who you
know, Landon. Sorry, that’s just how things work out sometimes.
Life sucks.”


Chapter Two

 


 


Eli

 


I remained quiet and tried
to stay out of the way while the EMTs loaded Ari onto the stretcher
and then worked quickly to secure him with straps meant to keep him
safe from further injury. All the while, though, I could feel
Landon’s eyes boring into me…drilling a hole straight through the
back of my skull. I winced—realizing my actions over the past few
minutes probably weren’t the best way to make an impression on your
new boss, at least not a good
impression. While neither Baker nor Seth had ever
once mentioned they knew anything at all about mine and Ari’s
history, it had taken me less than a day to realize they
knew something.
After how they acted tonight, I suspected they knew
everything. Landon, on
the other hand, seemed to be lost in the dark.

Thankfully, I didn’t really give a fuck what
any of them thought about me. Sure, I liked Landon, Seth, and
Baker, but I wasn’t in Colorado for any of them. I’d come for
Arizona Honeycutt because I’d waited about as damn long as I could.
When I’d walked away from him at MIT, I’d promised myself I’d give
Ari until he turned twenty-one. He needed to live a little, grow up
a lot, and explore sex before settling down with one person in a
serious relationship. I’d vowed to give him time to discover what
he really wanted out of life…out of a partner. When I’d learned his
true age, which still caused me to harbor some ill will toward him,
I knew that stepping away was my only choice—for lots of reasons.
Firstly, it didn’t take much pondering on my part to realize that
Ari’s young age made him more vulnerable to the hormones that had
been raging between the two of us. Secondly, I had to leave for my
own protection. I feared that if I didn’t put the distance between
us, there’d be a night when I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from
crossing the point of no return in the bedroom. If that had
happened, I would never have been able to forgive myself.

So, I’d left.

Now, I was back.

I still believe my strategy had been a good
solid plan. Yes, it had been a painful one, but also the right one.
Having said that, sometime about four months ago, I’d decided
twenty-one years old was about one year above my
wait-for-Ari-limit. He had a birthday coming up next week, which
would make him twenty. That, it seemed, was going to have to be old
enough…at least for us to give romance another try.

“Landon’s pissed,” Seth
whispered, suddenly appearing right behind me. I’d been so lost in
my Ari thoughts that I’d allowed myself to forget every drop of
training I’d learned over the past few years. I tried not to jerk
in surprise but was certain Seth, being Seth, didn’t miss the
tightening of my muscles.

“I don’t blame him. I
guess Ari never mentioned me.” I looked around the EMTs to make
sure that the police cars holding the men who attacked Ari hadn’t
left. Seth had promised to be there during their interrogation and
that promise was one I didn’t intend to allow him to renege on.
Ari’s safety was too important. After assuring myself they were
waiting on Seth, I turned to him and said, “But he told you, didn’t
he?”

“He mentioned it,” Seth
answered carefully. “Just recently, actually.” He moved around to
stand nose to nose with me. “You here to cause trouble for Arizona?
Because he lied? If you are, you’d best move on, Eli. Ari has way
too many guard dogs for you to hurt him.” His eyes narrowed as he
added, “Regardless of whether or not he needed his ass whipped for
telling the lie he told, we won’t let you mess with
him.”

I sized Seth up and quickly determined we
would be evenly matched in a physical fight. I suspected, though,
that it would never come to that. From what he was saying, he cared
about Ari. I cared about Ari. There shouldn’t be a problem.
Somehow, I figured a problem would work its way into my life. Why
wait?

“I’m
here to take what belongs to me…and I really don’t give a fuck if
you want me messing with him or not. I loved Ari before just about every damn
thing I knew about him was a lie, and I still love him now. Mine
and Ari’s foundation may have shaken and nearly crumbled, but it
didn’t fall. You and I just met, Seth, so you don’t know a hell of
a lot about me, but one thing you need to understand real fast is
that I don’t throw in the towel or toss out the white flag just
because things get a little rough. If you or Baker or even Landon
try to get in my way, don’t expect me to roll over with a few
threats and some thumping of your chest. I’ll go when Ari tells me
to go and not one fucking second before that.”

If I expected a fight from Seth, I would
have been disappointed. A huge smile spread across his face before
he said, “I wasn’t real fond of you when I thought you’d been sent
here to spy on me and Baker and then liked you even less when I
thought you were after revenge because Ari did something really
stupid. The last three minutes have changed my opinion of you
altogether, Eli Wallace. I think we’re going to get along just
fine.”

Seth looked down the
alleyway to see Baker motioning to him that he needed to haul ass
if they were going to follow them to the police station. “If there
was anyway you could have explained it that made it easier for me
to see or understand, I don’t know what it might have been. Like
you, I totally support the catch and
hold versus the catch and release.” He clapped me on
the back and said, “Good talk, Eli. You’ve won my support but now
you need to persuade daddy bear.” He leaned in and whispered, “I
don’t think I’d use the same argument with Landon. He’s a bit
protective of his cub.”

With a wink, Seth took off down the
alley…and left me to face daddy bear.

“I think you may have some
explaining to do, don’t you think?” Landon asked quietly, taking
Seth’s just vacated spot next to me.

“Yes, sir. Probably,” I
answered truthfully. “Just not right now. Right now, I need to be
in the ambulance with Arizona. I think they’re about ready to leave
for the hospital, and I intend to go with him.”

“Yes, you and your lovely
sister have both made that very clear,” Landon snapped irritably.
“I need you to understand something before one more second passes
between us. I don’t give a flying fuck what your sister ordered
regarding who rides in the ambulance next to my son. I know she’s
my boss and the owner of the company, but he’s my son and I love
him. You might want to take the time to discuss that with Samantha
before I go fucking ballistic on the both of you if anybody tries
to pull that stunt again. I’m only allowing this to happen because
Ari clearly trusts you and seems to, for whatever fucking reason,
want you to be near him.”

In spite of the
threatening tone, Landon’s words made my heart do a silly happy
dance. If anybody was capable of reading Arizona’s reactions, it
would be his father. Landon saw that Ari was more than comfortable
with them being side by side. Maybe things
could eventually work out between them?

“Having
said that, I’m no fool, Agent Wallace. There are many things not
adding up…literally, adding
up. My son graduated from college at the age of
seventeen. After graduation, he moved back to Colorado and, up
until a week ago, back into my home. I’ve never seen you around,
Agent,” Landon pointed out. “And, trust me, I would have noticed
any man involved with my son. You know what that tells
me?”

I didn’t bother trying to answer. There was
no point. A father was on a roll, and if I knew what was good for
me, I’d get out of his way as quickly as possible.

“It
tells me you knew my son when he was much too young to
know you. If I hear that
you’ve done the first damn thing to disrespect Arizona, I won’t
stop until you’ve paid for it.”

“Fair
enough,” I answered, knowing I hadn’t crossed any lines with Ari,
nor did I intend to do anything to him without him begging for it.
“I’d like to leave now, Agent Honeycutt. The ambulance is ready to
take Ari to the hospital.” When he opened his mouth to argue, I
quickly added, “The only thing I’ve ever wanted for your son was
his happiness. I’m not sure whether that’s me or not, but I
deserve…no, we deserve to find out now that he’s older.”

Landon rolled his eyes. “He’s fucking
nineteen years old, Eli!”

“Twenty next week,” I
argued as respectfully as possible before climbing into the back of
the ambulance. Ari’s eyes, a green that belonged in a fairytale,
watched my every move. He looked tired and wired at the same time.
I squatted down next to him, took his hand in mine, and held us
both steady when the bus lurched with movement.

After the EMT in the back re-checked Ari’s
vitals and began calling everything in to the hospital, Ari turned
to me and said, “I’m not the same person I was before, Eli.”

Unsure of what, exactly, he meant, I
answered, “I know. You’re a man now, Ari.” Looking down at him, I
knew there was no doubting I felt as strongly about him tonight as
I had three years ago—it was as if no time had passed away to dim
the brightness of my love for him. “I just need to find out if you
still belong to me.”


Chapter Three

 


 


Arizona

 


 


I flopped down into the oversized chair in
my living room, sat there for all of five seconds, and then hopped
back up again. My frustrated pacing, spurred on by sheer panic,
continued. Sitting in my living room, like they didn’t have a
fucking worry in the world, were my dad, Seth, and Baker. Only my
dad looked slightly concerned by my furious outburst when I heard
why they were there. Seth and Baker looked quite smug over how my
life appeared to be progressing. They’d pay for that. I didn’t know
when or how, but those motherfuckers would pay for enjoying my
distress…even if I had enjoyed theirs only a short month
earlier.

“Absolutely not, Dad,” I argued. “It isn’t going to happen.
I’ll be perfectly fine on my cruise. Not only am I going to be
surrounded by friends, there’s no way whoever you’ve pissed off
could even know I’m planning on leaving for vacation. I’ll be
safe.” My eyes begged him to understand. “I don’t need a
babysitter, dad. I’m good. I’ve got this.” I followed that with a
strategically-placed roll of my eyes and added, “It’s my birthday
celebration with friends—and that doesn’t include a
babysitter.”

Seth, the asshole, picked that moment to
speak up. “It’s security detail, aka bodyguard, Arizona. Not a
babysitter. You know this. We do it all the time at work. And until
we find out who’s behind this kidnapping attempt, we have to do
whatever’s necessary to keep you safe.”

It had been almost a week since the attack
outside Seth and Baker’s collaring ceremony after-party, and the
police still weren’t any closer to discovering who the four goons
worked for. None of them had talked, even though Baker had spent
some quality time with them at the station before the cops
intervened and sent him home. They’d all lawyered up now and so
far, no one had been able to get any of them to talk. That meant
the threat was still out there, and my life was still as
meaningless, yet complicated, as ever. Seth and Baker had been
there for the interrogation of the men who attacked me, even did
some interrogating of their own. Well, Seth did, after Baker was
shown the door—but they’d still walked out of the police station
without any names. It hadn’t been for the lack of trying, but the
men in custody did say they hadn’t ever met the man who’d hired
them face to face. All their business had been conducted over the
phone and through others—people they didn’t know. We had sketches
of what they looked like but like with every other street thug,
they’d managed to disappear into the darkness of the streets. My
father wasn’t one step closer to finding out who he’d pissed off
enough to make them want to abduct me to use as a bargaining chip
against him, if that’s what this was.

I turned around to face
Seth, giving my father a nice, polite view of my back, so I could
flip Seth and Baker the bird. “I’m not working, Seth. I’m vacationing.
It’s very different, as I’m sure you understand but for some evil,
unknown reason, you’ve suddenly became infatuated with being a
total prick.” I placed my hand on my hip and gave him my best
glare. “Why is that, Seth? Baker not keeping you busy enough at
home?”

“Hey, now,” Baker piped
in. “No need to add me to your dartboard of insults. I’m just
sitting here, minding my own business, thinking that Seth is
totally hot when he’s in prick-mode.”

I threw up my hands in frustration. It was
like they’d suddenly morphed into Dumb and Dumber. They’d gone from
my only friends in the world to life-long enemies at record speed.
Ever since the night at the club, when we’d been celebrating
Baker’s collaring, my life had flown so far off track that I was
quickly beginning to suspect it would never be right again.

Our entire satellite office was under
lockdown and focused solely on finding the son of a bitch behind
the attempted abduction. Which, in turn, led to them thinking I
needed twenty-four/seven protection.

I didn’t.

I wouldn’t.

I couldn’t.

Especially since they’d all somehow stumbled
their dumb asses onto the idea that Eli would be the best agent for
babysitting duty. Absolutely not. Out of the question. If my very
life depended on it, I couldn’t have come up with a worse
scenario.

Yes, he’d been incredible
by saving my ass in the alley and then by insisting on accompanying
me to the hospital. The germ sanitizer had been beyond thoughtful.
The way he held my hand the entire time and barked orders at
everybody else around us, demanding that they do this or do that to
ensure my comfort—those were considerate gestures, as well. Not one
time during our very few and far between encounters had he been
anything other than attentive, flirty, or just flat-out loving. I
wasn’t a fool though. I knew
there had to be ulterior motives for his
niceness. There had to be. I’d done him dirty, really dirty. A man like that didn’t
just waltz back into your life, all sins of omission and commission
forgiven and forgotten. No, Eli had returned for
revenge.

There was no other option.

I glanced around at the poor, naïve
imbeciles who loved me. They’d fallen for his charm and thought he
had my best interests as his priority. Fools. Sweet men, and I
loved them, but they were nothing more than fools.

“If you intend to go on
this cruise, Arizona, Eli will be with you as your bodyguard,” my
dad said in his very firm, very dad voice. “If you can’t agree to
those terms, then you’ll stay home…and Eli will be your bodyguard.
Those are your two options. I’m not going to take any chances with
your safety, son. It would kill me if something happened to you
because of me.” His eyes bore into mine. “You know this, Ari. It
would destroy me if I lost you...too.”

Annnnddd, he’d done it—pulled
the card. He was using
the mother argument against me. When he pulled that bad boy out of
the deck, he meant business. Shit. Motherfuck. I had no idea why my
mother, his wife, had walked out on us. She’d given birth to me and
then simply disappeared. When I was younger, the knowledge that my
mother hadn’t wanted me had left me hurt and broken. As I grew
older, I stopped caring about the whys or who was to blame. I
definitely stopped caring about her. The bottom line of the matter
was, and it had taken me years and three different therapists to
get to this point, that it wasn’t my fault or my dad’s fault. I
understood that. He didn’t. After all these years, he still blamed
himself for her sudden disappearance. He either blamed himself or
the job.

Seeing my dad like this was my Kryptonite. I
was defenseless against him. I felt my last hope of avoiding Eli
slipping between my fingers like priceless bits of gold dust.

“Nothing
will happen to me on the cruise, Dad,” I whined. Yes, I knew grown
men weren’t supposed to whine, but it was my card. “I’m gonna be with
friends—lots of friends.” That was a lie, but there was no need to
admit to it. Hell, what was I? A professional liar? It had started
with Eli, and it looked like I’d never stopped.

“I’m certain I won’t have
any problems fitting in with your friends,” an incredibly sexy,
incredibly husky, and incredibly too close voice said.

I whirled around to face
him, at the same time wondering how in the hell he’d gotten inside
my apartment. There was a code! A security
code. No, no, no!

He winked. “I mean, if
there’s someone special
traveling in your group, don’t worry about me
pouting with jealousy or getting upset.” Another wink. “May the
best man win, is all I can say to that.”

My dad cleared his throat,
interrupting Eli’s torture of me. It was a good thing—I hadn’t had
a proper comeback for his may the best man
win comment. What had he meant? Like he
would get into a physical altercation with any significant other he
might foolishly believe I had…or something else?

“Stop being an ass, Eli,”
Baker said. “We’re here to convince Arizona the necessity of a
bodyguard to ensure his safety, not to play high school boyfriend
games. Get your shit together and get on board.”

Wow. That outburst didn’t seem very
Baker-ish. Maybe I had somebody in my corner after all? Thinking
maybe Baker was on my side gave me a wee bit of courage.

“How did you get in here?
Only my friends and family have the security code.” Which meant
three people had the code, but none of them needed to know that.
“Why in the hell would you ever think I’d allow you to go on a
cruise with me, as my bodyguard or my ex-friend? It’s too late to
get you a room anyway. They are fully booked. And, most of all,
you’ll never be the best man, so you’ll never win.” Bullshit flowed
from my mouth the same way water spurted from the tap. Nothing but
bullshit. Some bullshit here, some bullshit there, some bullshit
everywhere.

Eli didn’t seem the least bit fazed by my
heaping-helping of crap. He leaned against the wall, crossed his
arms over his chest, and crossed his ankles—looking all casual like
he wasn’t about to ruin my boring life with his explosive
appearance. How could he be so casual while my heart thundered like
I’d rounded the final turn at the Kentucky Derby?

“Okay,
let’s see,” Eli began. “Your father gave me the code, so I could
join the meeting this morning. Sorry I’m late, but I was busy
booking a cruise. As a matter of fact, the cruise ship is fully
booked but, thankfully, I’m sharing a room with someone, so it
wasn’t a problem. I’ll be there as your bodyguard, but I guess we
could also refer to me as ex-boyfriend.” He grinned like an evil,
yet devilishly handsome demon. “Boyfriend—you forgot to add the boy
in front of the friend a few minutes ago.” He raised a hand and
tapped a finger against his chin. “What else was there? Oh, yeah, I
remember. I’m not the best man, so I’ll never win. The only way I
know how to address that one is with only
time will tell.”

He was so fucking smug. I couldn’t believe
how much it turned me on. Most of my life had been a display of
weakness, and it pissed me off that I was going to allow Eli back
into that weakness column…but there was something about the man
that made me want to throw caution to the wind and simply let
someone else take over the reins for a while. It was exhausting
trying to portray this image of me that didn’t really exist.

“It’s settled then; if you
want to go on this cruise, Eli will accompany you as your
bodyguard,” my dad piped up, interrupting my morbid thoughts. Yes,
morbid. The thoughts of me falling in love with Eli again could
only be categorized as morbid. He’d stomped on my pride and heart
and once he’d completely flattened both, he’d thrown them away
without a backward glance. The morbidity was the fact that he was
clearly still my biggest fantasy.

My head whipped around so I could face my
father, otherwise known as ‘the traitor’. “What? I’m not an
underaged teenager. You can’t dictate my vacations, who I vacation
with, or anything else for that matter! That isn’t how things work
in the real world.”

“This isn’t the real
world, Ari. It’s a dangerous world and after the attempt on your
life, we all realize it became an even more dangerous world. How is
it that every other adult in this room sees this except for
you?”

I watched my father physically brace for the
temper tantrum he expected to follow his ridiculous attempts at not
only scaring me but trying to imply I was too young to make an
intelligent decision. The lovable bastard knew the age thing always
got to me. Too bad. He was going to be disappointed. Another plan
had formed in my head, and I decided to run with it. I hated
confrontations and this discussion was headed straight toward
confrontation land at a high rate of speed. When I couldn’t lie my
way out of a situation, I always went with my next best
talent—evasion.

I shrugged. “Whatever.”
Turning to Eli, I said, “I’ll email you my flight information. I
assume you’ll want us to travel together the entire time.”
Dismissing him, I turned back to my father, Baker, and Seth.
“Everybody out. I’ve enjoyed your company about as long as my
duration meter can handle. I have packing to do. Out.” I started
toward the hallway that led to my bedroom, turned around, and
added, “Oh yeah, I’ll be changing the security code for my
apartment.” My voice dripping with sarcasm, I said, “I’ll be sure
and give each of you the new information.” Continuing my trek down
the hallway, I mumbled, not. Havoc, my rescue cat I’d
adopted after Eli ditched me in college, followed me down the hall,
her tail fluffing and swirling with much more arrogance and
confidence I felt at the moment.

 


*****

 


Nobody liked an arrogant,
braggart, but I couldn’t stop myself from the tiny thrill of
victory that had crept into my bones when I’d climbed up the
gangplank, all fucking
alone, to board my newly booked cruise.
All it had taken was a few clicks of my computer, a bit of illegal
hacking, a rushed plane flight, and here I was, sitting on my Royal
Caribbean Fantasy cruise instead of the Carnival Valor I’d been
originally booked on. Sure, this cruise was a bit out of the budget
I’d set aside for the official ‘hide from my father’ birthday week,
but, on the other hand, it was worth every bloody cent it cost me.
Thought they’d send Eli Wallace as my bodyguard, did they?
Fools—they were all fools if they thought I’d be stupid and naïve
enough to fall for that shit. Nosiree, not me. I might be younger
than most, but that didn’t necessarily mean I couldn’t pull a fast
one when necessary.

Tricking them on the cruise had been
necessary. There was no way humanly possible I could have been in
such close proximity to Eli Wallace without losing my cool. Well,
if I had any cool to lose. I felt fairly certain it had been
established years ago that cool was not on my list of
attributes.

As I lay in the sun, fruity cocktail in one
hand and the day’s itinerary in the other, I took a few minutes of
pure pleasure to picture the look on Eli’s face when he shows up at
the airport in Colorado tonight, waiting on me to meet him there.
My original cruise had been scheduled to leave port tomorrow, which
meant my original flight schedule had been later tonight. I’d kept
the flight, deciding to lose the money if they wouldn’t allow me to
save it for another trip, just as I had the cruise. If I’d tried to
change anything, Eli or my dad would have been all over it,
catching me in mere seconds. No, I had to be much smarter than that
and if there was any characteristic on my attribute list, it was
that I was smart. Actually, being smart was what got me into
trouble with Eli to begin with.

Damn underage bullshit.

Between being much smarter than the average
Joe mixed with my superior computer skills had made it fairly
simple to create a new identity online, schedule a flight, and book
a cruise. It was actually scary how simple it had been for me to
create a new person, print a fake birth certificate that would fool
the stork himself, and make a fake driver’s license. I hadn’t
pushed my luck with a passport, so I probably wouldn’t risk getting
off the boat at any of the ports we docked at. That was fine; I
wasn’t on the cruise for a good time. I was cruising to avoid
facing my father, Seth, and Baker on my birthday. I’d lied about
all the friends I was supposedly vacationing with. There were no
friends. I was awkward and socially inept—we all knew it. It should
probably worry me how incredibly naïve my family and friends were.
Instead of worrying, though, I decided to simply be thankful.

I checked my watch. Yep, Eli would be on his
way to the airport right about now. Unless he’d changed
dramatically, he was always early—a real tight-ass about following
the rules and being punctual. Me? I’d hit the airport, going in
hot, nearly missing my flight…every damn time I flew. Dad said I
didn’t take things serious enough. I thought he took things too
seriously. I supposed it would be one of those things that we just
had to agree to disagree on. I didn’t plan on changing and felt
certain he wouldn’t either. In my defense, I’d only missed about
ten flights over the years of traveling.

What would he do when he got there, and I
was a ‘no-show’? He’d be so pissed—not that he wasn’t going to get
to perform his babysitting duties. No, it would be that Eli didn’t
like to be bested at anything. He was a perfectionist—everything
had a place, and everything needed to be in that place. I wouldn’t
be in the place, and that would piss him off as much as a towel out
of place or dirty hands pissed me off.

I smiled—couldn’t help it. The pleasure of
fucking with his head was just too much for me to ignore.

When a shadow blocked my sun, I didn’t even
bother to peek an eye open. We were still in port, but the partying
on the boat had already started. “I’ll take another one of these
please.” Keeping my eyes closed, I raised my hand to indicate the
cocktail.

Without a word, the cute crew member that
wore nothing but a pair of short-shorts which left absolutely
nothing to the imagination, disappeared to grab me another
cocktail. Oh, that was another plus to rearranging my cruise—I was
now on a gay cruise. Hell, I hadn’t even known they existed until
I’d started my desperate search to find another ship I could book
on short notice.

A gay cruise. As in, gay men, scantily clad,
everywhere…as far as the eye could see…if I’d bother to open mine.
There was no fucking way in hell I was leaving this cruise a
virgin. Nope. This was it.

Finally.

I might not be the worldliest man in
existence, but I knew without a doubt that when I finally had sex,
I’d be able to put Eli out of my head forever. The only reason I
couldn’t do it now was because I’d gone further with Eli than with
anybody else—that was my only problem with purging the bastard from
my system once and for all. Sadly enough, I hadn’t even gotten past
kissing and heavy petting with Eli. Fuck, I was so pathetic.

Not after this trip,
though. Sex. I would do it. Maybe not the kinky shit that Baker and
Seth did, but sex would be involved. Gnawing on my bottom lip, I
wondered if I was a top or bottom. I mean, with Eli, there had
never been a question. I’d wanted him inside of me more than I’d
ever wanted anything before or after. It might be different with
someone else. Maybe I would enjoy both? Didn’t know and didn’t
care; I only knew that I was going to do it.

“Your
cocktail, sir,” a husky voice said as the shadow from earlier once
again blocked my sunshine. I peeked an eye open at him and then
practiced my sexiest smile. He was hot in a nice to look at way,
but there was nothing about him that made me want to get naked and
rub my body up and down his like a cat in heat. Maybe I needed to quit being so damn picky? Apparently, I’d been at my sexual peak when I’d fake-dated
Eli in college. I’d wanted him all
the time.

“Uh, thanks,” I finally
muttered when he became obvious he was totally immune to the tiny
bit of charm I’d mistakenly thought I rocked. I reached for the
receipt he held out and when I went to sign it, I nearly forgot to
use my fake name. That would be an awesome start…and finish, if I
got caught. I’d bought the drink package—it seemed like the adult
thing to do since I’d already lied about my age when I’d created my
new identity. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t ever had alcohol before;
there’d been plenty of times when I’d snuck some of the good stuff
from my dad’s liquor cabinet. Okay, maybe not plenty of times, but
it had happened. Twice. Handing the receipt back, I asked, “How
much longer before we leave port?”

The cutie checked his watch and answered,
“We won’t sail yet for another four hours, but your room should be
available sometime in the next hour or two.” He took the receipt,
winked at me, and said, “Enjoy your trip, Sebastien. I’ll keep an
eye on your glass to make sure neither of us ever sees the bottom.
How does that sound?”

What did he mean by that?
Was he flirting? Suggesting one of us was a bottom? How the fuck
would I know?

“That sounds
perfect…”

“Javier,” he quickly
supplied. “If you need anything, just yell ‘woop-woop’ and I’ll be
here. Enjoy your cocktail and I’ll see you again in a
few.”

Another wink. Damn, I was off to a good
start—even if Javier wasn’t my type. I looked around the deck,
hungrily feasting on all the male flesh displayed in front of me
while my eyes were hidden behind sunglasses. There were lots of hot
guys and lots of not-hot guys but, most importantly, everybody
seemed to be having a good time already. If they were acting this
crazy and we hadn’t even left the port, I couldn’t begin to imagine
what the next seven days of my life would offer for
entertainment.

Odd, though that none of them could hold a
candle to Eli’s tall frame and rugged muscles, regardless of how
even the hottest guys looked in their itsy-bitsy speedos.
Fuck…those new tattoos…there was a damn good chance they might end
up being the death of me. When had he gotten all of them? When he’d
walked out of my life, his body, still muscular but nothing like it
was now, had been without the first drop of ink. Now? His physique
was nothing short of a work of art.

Angry at myself for allowing thoughts of Eli
into my head, I slurped a huge drink of my cocktail through the
straw, nearly draining the second glass in one swallow. The alcohol
immediately went to my head and the most wonderful buzz started
oozing through my blood, calming my nerves and increasing my
bravery. Liquid courage—I’d heard alcohol referred to it before but
hadn’t really understood what it meant. As I finished off the
second cocktail, I slowly, and sluggishly, began to understand.

I liked
it.

Like magic, Javier was standing next to me
within seconds, offering me my third drink and an incredibly
lustful grin. “I believe someone is planning on having a good time
tonight, yes?”

“Definitely,” I answered
as I signed my fake name on the receipt, leaving a heftier tip that
time, and then took the drink right off Javier’s tray before he
could hand it to me. “Keep em coming, Javier. Keep em
coming!”

“Of course, sir,” he
answered with another one of his sexy winks. Weird; he was starting
to look more my type with each passing wink.

I checked my watch for the twentieth time,
knowing I wouldn’t feel completely safe from my father’s
overprotectiveness and Eli’s bout for revenge until we had sailed
away from the port. Right about now, Eli would be calling my dad,
roaring angrily about me not being at the airport. I didn’t want to
worry anybody but, damn, they needed to realize I wasn’t a child
any longer. My twentieth birthday was tomorrow. They were going to
have to back their shit down.

Out of the kindness of my heart, I had left
a note telling them that I’d taken a different cruise, so they
wouldn’t spend the next week worried about my safety. They could
get as pissed as they wanted but worrying was a totally different
story. I hated the feeling—had spent my entire life suffering
through the weight of worrying over everything. I blamed it on the
fact that I’d never really fit in anywhere, but if I was honest
with myself, I probably just carried the worry gene in my body’s
chemistry.

I’d push through. Worrying never killed
anybody. I was pretty sure being a virgin at the age of twenty
probably had taken a few lives, though. That’s where my focus
needed to be—getting laid. How fucking hard could it be? Gay men
did it all the time. What was my issue with crawling into bed with
someone?

Looking around, it was
hard to tell if the men were coupled off together or if they were
just already pairing off for a friendly fuck. I’d heard that was
common. The thoughts of fucking somebody and then walking away like
it was nothing left a bad taste in my mouth, but I’d get through
it. Everybody else did. I so fucking wanted to be like everybody
else—not the kid that people either tried to baby or turn into their cute
mascot.

As I watched the men and their interactions,
I emptied my third glass. Emptied my fourth. Sometime during my
fifth cocktail, a man ventured over toward me. A very wicked,
incredibly naughty, and, in my drunken state, super sexy smile
curled his thin lips as he looked me up and down. He was built
nicely, stacked with muscles that were built in the gym, not
through any type of physical labor. His skin was sun-kissed like
Eli’s, but I was fairly certain it came from a spray tan instead of
natural like Eli’s. There were tattoos…lots of them. They looked
okay, I guessed. Not as good as Eli’s.

“Hey there, cutie,” he
said as he plopped down onto the empty chair next to me. “You here
all alone?”

His leg, hairless but with stubble which
told me he shaved instead of waxed, brushed up against mine. Yuck.
Why not spend the extra money for a wax? Better yet, why not have
hair on his legs…like Eli did. My body didn’t have much hair, so I
waxed to hide that fact. Once I’d started, I decided it was a
better look for me. I remember thinking I would be a sexy contrast
to Eli.

“Uh…yep,
I’m all alone,” I finally stammered, sounding like a total idiot
even to myself. Muscle man didn’t seem to mind, though. His smile
grew even wider. He’s really not bad
looking, I kept chanting inside my head.
Inside my head, I could see me giving myself a negative head shake,
not at all agreeing with my assessment of the first man to show me
any interest on the cruise. Well, except for Javier, but he was
getting paid to give me his attention. “How about you?” Fuck, that
sounded even dumber.

“Sure am,” he answered.
“Hey, they just announced that we’re allowed to go check out our
rooms. How about we visit mine or yours before they make us do that
stupid emergency drill?” He checked his watch and then added, “We’d
have plenty of time to get to know each other better.”

Oh, shit. This was it. Was
this it? I frowned. I was pretty sure I
didn’t want him to be it. On the other hand, I needed to stop being such a
pussy and just get it over with. Step off the ledge, so to speak.
If I waited for the person I really wanted—the only one I’d ever
wanted—then I’d die of old age before I got laid. Eli wasn’t for
me. He never had been and never would be.

“Okay,” I heard myself
say. “Sounds fun.” I sat my empty glass on the small table next to
my chair and swung my legs over to the side, bumping up against Mr.
Stubble again. It was strange; one second I was doing the inward
moan over his stubble-covered legs and the next second, the entire
boat pitched over onto its side—a lot like I had imagined the
Titanic did. Rolled completely onto its side. My stomach rolled to
the other side.

Strange. Nobody else seemed to notice that
we were obviously sinking. They partied on all around me, laughing,
drinking, and dancing. The music kept blaring some Jamaican song
I’d never heard in my life but fit really well for a cruise.

The boat pitched over and landed on the
opposite side…as did my stomach. My hands gripped the edges of my
lounge chair. Sweat suddenly covered my upper lip. The liquid
contents in my stomach rolled round and round like the tumble cycle
on the washing machine. Had I eaten anything that morning? I
couldn’t remember eating but something was sure the hell rolling
around inside me.

“You okay, kid?” the man
asked. “You don’t look so good.”

Even in my state of dizziness, I could see
him inching away from me, slowing, like I was a lion about to
pounce and eat him for a snack. How could everybody else be
standing up straight when the boat was tilted one way and then
another. Oh, fuck. My stomach pitched, and I knew what was about to
happen. There were several things I could have done to try and save
myself the humiliation barreling in my direction. The deck railing
was probably only a couple yards away from me. Running in that
direction would have been one solution, but my ass stayed glued to
the lounge chair. The only one moving was Mr. Stubble. He’d managed
to completely disappear. I stared at my cocktail glasses, seeing
that each one still had a little bit left over before I’d started a
new drink. In my mind, I started combining those glasses, so I
could have a nice empty one to heave the rolling contents of my
stomach into. In reality, I sat there…doing nothing. In the next
instant, every ounce of liquor I’d consumed since I’d stepped onto
the boat spewed from my mouth, splattering the wooden decking with
wave after wave of grossness.

The dizziness amped up several levels and to
my ears, it sounded like everyone around me was suddenly far, far
away. The loud music from seconds earlier sounded muffled. From
somewhere, deep in the hell of my humiliation, I heard Javier
telling me he was going after some Ginger Ale. A towel was shoved
roughly into my hand before he disappeared. My hand trembled with
weakness and my pride cowered with mortification as I wiped my
mouth. I knew people were staring. They had to be laughing. It was
my own fault, but it still hurt. Once again, I was on the outside,
looking in—surrounded by people, but still alone. I hung my head
and stared at the mess I’d made. On the bright side, if there was
one, I hadn’t eaten anything, so it was just a wet mess of stinky
alcohol.

I would have run to the railing and jumped
overboard if I’d thought my legs could carry me, but there was no
such luck. They felt like limp noodles. Just as I accepted there
was no escape, I felt a cool rag being gently placed on the back of
my neck and then another one placed against my forehead. A
hard-muscled chest suddenly served as a backrest.

“Easy, babe,” a familiar
voice whispered in my ear as strong arms encircled me and pulled my
head back until it rested against him. The cool, wet rag gently
wiped at my face. “It’ll pass in a few minutes—just too much to
drink on an empty stomach—maybe a touch of motion
sickness.”

Both horror and relief washed over me.

He’d found me.

He’d saved me.

Knowing I was at least safe from any type of
physical harm, I leaned back against him and allowed him to keep
bathing my face with his cool rag. Yes, I was safe from physical
harm. Emotional harm was an entirely different question. No, there
was no question about it. With Eli on the boat, my heart was in
serious danger.

“Here,” he whispered as he
placed a straw against my lips, “take some slow sips of this. It’s
your Ginger Ale from Javier. It’ll help calm your
stomach.”

Cautiously, I sipped the
liquid. I’d never been a fan of the drink before, but it was, this
one time, deliciously refreshing. After a few sips, I waited to see
if my stomach would rebel, but nothing happened.
Thank goodness.

“Will that be all, sir?”
Javier asked Eli, no longer even acknowledging my
presence.

Bastard.

“Yes, he’s fine now. Thank
you, Javier. I’ve got things covered from here.”

When Javier disappeared and all eyes on deck
finally determined that the freak show was over, so they could
return to their party, I relaxed enough to ask, “How did you find
me?”

He laughed softly, his breath tickling my
ear. “I never lost you, babe. I know how your mind works and I know
that you never, ever give up so easily. The minute you agreed, I
knew I couldn’t let you out of my sight.”

I sighed, frustrated that I hadn’t counted
on him seeing straight through my lie. Because of my own stupidity,
here he was on the boat with me and he’d just witnessed one of the
most humiliating, disgusting moments of my life. Perfect. I could
practically hear the voice inside his head singing hallelujah to
the fact that he’d walked out on me three years ago.

“You’re so fucking
annoying,” I muttered. My inside of my mouth felt like shag carpet
from the back of a 60’s hippie van…and tasted even worse. “Go away.
Jump overboard. Disappear. Just leave me alone.”

“No can do, Pukeahontus,”
he answered, humor dancing in his voice over my new nickname.
“You’re stuck with me. Seven fun-filled days of your ex-boyfriend
and current bodyguard, Eli Wallace.” He tugged me closer against
his chest and asked, “Whatever will we do to pass the
time?”

There was no lying about two things—I loved
how my body felt relaxed against him, caught in a tight embrace…and
that he’d damaged my heart with the nonchalant ex-boyfriend remark.
My body, touching Eli, felt like it was home. My heart, near Eli,
started cracking. I pictured it inside my chest—a lot like the
window in your car. It starts with one tiny crack and then slowly
splits until it finally completely shatters.

“We could ignore each
other,” I suggested. “You’re an expert at that, so it shouldn’t
take any kind of learning curve or DIY to get you on board. I mean,
you’ve completely ignored me for three years; what’s another seven
fucking days, Eli? Go the fuck away.”

I heard him huff out a frustrated breath.
Awwww, too fucking bad for him if the truth made him uncomfortable.
I’d been uncomfortable since the day he walked out of my apartment,
dropped out of school, and completely disappeared from my life. At
the moment, I didn’t give two fucks about his comfort.

“Come on, sassy mouth,” he
finally whispered. “Let’s get you to your room so you can brush
your teeth. It’s kinda necessary right now, especially if we’re
going to go toe to toe with insults and arguments over the
past.”

With more grace than a large man should ever
have, he stood up, lifting me with him, and held us in a standing
position while I tried to make my legs work again. The deck of the
ship swayed for a few seconds before settling down again. Having
him hold me shouldn’t feel so perfect and knowing that, I forced
myself to step away from him.

“Please, Eli,” I
whispered. “Just leave me in peace. I don’t need a bodyguard,
babysitter, or whatever the fuck you’re calling yourself these
days. I’ve done fine on my own for the biggest part of my life. I
can handle it now.”

With one hand, he gripped
my upper arm and with the other, he reached down to retrieve the
small backpack I’d carried on board. “See, that’s your problem,
Arizona,” he murmured as he physically forced me away from the
lounge chairs and toward the staircase that would lead to the
elevators. “You’ve never allowed yourself to need anybody. We’re going to the
room. Now.”

I dug my heels into the wooden deck, but it
was a pathetic waste of time and energy—and I was short on both. I
tried, unsuccessfully, to snatch my arm out of his grasp. When that
didn’t work either, I considered screaming for help.

“Don’t even think about
it, Ari,” he warned, reading my mind like he’d always been able to
do. “If you do something to make a scene, I’ll turn the tables on
you so fast your head will spin worse than it was minutes
ago.”

I didn’t have a clue what he meant by “turn
the tables,” but I suspected the threat wasn’t empty. Unwilling to
draw anymore unwanted attention to myself, I allowed him to propel
me down the stairs and toward the elevator doors. Even though I’d
put forth an Olympic worthy effort, the alcohol wasn’t completely
purged from my system, so the tight grip he kept on my arm actually
served another purpose other than pissing me off. It kept me from
kissing the floor. The motherfucking rocking of the ship wasn’t
helping one damn bit either.

Once we were on the elevator and the doors
slid together, I asked, “How long have you been on the boat?”

“I boarded seven people
behind you,” he answered with a grin. “Trust me, babe. You’ve never
been out of my sight.”

It pissed me off that I
hadn’t noticed him, especially since I’d thought I was being overly
careful and superbly sneaky. It pissed me off even more that he
apparently hadn’t been troubled with the fact that I’d drunk enough
to make myself so inebriated that I’d even consider taking Mr.
Stubble back to my room for a romp and tumble. So much for holding out any hopes of ever making him jealous
by flirting with another man.

“So, you just stood back
and let me nearly drink myself to death? Thanks for all your
protectiveness, Mr. Bodyguard of the fucking year.”

He leaned back against the glass wall of the
elevator and said, “I thought about stepping in and putting a stop
to it, but then changed my mind.”

Ouch. “Why? What changed your mind?” No
lying, my tongue really felt like shag carpet.

He shrugged. “What you just did, Ari, is
something practically every man, woman, and teenager has done at
one point in their life. While I watched you, I started to think it
was your first time at getting shit-faced to the point of
puking.”

I glared at him, or at least gave it my best
attempt at glaring when the throbbing in my head pounded louder
than the island music that had been blasting on deck earlier. “So,
you thought it would be funny to watch me get sick in front of
everybody?”

“No,
Ari. I thought you deserved to live
a little. You’ve been so reserved your entire
damn life, so much like a newborn foal trying to get comfortable
with its beautiful, powerful legs, but never quite getting there
for some reason. In college, I sat back and watched you experience
life by only looking through a window pane, not participating, just
watching. At the time, I didn’t know why. Once I learned your age,
all the things I’d questioned became easier to understand.” He
brushed some damp hair out of my face and tucked it behind my ear.
“I’d hoped that over the past three years, you would have many
opportunities to step out of your comfort zone and do all the
silly, stupid things the rest of us do. Watching you drink like a
boss when I suspect your association with liquor is limited, at
best, made me wonder if I was mistaken—that you’re still the same
sweet, innocent, reserved boy who stole my heart years
ago.”

The elevator doors slid
open on the ninth floor and he ushered us out. “I’m not a boy,” I
growled in frustration. I didn’t like being called a boy, sweet,
reserved, or innocent by Eli…especially by
Eli. I wanted him to view me as his
equal—the man he threw away when he should have held on tightly.
Yet, it looked like I was, as always, viewed like a
child.

The story of my entire
fucking life.

As we walked down the
hallway, Eli answered with a whispered challenge of,
“Prove it.”

I wanted, more than I even wanted to brush
my teeth, to slam his body against the wall, pin him there with
brute strength I knew I didn’t possess, and plunder his mouth with
a kiss powerful enough to give him a taste of what he’d been
missing and would never get again. I wanted to set his blood on
fire, cause it to bubble and boil with need, just the way he did
mine with no more effort on his part than a glance in my direction.
Everything in me wanted to do something to prove my worth and to
make him finally open his fucking eyes and see me. Sure, I wanted
all that and even had some seriously hot ideas on how to succeed in
the mission, but when the hallway floor moved in a way that
reminded me of a crowd performing the wave at a football game, the
only thing I could do was slam my hand over my mouth, shove him
aside and start running toward my cabin.

Well, fuck. I was either
still pickled or sea sick. Neither was a good
thing.

 



Chapter Four

 


 


Eli

 


Well, I supposed I could probably say that
day one of the cruise could have gone worse, but in order to
achieve a lower level of worse, I would have had to dig pretty deep
into the shit pile. Things had gone rather smoothly in my efforts
to counter Ari’s determination to ditch me. I’d seen that one
coming a mile away and had effectively shut it down. I’d managed to
catch a different flight that put me at the port in Galveston a
couple of hours before Ari, so following him after he exited the
plane had been simple. I’d already hacked into his computer and
learned which cruise he’d sneaked onto and booked after hearing I’d
be traveling with him, and then I’d borrowed company skills to get
me on the same boat…in the same room.

Smooth as warm honey
sliding down Ari’s perfectly rounded ass—until we’d gotten aboard.
Knowing he was underage, I shouldn’t have allowed him to partake in
the never-ending cocktail parade he seemed determined to
participate in, but, on the other hand, he’d looked so proud of
himself. Watching him, I was once again reminded of how his life,
because of his superior intelligence, had always propelled him into
situations where he was the youngest, most innocent, and socially
awkward person in the group. Back when we dated, before I knew the
truth, I’d watched him fumble around people, tripping over words
and looking as uncomfortable as a politician in church. It had been
so painful to watch him suffer, especially when I didn’t understand
why. All I’d ever wanted to do was protect him, but my heart had
told me that was the exact opposite of what Ari wanted,
or needed, from
me.

I supposed that was why
when he started drinking yesterday, I’d sat back and simply watched
him partake in a way that we’d all done at one point in our lives.
He’d looked so happy…so confident…so proud of himself. I’d known my
appearance would end all that for him, so I’d given him some
Ari time. His father, my
new boss, certainly wouldn’t approve of my decision, but I felt
confident it wouldn’t be the last time Landon Honeycutt disapproved
of what would happen between his son and me—hopefully.

Then the steroid-taking gym rat had shown
up, hitting on Ari, someone half his age, and my jealous gene had
literally gone berserk. Off the charts berserk. Steam had probably
been shooting straight from my ears. When the man had touched him
with his leg, I’d broken the beer bottle that I’d been holding,
cutting myself in three different places. Yeah, nice start to our
seven-day cruise.

After that, things had
slid down the shit slide at a rapid pace. Ari had embarrassed
himself by throwing up on deck and then, come to find out, he’s
apparently one of the unlucky souls that gets deathly seasick. Had
he brought any seasick meds with him, just in case?
Of course not. Mr. IQ
sometimes forgot to make the simple decisions in life. I’d somehow
managed to get him through the safety training required before the
ship could leave port, but he’d pretty much been a lost cause after
that. Hell, he hadn’t even managed much of an argument when he’d
realized I was sharing a room with him.

As the giant ship had glided gracefully out
of port, Ari had been lying in bed, a wet rag on his face, and a
bucket next to him. After calling down to the customer service
center to have some motion sickness meds brought up to him, I’d
unpacked our belongings and tucked them into their proper places.
When I hadn’t thought they were getting the meds up to the room
fast enough, I’d left him only long enough to go to one of the
stores on the boat and purchase them myself. I’d gotten him the
pills, drops, something to stick behind his ears, and some type of
wrist bracelet that resembled sweat bands from the eighties. Back
in the room, I’d forced a couple of pills down him, followed by a
few sips of Ginger Ale, and then watched as he slept.

Fuck, I’d missed that…just being able to
look at him.

I couldn’t be sure what the past three years
had been like for Ari, but they’d been hell on me. Yes, I’d been
pissed when I’d learned the truth about his age. More than that,
though, I’d been hurt that he’d lied to me, led me on to the point
that I almost did something stupid. Even if I hadn’t known the
truth, I would have never forgiven myself if things had gone too
far with Ari. It had taken me months to forgive him—fucked with my
life to the point that if my step sister hadn’t gotten involved and
shoved me back onto a healthy path, I wasn’t sure where I would
have ended up. Yes, it had taken months for me not to hate him, but
even after that, it had taken many more months to even try to
understand why he would have done what he did. At some point, I
couldn’t even remember when, I’d stopped caring or trying to
understand. I’d finally just accepted that I loved Arizona, no
matter how big the lie had been or how much damage it could have
caused. None of that burned brighter than the love I felt for
him.

I’d forced myself to wait—had tried my damn
hardest to wait until he turned twenty-one before I reappeared back
into his life, dedicated to winning him back. I’d failed, though.
My desperation to hold him again, to hear his laugh, or get lost in
his eyes, became too much for me to even attempt to fight off. I’d
told Samantha of my plans to find Ari again and to try and make him
mine and it was only then that my utterly evil, magnificently
wonderful step sister told me she’d been keeping eyes on my man for
me.

Imagine my surprise when
Ari hadn’t fallen on his knees, begging me for forgiveness for his
dangerous lie, on our first face-to-face encounter. No,
he was pissed at
me. What. The. Ever.
Loving. Fuck? He’d been the one to lie about something that could
have very well sent me to jail and marked me as a sex offender for
the remainder of my life…and he was pissed at me!

Once again, I’d struggled…even considered
going back home and trying to forget how much my heart ached for
him. I have a dominant personality that demands to be in control of
every situation, but I can’t control my own heart. That, it seemed,
was truly fucked up.

So, here I was—on a gay cruise with him, in
the same cabin for seven fun-filled days, with him hating me to the
point that he’d gone online and created a new identity in order to
try and escape being near me. My head told me that things were only
going to get worse with each passing minute of each day. My heart,
however, told me to stand my ground—go big or go home. This could
very well be my last chance with Ari, so if I failed, it needed to
be a failure based on me giving it everything I had and him
rejecting it. I truly believed that was my only hope of getting Ari
completely out of my head, heart, and soul…if it was even
possible.

My night was spent either on the balcony or
sitting in the large chair next to the bed just watching him as he
slept. Back and forth from one spot to the other, my mind racing
with plans to win him back while my heart tried to prepare for
rejection. Now, as the early morning sun began to creep through the
cracks in the closed curtains, looking at him made me smile. He was
sprawled, catty-cornered, on the king-sized bed, taking up as much
space as humanly possible. It had been that way the entire night,
but with different positions every time I’d return from the
balcony. One time he’d been longways across the bed. The next time
I’d checked, his head had been at the foot of the bed and his feet
were resting on the pillow I would have been using if we’d shared a
bed last night. Another time, one leg had been dangling
precariously off the side of the bed. All through the night, he’d
flipped and flopped into different positions…telling me he’d be
hell to try and sleep with.

And heaven.

I’m sure he wouldn’t remember that I’d
removed his shorts, T-shirt, and flipflops before tucking him into
the bed. I hoped he wouldn’t remember my gasp of surprise and
arousal when I found that beneath his shorts, he wore nothing but a
pair of rainbow print itty-bitty briefs that failed miserably at
covering the gorgeous globes of his ass or the impressive package
in front. Always reserved in the past, I’d expected to find
tighty-whities on my man. When it’d been something else, something
even sexier, I was torn between arousal and jealousy. Arousal
because he looked fucking hot with all his junk barely hidden
beneath the flimsy fabric but jealous because someone other than me
had been the man to convince him to be a bit more adventurous.

What else about him had
become more adventurous? What things had other men taught him while
I’d been away…licking the wounds he’d inflicted on my soul? Who’d
been his first? His second? Was he with someone now, like he’d
insinuated? I had hundreds of questions
but suspected I wouldn’t like any of the answers.

I was still staring when his green eyes
slowly fluttered open. He looked confused at first as his gaze
swept around the room, stopping when it landed on me. I sat
perfectly still, waiting for the attack that I suspected would be
coming my way. It would either be that or he’d be making another
dash for the bathroom because the sea sickness pills weren’t
working properly. He did neither, though—just lay there, looking at
me with a strange expression on his face.

When the silent stare became too much for me
to handle, I whispered, “Happy Birthday, Arizona.”

A soft smile, the first one he’d directed
toward me since I’d walked back into his life, curved his plump
lips. “You remembered,” he answered. His voice sounded scratchy
from the horrible heaving he’d done before his stomach finally
settled enough for him to drift off to sleep.

“Of course, I remembered,”
I answered. “I tried to wait until your twenty-first birthday, but
found my desire to be near you again just too much to resist…so
here I am.”

“Bullshit,” he muttered
but the prettiest blush in the world colored his cheeks.

He wasn’t nearly as immune to me as he liked
to pretend. Whether he cared to admit it or not, the bond we’d once
shared was too hard to break. I continued to stare at him while he
continued to have an odd fascination with every spot in the cabin
except for where I sat. That was fine; I was a patient man. I had
seven days to win him back.

Well, six now. Day one had been wasted with
his head dangling over the loo and me holding his hair away from
the waterfall of liquor and stomach acid.

“You stayed in my cabin
all night?” he asked.

“I
stayed in our cabin all night,” I answered. “Just like I will tonight,
tomorrow night, and the remainder of the cruise. It’s safer that
way, Ari.” Yes, it was safer, but we all knew that wasn’t the real
reason why I’d demanded the IT person from work add me to his cabin
when booking the cruise. It wouldn’t have been a huge stretch for
them to rearrange the cabins and make it where we could have
enjoyed adjoining cabins, giving each of us some privacy. I hadn’t
wanted that, though. Nope, not me.

“Absolutely not, Eli,” he
barked quickly. “I’m not sharing a cabin with you. Not now. Not
ever. I…I might want to entertain a new friend.”

His argument was weak, at best. “A new
friend? As opposed to all the old friends you were supposedly
traveling with for your birthday celebration?” That comment might
have been a hit below the belt, but he needed to know that lying to
me was going to be a waste of both our time. I knew him too
well—just like he knew me.

“You’re a bastard, Eli,”
Ari snarled viciously. His voice was vicious, but the look in his
eyes was nothing but pain. “You’re a fucking bastard for saying
that.”

“I
wasn’t implying you couldn’t
make friends, Ari—only that you bundle yourself
up so tight, afraid of not fitting into whatever mold you believe
you think you should fit in to, that you won’t put yourself out
there and make new friends. You don’t trust anybody…especially
yourself. Hell, babe, anybody would be honored to be considered
your friend, but you won’t let them in.”

“Not true, idiot. I have
Baker and Seth,” he said smugly. Then, with a strange expression on
his face, he asked, “Is that what you want to be, Eli? My friend?
Is that what this is all about? You missed my playful banter so
damn much you just had to come crawling back for more?”

“Playful
banter, huh? No, it wasn’t that, Ari. I missed you. Believe what you want and blame
me for everything that went wrong between us if it makes you feel
better. The past is the past. I’m more than ready and able to leave
it right where it belongs—in the past. I hoped you’d be capable of
doing the same thing.”

I watched the emotions
play across his face and wondered exactly what he was thinking. He
was still the Arizona that I’d fallen in love with years ago, but
he was also incredibly different. There’d always been a part of him
that he held back from everyone except me, but even I no longer got
to see that side of him. I wanted that Arizona back…the one that
looked at me like I was the most valuable trinket on the
planet.

I also wanted to fuck him so hard that he’d
never again doubt who he belonged to.

Mine. The animalistic thought echoed in my mind.

“You’re only here to hurt
me, Eli. Admit it,” he hissed. “Why can’t you just let it go? I
lied. I shouldn’t have. Is that what you wanted to hear? You want
an apology, Eli? Okay, I’m sorry! I’m fucking sorry that I lied!
There…now leave.”

The sadness in his eyes was the only thing
that kept me from being hurt from his outburst. Those damn
eyes—they’d always been the window to his soul and my biggest weak
point. From our first date until now, I’d never been able to deny
him anything. It was the very reason I’d had to walk away.

And the very reason I’d had to return.

“Yes, I appreciate the
apology, Ari. Very much. It wasn’t necessary, though. I’d already
forgiven you.” I winked at him. “It doesn’t mean, however, that I
intend to let you off without some…punishment for being so naughty.
From where I’m sitting, I owe you a spanking for lying about your
age and a birthday spanking on top of that.”

He blushed really pretty
but then snorted in disgust. “I’m not into that spanking, cropping,
or flogging…or whatever the hell you people call it. If you, Seth,
and Baker want to dabble into that kind of sordid kink, go for it.
Just keep my ass out of it.”

Okay…good to
know.

So much for hoping he was anything like
Baker.

It was probably at this moment when I’d one
day look back and really regret the words that were about to come
out of my mouth, the words that made me nothing more than a
hypocrite and liar, but when faced with being honest and risking
losing any hopes of getting back together with Ari before we even
had a chance to explore adult feelings…I chose to lie. It was
nothing more than an itsy-bitsy little lie that, with enough
truth-twisting, I couldn’t almost present a fairly good defense of
the validity of my next statement.

“I’m not into the BDSM
stuff like Seth and Baker, so that’s nothing you have to worry
about,” I assured him and, because there was enough truth to the
statement, my eyes didn’t give me away. However, once my tongue
start flapping, it wouldn’t seem to stop. “I mean, don’t get me
wrong. You do deserve a spanking for lying about your age. You
could have gotten me into a lot of trouble, Ari. That shit’s not
fair and you have to know that. Second, everybody gets a birthday
spanking, whether they are into spankings or not.” I stood up and
made a move in his direction, half-expecting him to cower in a
corner to race toward the balcony doors, so he could make a dive
into the deep blue sea in an attempt to escape me.

He didn’t scamper away, though. His cheeks
flushed a deeper red and his chest rose and fell at a quicker pace
than a few seconds earlier. His teeth nibbled at his bottom lip,
making the damn beauties even puffier and more kissable than they
already were. The lip nibble—it got to me every damn time, and Ari
was an expert lip nibbler. It was one of the first things that had
made me notice him. He’d been in the library, intently studying
what I’d mistakenly thought to be a textbook for one of his
upper-level classes. His face had been crinkled into a frown and
he’d been working that bottom lip with enough emphasis that I’d
gotten rock-hard just from a minute-long glance. Being the arrogant
motherfucker I was, I’d swaggered straight over to him and made my
move. As I’d walked in his direction, a plan had formed in my
head—I’d fuck him senseless and walk away. Perfect plan. Solid
plan. Perfect, solid plan that had worked for me since early high
school days. It was my go-to plan.

Arizona Honeycutt had been
the first time the plan hadn’t worked. When he’d looked up at me,
those bright jade eyes wide with surprise, I’d found myself lost in
their depths. Oh, and he had the longest motherfucking eyelashes
I’d ever seen on a man. I remember thinking they looked like damn
angel wings. From that moment right up until I’d been forced to
leave him, I’d given him the nickname Angel. He hadn’t known why,
and that fact had nearly driven him mad with frustration. I guess
being super smart made one think they needed to know and
understand everything. Just to aggravate, I’d never told him. Hell, I’d always
thought we’d have plenty of time.

When I’d noticed it wasn’t
a textbook he was reading, but something called Social Interaction for Dummies, I’d
fallen in love. Boom. Just like that. People say it isn’t
possible—that insta-love doesn’t really exist. I say
nay, nay—not true. It
does exist, and I was living proof of it. Between his
picture-perfect body, pouty lips, long eyelashes, and that
damn Social Interaction for
Dummies…I’d been hooked—the hook so deep
in my mouth that I’d never be able to wiggle my way off his fishing
line.

He hiked his chin upward, met my eyes, and
said, “You aren’t spanking me, Eli, so get that ridiculous thought
out of your head.”

I grinned. “Sure, I am but not right now,” I
conceded. “Right now, we’re going to get your teeth brushed and
your body a good hot shower—you kinda reek of puke right now. After
that, we’re going to get some beach clothes on and head down to the
breakfast buffet. You need something in your stomach as quickly as
possible and a trip to the upper deck will help us see if your
motion sickness bracelets and ear stickies are going to work.” I
tugged the blanket. “I really hope they work because I’d hate for
you to have to take the pills. I remember how any pills, baby
aspirin included, can make you a bit loopy.” When he scrambled to
reach for the blanket, I tossed it across the room and out of his
reach.

I watched, probably with
more enjoyment than I should have, as his eyes widened in shock
when he noticed he wore nothing but his itsy-bitsy rainbow
briefs…that failed miserably at hiding his morning wood. With his
ire raising at such a rapid pace, now might not be the time to
mention that I could clearly see the head of his cock sticking out
of the waistband. Hell, what did he expect? They were
tiny briefs.

“Who undressed me?” he
snarled as he made a futile effort to cover his junk with both
hands.

“The guy who brought the
motion sickness medicine up,” I answered casually. “Up with you,
angel. You really need that shower and toothbrush.”

His eyes were wide as saucers. “You…you…you
let a complete stranger undress me? Seriously, Eli? What kind of
fucking bodyguard do you claim to be?” He rolled his eyes as he
swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Clearly you only got a
job with the agency because your sister owns the company!” His eyes
whipped around the room, probably looking for a robe so he could
hide his pretty little ass from my hungry gaze. Ha! Good luck with
that shit; I’d placed those out of his reach.

“Hell,
no, Ari. You damn well know I didn’t let a complete stranger lay a finger on
you last night! You know better than that shit, so stop acting like
you believed me for one second.” I pointed toward the bathroom door
and said, “That way. Oh, and I work for the family company because
I’m damn good at what I do.” I waved toward the bathroom door
again. “Shake that ass, birthday boy. The longer its here, on
glorious display, the more it begs to be
spanked.”

He blushed, and it was fucking gorgeous.
“Stop looking.”

With a roll of my eyes, I turned my back on
him and muttered, “Stop looking so damn hot if you don’t want me
looking.” My only answer was the slamming of the bathroom door.
Fuck, but this was going to be even harder than I’d imagined…and
I’d imagined it many times. In all those times, though, I’d never
imagined myself telling him I wasn’t into BDSM…or him telling me he
hated it.

 


*****

 


Ari

 


I leaned against the heavy wooden door and
tried to catch my breath, calm my thundering heart, and figure out
a way to keep my legs from feeling like half-cooked noodles. Eli
was on my cruise. On my gay cruise. In my cabin. He’d undressed me.
Cuddled, soothed, and cleaned me after I’d spent hours purging my
stomach of every single item that had ever crossed my lips. No,
seriously…ever fucking bite I’d ever taken.

And my nemesis had witnessed every second of
my disgusting ordeal.

And had acted like I was a special treasure
while doing it.

Fuck…what did it all mean?
How did it make me feel? How did Eli feel? Was there a chance his
sweet words were more than an evil, long-planned trap to exact
revenge on me for what I’d done to him?

A loud banging on the bathroom door sent my
heart straight up into my throat, but before I could open my mouth
to respond, Eli’s deep voice echoed throughout our cabin, my hiding
spot included.

“Teeth and shower, angel!
It isn’t that hard, yet I don’t hear any water running! We’ve got
to get some food in your stomach before you get sick again.” His
voice indicated his was on the other side of the door, probably
close enough that his hands leaned on it, bracing all those hot
muscles and delicious tattoos. “Ten minutes and then I’m coming in
there!”

Unable to hold back my sassiness, I answered
with, “Ha! The door’s locked, asshole. Good luck with that.”

“Locks don’t stop me,
angel; we both know this.”

Fuck, he probably wasn’t bluffing. I’d
watched my dad unlock locked doors my entire life. Seth could do it
faster than I could break into someone’s computer system. Something
told me Baker would hold the same talent. Bottom line—it wasn’t a
chance I wanted to take. It was bad enough that he’d already seen
the worst of me. I looked down at my walk-on-the-wild-side skimpy
briefs. Hell, he’d seen all of me.

Embarrassed, I pushed away from the door and
made my way to the toilet, did my morning business, and then went
to the sink. I had to bite my own lips to keep the smile from
forming as I washed my hands. Eli, apparently bored stiff while I’d
been sleeping off the motion sickness pills, had unpacked for both
of us. I opened a drawer and noticed all his stuff was dumped
haphazard inside the small space. My toiletries, however, were
meticulously placed on the counter top, lined up perfectly, just
the way I would have set them. As I brushed my teeth, I tried not
to think about what that meant, or what it did to my already
bruised and damaged heart.

He’d handled the small
shower area the same way, placing my toiletries in the perfect
spaces, so my shower moved along quickly. The morning wood I’d
woken up with had to be taken care of, even when I was under a time
crunch, so I squirted some liquid soap onto my palm and started
stroking my painfully hard cock. Since nobody had ever been in my
bed for more than some playful foreplay…which always ended with any
real play-time, I
knew exactly how to tend to the matter myself. Between the
abundance of times I’d jacked myself off and the images of Eli
wearing nothing more than a skintight boxer brief swimsuit, my cum
splashed against the shower wall in record time.

There—now I could calm down and act like an
intelligent human being again. Earlier, when my brain had been
out-of-order due to a lack of blood flow, since all blood had been
located in my cock, I wasn’t capable of functioning properly. That
was all behind me now, I told myself as I watched the remnants of
my body’s fluids disappear down the drain…like I wished Eli
would.

After turning off the water and drying my
body, I wrapped the towel around my waist and went about my normal
morning routine. I brushed my teeth for the second time, flossed,
put some moisturizer on my face, lotion on the body, and scrubbed
my hands clean. After scrubbing thoroughly, I half-way dried my
hair, added product in an attempt to keep it somewhat under
control—windy decks and sea-damp air made my hair even curlier
which, in turn, made me look even younger.

Younger was
not the look I was going
for.

After scrubbing my hands again, I looked
around the small bathroom. Yes, it was larger than most since I’d
paid a ridiculously outrageous price for one of the largest
suites—the only rooms available under such short notice—but it was
still compact. So compact, in fact, it only took me a few seconds
to realize the room, my latest prison, didn’t hold one stitch of
clothing for me to put on. Nothing. I had a towel. That was it.

Could I face Eli wearing
nothing but a towel? Shit, I guessed I didn’t really have a choice.
My body, thanks to the training my father insisted on, wasn’t as
scrawny as it had been when Eli and I had first dated, but it was nothing compared
to Eli’s muscular physique. Next to him, I’d probably look like a
teenage kid.

Again, not the look I was aiming for.

I took a deep breath and realized I had no
other choice but to walk out of the bathroom, wearing nothing but
my towel, and face the demon, aka Eli. He’d mentioned that I needed
food in my body and I was famished to the point of feeling weak,
but he was sadly mistaken on what was going to happen first. The
very second I finished dressing and was ready to leave the room, my
happy ass was headed to customer service to demand another room for
Eli, even if I had to be the one to pay for it. Eli sleeping in my
cabin was not an option. Just as I reached for the door handle, it
made a funny noise and Eli stepped inside the room…making the small
space suddenly seem breath-stealing tiny. I’d lived my life with a
lot of phobias listed next to my name, but claustrophobia had never
been one of them…until now. I took a step back and felt my hip bump
into the countertop, stopping my retreat.

Eli grinned. “Damn, I was hoping you
wouldn’t make it in time and I’d walk in to find you still in the
shower or, at least, naked.” He shook his head. “I guess the gods
are against me, yeah?”

My foot stomped in frustration. “Eli! You
can’t just unlock doors and invade people’s privacy like that!
It’s…it’s…rude!” The thoughts of him walking into the room and
seeing me jerk off nearly sent me into panic mode.

He shrugged. “I
am rude—thought you
already knew that about me, but I guess it looks like we’ll have a
learning curve as we get to know each other again.” He stepped
aside and motioned for me to join him. “I laid your clothes out for
the day. Hurry up, angel,” he pleaded. “I’m starved. You weren’t
the only one that missed lunch and dinner yesterday.”

I frowned as I tightened the towel around my
waist. “Why did you miss lunch and dinner? I was passed out cold
from the motion sickness pills.” I breezed past him, trying to act
all nonchalant and shit, as I spoke. True to his word, my clothes,
tags still on them, were displayed on the bed, which he’d stripped
of the sheets I’d probably sweated and puked on. “I think it was
safe for you to leave the room. The men trying to hurt my father
couldn’t have hauled my unconscious ass past security, I don’t
think.” As I talked, I stared at the clothes he’d laid out…and
questioned what in the bloody hell I’d been thinking when I’d made
my purchases for this trip. Sure, I’d thought that I would be
alone, venturing out into the real world where nobody I knew could
judge me or consider me a kid amongst a group of adults. With Eli
in the room and my clothing selection on the king-sized bed, I
immediately questioned my sanity. Or bravery. Or whatever the fuck
anybody wanted to call it.

Prominently displayed on
the bed was a pair of itsy bitsy pale pink speedo swimming trunks,
a pair of white booty shorts, and a cut-off T-shirt that
said ride this.
Holy fuck! How drunk had I been when I’d ordered this
shit?

Eli looked at me, a happy
smirk on his face, as he watched while I stared at the presentation
on the bed. “What’s wrong?” he finally asked. “Are you worried
about the shoes? Because they’re by the door…ready and waiting for
you.” He motioned toward a pair of pink flip flops that matched my
speedos.

“I’m…I’m…I can’t wear
that,” I finally whispered.

“What do
you mean you can’t wear it?” Eli asked with a frown. “I pulled them
out of your luggage.” He picked up one of my Louis Vuitton pieces
of luggage and asked, “This is your
luggage, isn’t it? I mean, your name is on
it.”

I refused to be
intimidated by him. “Of course, it’s my luggage,” I snapped. “As
you pointed out, you can clearly see my name on it. I simply don’t
intend to wear my usual attire when I’m around you. It makes
me…uncomfortable.” Shit, that sounded stupid. And weak. And wimpy.
And lots of other things that pissed me off. This cruise was
supposed to be my coming-out
party. It was going to be when I quit worrying
about what others thought, stopped worrying about my age, and tried
to live life to the fullest. I couldn’t do that bullshit in front
of Eli—he knew me.

Eli crossed his arms over his impressive
chest. “Why would you purchase it if it made you feel
uncomfortable?”

Good question…one I didn’t intend to
answer.

“None of your business.
I’ll pick something else out to wear,” I said as I started toward
my luggage. Panic gripped my insides—everything I’d brought was
similar to what Eli had laid out on the bed. I’d truly meant to
force myself outside of my own boundaries…my own comfort zone. The
only way I’d seen to accomplish that was to only pack shit I
wouldn’t normally wear. If I’d packed my knee-length board shorts,
I would have worn them every day.

Shit. Shit.
Shit.

He blocked my path to the suitcases. “I
think you’ll look hot in what I’ve laid out, angel. Give it a try.
We’re only going to the breakfast buffet. If you start to feel
uncomfortable, we’ll come back to the room and change. Agreed?”

Instead of
agreed, my mind was
screaming abort.

My mouth, however, answered, “Fine. I’m
starved. I don’t have time to argue with you.” I shoved him aside
and made my way over toward the bed. “Turn around, Eli. I’d
appreciate some privacy to get dressed!” I snapped irritably. There
was nothing worse than having well-laid plans backfire in your
face.

He grinned. “I’ll do even better than that.
I’ll step out on the balcony while you get dressed. Fair enough?”
he asked.

“No peeking,” I said to
his broad back as I watched him disappear through the sliding glass
doors.

Why did he have to be so
fucking gorgeous and I had to be so…inexperienced? I wasn’t ugly—guys
generally loved how I looked. They just didn’t like how socially
inept I was. I was wasting my time. No matter how good the pink
speedos made my ass look, there would be no hiding the fact that I
didn’t fit in…that I wasn’t knowledgeable in the art of seduction
or fucking.

Frustrated, I yanked the tags off the
speedos and slid them onto my body—keeping the towel safely wrapped
around my waist until the swimming trunks covered my ass. Well,
shit. I’d forgotten that the back of them were made of lace.
Perfect…just fucking perfect.

Hoping that no one would ever get the chance
to see them, I quickly slid into the white, stretch booty shorts
and shoved my head and arms into the holes of the T-shirt. Without
even glancing at the wall made of mirrors, I already knew I looked
like somebody that belonged in a strip club, gyrating on a stripper
pole.

Except I didn’t know how to gyrate…or
strip…or work a pole—stripper or otherwise.

Once dressed, my stomach growled irritably,
reminding me that I was starved to death. Before I could yell for
Eli to return to the room, he slid the doors open and stepped back
inside. His eyes, all gray and stormy, swept up my body…down
again…up again…and then a feral smile turned his lips upward.

“Very sexy, angel. I
like.”

“It’s not for you,” I
snapped. While I hadn’t bought the new clothes expecting Eli to
ever see them…they had been purchased with him in mind. The tiny
red devil with the gorgeous black wings that sat on my left
shoulder had whispered how fucking sexy I would look and how
regretful Eli would be that he never got to see me as the man I’d
grown to be. The tiny white angel that sat on my right shoulder,
wimpy with droopy wings, had merely chuckled at my
expense.

Eli answered with a nonchalant shrug. “Maybe
they weren’t for me, but I sure as hell am going to benefit from
the purchase. Like I said, angel, you are one sexy motherfucker in
those skin-tight pastels. I may have to strap my cock to my upper
thigh to keep it from making an appearance while on deck.”

For the first time since
I’d walked out of the bathroom, I noticed that Eli had changed
clothing as well. When I’d left him to shower, he’d been wearing
some black boxer briefs and a black T-shirt that had
The Topping Is My Favorite written across it. Now he was wearing some black leather
shorts that were molded to his perfectly shaped rump like a second
skin and a red mesh top that could easily be seen through. He
looked so fucking edible that I felt my cock try to do a happy
dance inside my speedo. Instead of complimenting him, though, I
said, “Leather is stupid for swimming and the sun. Those are going
to melt onto your body and you’ll never get them off.”

Holy fuck! Were those
nipple piercings? Did Eli have his nipples pierced? How had I not
noticed that at the club? Had the harness thing he wore covered his
nipples? It had to have. I would have never not noticed that. His hotness level,
which was already erupting like a volcano, just shot another wave
of lava onto me.

“It
isn’t leather, smartass,” he quipped playfully. “Now, let’s go eat.
I’m starved.” He took two steps, stopped, and then frowned down at
me. “I showered while you were still snoring like a powder puff,
Ari. Stop looking at me like I’m too nasty for you to touch.” Then,
with a ruffle to my hair, which he knew would piss me off, he
walked on past me and grabbed the straw bag I’d purchased to use
while poolside. It said Cabana Boy
Wanted.

God, I was such a dumbass.

I knew I was a dumbass. Eli knew I was a
dumbass. Before the day was over, everybody on the boat would know
it. Yes, folks, I had dumbassery down to a science.

I straightened my back and
slid my feet into the flip flops. “First of all, what type of
fabric is it if it isn’t leather, because it sure looks like
leather to me. Secondly, you won’t be touching me, so there’s
nothing to worry about on whether you showered or not. Thirdly, and
most important, I don’t
snore.”

Eli opened the cabin door and shoved me into
the hallway. “First of all, it’s breathable polyurethane which not
only stretches and molds to fit your physique perfectly, but it
allows air to pass through as well. Secondly, I will be touching
you…as often as I want to. Thirdly, I was only kidding about the
snoring thing.” He grinned at me as he pointed which direction I
needed to walk. “You snore way more like a freight train than a
powder puff—I was trying to be polite.”


Chapter Five

 


 


Eli

 


I was pleasantly shocked; breakfast at the
buffet had gone surprisingly well with my cabin mate acting a bit
like the old Ari I remembered and loved. Since we had been early
risers that morning, due to Ari’s motion sickness forcing an early
retirement to bed the previous night, there wasn’t a large number
of men gathered in the dining room—most were still sleeping off the
remnants of the Wizard of Oz party the boat had sponsored the first
night. I was thankful because smaller crowds would give Ari a
better adjustment period. I knew that booking the gay cruise had
been his way of trying to escape me, so I suspected he hadn’t spent
nearly enough time researching all the on-board activities they had
planned. While the events, parties, and private rooms excited the
hell out of me, especially since I was with Ari, I seriously
doubted he knew anything at all about what to expect. I sure as
hell didn’t see him participating in any of the events—he’d made it
abundantly clear how he viewed the BDSM lifestyle, so I could
probably count on one hand how many kinks might interest my
boy.

He ate like a horse, shoveling food in as
fast as possible while still maintaining his proper manners, while
his gaze ate up the scenery with excitement. Not for the first
time, his actions made me wonder how he’d spent the last few years
without me in his life. Much to my dismay, he appeared as backward
and alone as he had back in college.

“You might want to slow
your eating down a bit, champ,” I warned playfully. “We aren’t one
hundred percent the wrist bands and the ear patch are going to work
with your motion sickness.” I hoped to hell they did; he’d passed
out cold when he’d taken the medication I’d found and purchased for
him last night.

He sat his fork and knife down and stared at
his empty plate for a few seconds. “Nope; I feel perfectly fine. I
might have just had a stomach bug or something. I’m good to go
now.” He looked toward the pastry section. “I’m going after another
croissant. Need anything?”

He stood up and my eyes
immediately went straight to the bulge between his legs. Hell, what
did he expect? Those booty shorts did very little,
if anything, to hide his
package. After seeing him in bed this morning, his morning wood
nearly bursting out of his tiny briefs, I was amazed the shorts
were capable of containing him at all.

“Food, Eli?” he asked with
a frustrated stomp of his foot. “I’m trying to offer an olive
branch here,” he huffed.

“Uh…oh…no, I’m good.” I
patted my stomach. “I’ve had enough.” Looking him up and down, slow
and lazy, I said, “I have no idea where you pack all that
food.”

He shrugged and walked away from me, his
bubble ass looking gloriously plump, firm, and well-rounded in the
body-hugging booty shorts. “Yeah…now I know. Gorgeous view from
behind, angel.” I’m sure I had to be imagining it, but following my
words, there appeared to be an extra twist in his walk. That
exaggerated twist of his hips was a glimpse of the old Ari I’d
fallen in love with—it was like I got to see something of him that
nobody else witnessed. He’d made me feel so fucking special, like I
deserved extra.

Then I’d learned about his lie, and my
entire world had crumbled in on me.

Pain caused me to force my eyes away from
him and focus on the beautiful scenery of the ocean all around us.
Today was a day at sea, so there was nothing but ocean for as far
as the eye could see. Being on a cruise like this with Ari had been
a fantasy of mine for many years. Being on a cruise like this with
Ari hating me…not so much.

Before the unease of Ari’s betrayal wormed
its way back into my heart, the object of my affection returned—his
plate piled high with fresh fruit and some chocolate sauce to dip
it in. From the looks of his plate, the bracelets and patches were
a definite success in easing his motion sickness. Watching him dip
the fruit in the thick, creamy chocolate and then shoving it
between his lips caused a different sort of motion altogether to
happen with me…inside my tight swimming trunks.

“So,” he said between
mouthfuls of strawberries and pineapple, “I guess I’m not sea-sick
anymore. It must have been the alcohol.”

I laughed. “Probably not, angel. You’re
wearing motion sickness wrist bracelets and patches behind your
right ear. I’m pretty sure you’d still be sick if you didn’t have
those anchoring you.”

He looked at the rainbow-colored wrist bands
like he was noticing them for the first time. “Oh. That’s what
these are? I thought they were some sort of 80’s party favors.” He
shrugged. “Okay, that’ll work for me. That means I can have more
cocktails, right?”

Underage drinking was wrong and illegal. His
father might very well kill me. On the other hand, I wasn’t there
to be a game warden—just to keep him safe from the kidnappers if
they happened to return. On the other, other hand, I didn’t want
him intoxicated. I needed him completely sober as I hoped to
rebuild our broken relationship. “Let’s lay off the cocktails until
we know for certain,” I answered cautiously. “I don’t want you to
miss out on anymore of the fun.”

He frowned in between bites. “What kind of
fun? What did I cause us to miss last night?”

I felt my heart do a bit
of a flip-flop inside my chest when Ari referred to
us…it had been the first
time in so damn long. The one innocently tiny word caused a huge
grin to spread across my face. “No biggie, really. It was a Wizard
of Oz themed party—not very exciting. Tonight, we have a pirate
theme, and I can’t wait to see you decked out as a pirate.” I
shrugged. “What can I say? It’s been a fantasy of mine since I saw
the lineup of nightly parties and festivities.”

Ari’s excited face plummeted in dismay.
“Where did you read all this stuff? I didn’t see it…so, I didn’t
bring any costumes. I can’t go to the parties dressed like,” he
looked down at himself and muttered, “a go-go dancer.”

Laughing, I answered,
“Well, there actually is a go-go dancer night, so you’ll have it
covered. For the other nights, I brought us both costumes. I was
afraid that in your…haste
to make reservations, you might miss some of the
trip’s highlights.” I’d had to pull every trick in the book, call
in every favor owed to me, and promise my first born to Satan in
order to get costumes for both of us on such short notice. No need
to tell Ari that, though. Just seeing him in some of the things I’d
chosen would be well worth the extravagant amount of money I’d paid
to have everything shipped overnight and directly to the ship. A
friend of a friend of a friend helped out on getting the ship to
accept the packages. Well, a friend of a friend of a friend and a
few Benjamins was what really helped.

“I hate you,” he grumbled.
“I really, really do.”

There was absolutely no conviction to his
voice, though. None. Not even a hint, so hope blossomed in my
chest. “Well, let’s see what I can do to change your perception of
me while we’re on this cruise, shall we?” I stood up and stretched.
Since he’d cleaned his third plate of breakfast foods, I assumed he
was finished. “It’s still pretty early, but the sun’s out. Let’s
lounge around the pool for a while, let the food settle and talk
about old times. When we get that itty-bitty bit of a mega lie
worked through, we can talk about what all you had planned to do on
your vacation cruise.”

His bottom lip puckered out the same way it
used to do when he was upset about something or if he wasn’t
getting his way. Like a total fool, I’d fallen for it every
time…and felt myself falling for the same trick again. Yep, bottom
lip pucker equaled me giving him the world if he asked for it.
Using the sternest voice I was capable of, I asked, “What’s wrong
now?”

He looked down at his clothes again and
stammered, “I can’t wear this stuff in front of you…especially my
swimsuits. I’d expected to be alone on this trip, Eli; not
surrounded by people who know me—people I’ll see after my feet hit
dry land again. I feel like a fool.”

Hmmm…how in the world Ari could ever feel
like a fool in those swim trunks was beyond my comprehension. He
looked hotter than a fucking runway model in Milan. “Well, you look
like a gorgeous motherfucker. It’ll be a miracle if I don’t get
into a fight with some handsy, hairy guy in the first thirty
minutes we are on deck,” I answered, referring to the shaved
gorilla that had tried to hit on him yesterday. Watching that
shitshow had nearly killed me.

He fought back a grin and said, “You’re just
saying that.”

“I don’t
do that, Ari—lie about important things.” Well, that was a lie, but
Ari didn’t need to know it. I could change for him. I
would change for him.
“If I say you look hot, you look hot.”

Ari stared at me for
several long, intimidating seconds. He’d always been able to do
that—unnerve me with his soul-searching eyes. He was normally
skittish and wouldn’t look people in the eyes, but when he
did…damn, he
could see straight into the darkest corners of your
mind.

Finally, he whispered, “Are you back to hurt
me, Eli? Are you only doing all this to…to…punish me for lying to
you? Is that why you’re here?” He drew in a deep breath and said,
“I know it was wrong to lie. I shouldn’t have done it. I’d take it
back if I could.” He frowned and stopped talking. Then said, “No…I
wouldn’t take it back. Even knowing how wrong it was, I’d do it
again. I wanted you that badly, Eli, and I knew that once you found
out how old I was, you’d leave me.”

And there he was, right in front of me—the
Ari I’d fallen in love with years ago. The Ari that was vulnerable,
yet unafraid of showing me everything. The Ari that kept most of
himself hidden from everyone else but gave it all to me. The Ari
that still owned my heart.

I’d planned on having this
discussion—not in the buffet dining room with strangers surrounding
us, but I would follow Ari’s lead, like I always did. “What you did
was wrong and dangerous, Ari. Bad things could have happened if the
lie hadn’t been revealed when it was. No, bad things
would have happened. I
wanted them to happen. Intended for them to happen. Hell, Ari,
touching you was the only damn thing I thought about back in those
days. What we shared, while beautiful and innocent in my eyes,
could have led to the destruction of my future.”

His bottom lip pouted again. “But having
said that, the past is in the past. Nothing happened. What I don’t
understand is how you could ever think I’d come back to hurt you,
Ari. I loved you more than I loved myself. I left you to protect
both of us, not just me. You were too young and deserved time to
explore life and have some fun. I was ready to look at fucking
house plans and start naming pets. It would have been impossible
for me to stay near you and not touch you…so I had to leave. It
wasn’t to hurt you or punish you, Ari. It was only to keep us
safe.”

Two tables down, a group of men were
listening to every word. No, this definitely wasn’t the perfect
setting for what needed to be said between me and Ari. It seemed,
though, that I couldn’t stop talking once I’d started—once it
seemed like I had his undivided attention for the first time in
years. “The night of Baker and Seth’s collaring ceremony, you asked
me why I was back, and I thought I made my intentions pretty damn
clear. Maybe I didn’t, so allow me to clarify—you’re mine, Ari. You
were mine years ago and you are now…until you tell me you’re not.
Just…just give us a chance before you say those words, okay? I
think we both deserve that much.”

There…the ball was definitely in his
court.

 


*****

 


Ari

 


I guessed that one of my countless flaws was
that I said exactly what was on my mind, without properly
considering the consequences. I’d spent my entire life doing
it—like lying about my age the first time Eli had asked me. I
hadn’t hesitated, just plopped it out there like if I said it with
enough conviction, I could somehow make it true. Unfortunately, my
lie, regardless of how much I’d wished it to be the truth, had
ended up being exactly what it was—a lie.

I’d known it would end badly, that there
wasn’t an appropriate reason for me to put Eli in such a precarious
position, but I’d also never wanted anything so damned badly in my
life…so I’d lied. That lie, spoken in haste but with conviction,
had led to some of the happiest days of my life but also the worst
days of my life. Losing Eli had nearly killed me. He’d been there
one minute and then gone the next.

A note. The sorry shit had not only left me,
but he’d done it with a handwritten note. Poor handwriting, at
that.

For years, I’d blamed Eli
solely for all the pain and suffering I’d endured due to the
aftermath of my lie. Eli…not me. Never
me.

So, when I’d cried myself to sleep, I’d
blamed Eli. When I’d once again been faced with the harsh reality
of not fitting in due to my age and inexperience, I’d blamed Eli.
When I couldn’t seem to find the desire to have sex with another
male or female, I’d blamed Eli.

Eli. Eli. Eli.

When he’d returned, acting
like he gave two fucks, I’d found a way to twist and turn his words
into something threatening. When he’d saved my life and then gently
cared for me in the filthy alleyway, I’d managed to convince myself
it was nothing more than Eli doing his job—he would have done the
same for anyone. When Baker called me to say that it had been Eli
who’d pulled strings with his sister to get my babysitting job on the cruise, I’d
told my friend that he was only doing it as a way to hurt me. I’d
gone so far as to beg Baker to try and intervene with Samantha on
my behalf. He’d refused, reminding me of how I’d laughed at his
struggles with Seth.

When Eli had taken care of me yesterday
during my Pukeahontus performance on deck and then continued caring
for me throughout the entire night, I’d returned his sweet gesture
with one childish tantrum after another.

But when we’d sat with one another in the
dining room that morning, Eli being more attentive to my oddities
than my own father or best friends, the coldness inside of me had
started to thaw. It wasn’t like I was the Grinch with his expanding
heart or anything like that, but I might finally be in a position
to admit that I had done my fair share to ruin the relationship
between me and Eli years ago.

I’d lied. I’d told a really bad lie. Really
terrible things could have happened to Eli if he’d taken me to his
bed…like I’d begged him to on each and every occasion we were
together. Yeah, I’d been a horny bastard back in the days of Eli.
When things had ended between us, I’d tried to remain that same
horny bastard, but nobody stood a chance after Eli—not one fucking
person.

As soon as he waltzed back into my life, Mr.
Horny Bastard returned with a vengeance. I’d done nothing but
fantasize about Eli taking me to bed…even if I had put forth a
valiant effort of pretending it was somebody other than Eli. All my
jerking off sessions had started with me and some gorgeous movie
star or deliciously decadent male model, but they’d all ended with
it being me and Eli.

Nobody but Eli. It was always Eli.

So, when breakfast had
ended, the words had tumbled straight out of my mouth. I’d just
pointblank asked him what his intentions were. Things could have
ended badly for me. He could have laughed in my face. Even worse,
he could have lied. The words would have been the same, exactly
what I wanted to hear, but they could have been a
lie…but they weren’t.

I might not know how to
act properly in a crowd, make a grown man moan in the bedroom, or
stop washing my hands twenty times a day, but I knew when Eli was telling the
truth. A warmth settled in my stomach and started slowly but surely
making its way to my heart. What if there
was still a chance for us?

“I’m sorry I lied,” I
whispered, finally meaning it for the first time. “I never meant to
hurt you, Eli. I was only afraid of losing you.”

He pulled me into a hug and whispered,
“Sorry, angel. It’s going to be a lot harder to lose me than you
think. I’m not going anywhere.” He tilted my head to where I looked
up at him, straight into his beautiful gray eyes. “You can lie
about your age, change cruise lines and the date of your departure,
or dye that beautiful blond hair…but you’ll never lose me. I’ll be
with you until you demand that I leave.”

There was no way in the world the
super-tight speedos or booty shorts were going to hide what his
words were doing to my body. I should probably be humiliated. I
wasn’t, though. When I was with Eli, I felt invincible.

I felt like I belonged.

“I already demanded that
you leave me alone,” I argued weakly…but kept my arms locked around
his waist just in case he tried to make a run for it.

Grinning, he answered, “But you never meant
it. The eyes don’t lie, angel—only those beautiful lips of
yours.”

“Why do you call me
angel?” I asked, knowing he wouldn’t tell me. He’d done it when
we’d dated and wouldn’t tell me then. A part of me suspected I’d
never learn the truth.

“Why did you dye your
hair?” he countered playfully.

I grimaced as his words forced me to recall
my ridiculous efforts to go incognito, just in case Eli caught on
to my strategy of switching cruises. Suddenly so very
self-conscious of my quick dye job in the bathroom sink of my
house, I reached up and tugged on the dark strands. When I’d
finished, I hadn’t thought I’d done a horrible job—at least not for
my first attempt at dying hair. Apparently, I’d been mistaken.

I shrugged. “To try and
help hide my identity. You know? In case you got suspicious because
I caved on you accompanying me on my vacation cruise.” Using one of
the weird wrist bracelets Eli had put on me sometime during the
night, I tried to pull my hair back in a ponytail.
Yeah, like that would hide my obviously atrocious
dye job. “It sucks, right? Oh well, it’ll
grow out in a few months.”

Eli immediately reached out and halted my
movements. “Those bracelets are for your motion sickness and are
supposed to be on your wrists, angel.” He gently put the bracelet
back where it belonged. “And I never said nor meant to insinuate
that I didn’t like the new color.” He waggled his eyebrows.
“Actually, it’s hotter than fuck. I like it blond. I like it dark
brown. Hell, Ari, I like everything about your hair. I was merely
wondering why you’d done it.”

“Oh. Okay. I guess. Yeah,
that’s okay.” My hand attempted to smooth out a wayward curl. “Are
you sure? I could probably get it bleached out if it’s too
hideous.”

He burst out laughing and several men from
the tables surrounding us laughed along with him. “Hideous? Angel,
you’re gorgeous, and you know it!” He smacked my ass and said,
“Let’s hit the pool before it gets too hot.”

I followed behind him, my
hand caught within his larger one, and pondered what he’d just said
to me. Gorgeous? Me? That was hilarious. Everything about me was
just…wrong. Wasn’t it?

Eli tugged until I was alongside him.
“You’re thinking about something awfully hard back there, angel,”
he said quietly. “Anything you want to share?”

We’d made it to the elevators but when I saw
the crowd waiting to ride the glide, I motioned for us to take the
stairs. It was only two floors up to get to the main deck, and I’d
eaten a hell of a huge breakfast. Walking would do me good. It
would also give me time to think out a new strategy. Things had
shifted over breakfast. Years, it seemed, had
disappeared—transforming me back into Mr. Horny and all I could
think about was luring Eli into my bed.

I was legal. Almost. Well, I was legal for
sex, if not for alcohol.

I wanted him.

He said he wanted me.

Could that mean there wouldn’t be a problem?
That by the end of the night, I’d no longer be a virgin? That
before the midnight hour I would finally have gotten fucked by the
man who’d held my heart so tightly that nobody else had gotten a
chance to break through the cage he’d locked it into when he’d left
me?

Eli grabbed three towels
from a steward, selected two lounge chairs for us, and asked,
“How’s this spot? Not too much sun, but enough, I think. We’re
close to the bar, so it shouldn’t be hard for me to grab a few
beers and you one cocktail throughout the day. Three steps and we’re in the
pool if it gets too hot.” He started placing the towels on the
lounge chairs, tucking in the edges to make sure my body didn’t
have to touch any of the icky plastic that thousands of people had
already touched at one time or another. He looked over his shoulder
and the expression on my face must have given me away. “What? Is
this a bad spot? We can pick another one—wherever you want, angel.
This cruise is all about making sure you have a good
time.”

News flash—a good time
equaled his cock in my ass!

Instead, though, I said, “No…this is fine.
Perfect, actually.”

Shit, why couldn’t I just have the courage
to ask for what I wanted? Normal guys wanted to fuck all the time,
didn’t they? Eli might even be enthusiastic if I suggested we just
go back to the room and have a roll in the sack. Hell, I wasn’t
even close to being normal and I wanted Eli to fuck me. Eli, on the
other hand, seemed determined to find us the best sunbathing spot
instead of my G-spot. Yeah, I’d read about the prostate. I knew it
existed—didn’t have a clue how to find it, but I suspected Eli
did.

“You sure?” he asked. “You
don’t look sure.”

“I’m sure,” I answered
flatly. I was actually only sure that I was probably going to die a
virgin.

“Okay, then…if you’re
sure,” he answered as he pulled his T-shirt over his head and
slipped out of his baggy gym shorts.

I swallowed down a gulp when my eyes landed
on the extra tight, extra short swim trunks he had on. They weren’t
speedos like mine. They were black instead of pink. They looked
fucking fantastic and I’d never in my life been more envious of a
piece of fabric. That motherfucking lycra fabric was rubbing up
against everything I wanted…while I was forced to stand next to
Eli, staring at his junk like a complete and utter sex-starved
idiot.

Which was painfully close
to being accurate.

“Off with the booty
shorts, angel. Show me those pretty pinks again,” he said. “I
nearly swallowed my fucking tongue when I saw those this morning.
Damn, Ari. Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

I grinned.
“Well…you are older than me; we probably need to worry about the old-age
thing.” His words had made me feel brave and special, so I pulled
my shirt off and the booty shorts quickly followed. I heard a few
whistles. Eli silenced them with an icy glare, though.

When I started to lie down
on the lounge chair, Eli made a no-no sign with his finger, stopping
my motion immediately. “First of all, you’re going to pay for the
old man comment. Between your birthday spanking and that comment,
you may be sitting on pillows for the rest of the cruise. Secondly,
and most importantly, I’m gonna need you to lie on your stomach,
not your back.”

“Why? Did my front get
burned yesterday?” I asked, looking down at my chest and stomach. I
didn’t see pink or red staining my flesh, but did notice that while
I wasn’t ripped and muscular like Eli, my body was lean and without
fat. There was just a hint of abdominal muscles beginning to show
since I’d started working out with Seth and Baker. Looking around
at everybody else, I realized I had nothing to be ashamed of, but I
still felt like I didn’t really fit in.

“No, your front didn’t get
burned yesterday,” Eli answered quietly. “I’d just really
appreciate the view of your backside while we sunbathe. I mean,
fuck, Ari, you do realize the back of your speedos is nothing more
than pink lace, right? How the fuck could you expect me not to want
to gaze at the lace-covered globes all damn day long?”

His voice sounded like a sexy growl and my
body soaked up the admiration like a sponge. While I loved that he
wanted to look at my ass, I didn’t want to appear too overly
zealous, so I tried for a nonchalant shrug and said, “Sure; if
that’s what you want.” Actually, it was a win/win situation for
both of us. He could, with my wholehearted approval stare at my ass
all damn day long as he’d said, and I would be able to hide my
growing erection.

I was careful not to touch any parts of the
chair Eli hadn’t patiently covered with towels as I spread out,
ass-up, onto the lounge chair. Since it was still early in the
morning, the sun wasn’t too bright and offered just enough sultry
warmth to make it feel like it kissed every inch of me. If all the
nerves in my body, especially those leading to my dick, weren’t
buzzing with arousal, I could probably drift off for a nice morning
nap. As it was, I couldn’t think of anything except how hard my
cock was getting and how exposed my ass was. The lace certainly
didn’t offer much coverage. Thankfully, my skin wasn’t overly
sensitive to the sun. While I’d never surfed or even swam in the
ocean on more times than I had fingers, I had the surfer-boy image
down naturally. Well, I had until I dyed my hair. The sun-kissed
blond was now hidden beneath the darker shade. Did Eli hate it? He
didn’t seem to mind.

Why? Why was I so fucking
insecure?

More than anything I wanted to be a person
who was strong—brave enough to take what they wanted, when they
wanted it, and how they wanted it. Instead…I waited.


Chapter Six

 


 


Eli

 


The day was slightly overcast, and the ocean
breeze was perfect to cool what sun managed to peek through the
fluffy clouds, but my skin burned like I walked through fire. Every
damn inch of me—fire. Every thought inside my head—fire. At least
an hour had passed since I slowly rubbed sunscreen over Ari’s lean
body, but my hands still felt that same burn that plagued the rest
of my body. I’d given up trying to do something to hide my boner
because, fuck it to all, there was no way to hide that monster, and
it wasn’t going to go away any time soon—not as long as my eyes
were glued to Ari’s lace-covered ass cheeks.

I supposed I could force myself to look
away, but I’d probably come closer to winning the lottery than
making myself look at anything except those perfectly shaped
globes. How many fucking squats did a man have to do to make his
ass so…bubbly? I wanted to bury my face in his crease and suck his
pucker until he screamed my name loud enough for the entire boat to
hear. I wanted to use my tongue, hands, and dick to make him
somehow forget the last three years, to make him forget how
incredibly angry he was at me, even if I still stood firmly with
the fact that I’d done the right thing. Yes, it had nearly killed
me, but it had still been the right thing to do. If today was any
indication, there would have been no way I could have kept my cock
from finding a way into his ass, even if he was too young.

So, I’d left. Now, I was back, and it was
like nothing had changed. My heart loved him just as much as it had
when we’d first met and formed an unbreakable bond. I wasn’t sure
he felt the same magnetic pull I did, but I was determined to find
out. He’d loved me once; I wanted him to love me again.

There was a problem, though. With all of
Ari’s sassiness, bravado, and sexy underwear and outerwear, he
still possessed that same innocence as before. How was that even
possible? Someone as sexy and gorgeous as Arizona had to have had
countless lovers while I’d been MIA, but one would never know it by
how he acted. Even today, wearing the sexiest damn swimsuit I’d
ever laid eyes on in my entire life, he seemed uncomfortable in his
own skin. Fidgety—like we were back in college where he struggled
to try and fit in.

The thing was, I wasn’t a man who gave up
easily. I wanted Ari and was determined to prove to him that
leaving him behind was the hardest damn thing I’d done in my life.
I was, however, going to have to take a mid-morning break before
implementing my game strategy. My cock, hard since morning and even
harder since I’d spent the last hour staring at his peek-a-boo lace
ass cheeks, demanded some attention. In a perfect world, I’d feel
comfortable enough to leave Ari behind, allow him to continue sun
bathing and cat-napping. I felt confident there wasn’t a threat on
the boat, but it still wasn’t a chance I was willing to take—not
when Ari’s safety was involved. He’d just have to go to the room
with me, maybe eat a snack on the balcony as he soaked up the
view…while I jacked off in the bathroom.

Yeah, perfect plan.

I picked up my phone and
texted a room service order to be delivered to our room. A simple
fruit and cheese platter should keep him distracted to give me the
few minutes that my demanding body required. As a last thought, I
added some chocolate covered strawberries because I knew he was a
chocolate fiend, and then promised a hefty tip if they could have
it there in the next thirty minutes. Surely I could survive another thirty
minutes?

If dicks could talk, mine just cussed me
out.

“This feels delicious,”
Ari mumbled, his words muffled by the ocean breeze and by the fact
that his face was virtually buried in the beach towel. When he sat
up on his elbows to look back at me, the globes of his ass
flexed…as did my cock.

Yeah, I’d endured about
all this torture that I could handle for the morning portion of the
day. I had a feeling there would be several more trips to our cabin
to release my, uh, frustrations, and I knew I wouldn’t
be able to keep plying him with food as a distraction, but
hopefully I’d come up with something. After checking my watch to
make certain enough time had passed for the platter to be delivered
to the room, I said, “I need to go to the room for a few minutes,
angel.”

He frowned, looked around the deck, and
answered, “Okay, then. I guess. I’ll just lie in the sun. You won’t
be long, will you?”

Sweetest. Words. Ever.

“You know I can’t leave
you out here by yourself. What kind of bodyguard would I be if I
did that, huh? I ordered you a platter of snacks to keep you
occupied while I take care of some business. Please don’t argue
with me, angel. I really need to do this.”

He pouted—something he’d
obviously perfected over the years I’d been away. Don’t get me
wrong, he’d been a master at it before, but he’d clearly taken it
to an entirely different level now. “We aren’t supposed to be
working on this cruise, Eli. It’s my vacation. I’m not interested in
going to the room while you catch up on work, even if you did order
me a platter of goodies to stand in as babysitter while you
work.”

Hmmm…to be honest or
lie?

Honestly—I only planned on lying to Ari
about one thing and one thing only, and it wasn’t whether or not I
needed to jerk off before my cock exploded on its own.

“I’m not
exactly going to the room to work, angel,” he said quietly. “I have
a…problem that
has to be dealt with.” My eyes drifted down to where my engorged
cock fought a battle with the swim trunks trying to confine them in
a lycra prison—a prison which it refused to stay hidden in.
“Watching your glorious ass swathed in that pretty pink lace all
morning has taken its toll on me. My cock has a date with my hand
and I’m not leaving you out here, unprotected while I go jerk
off…not so sure I could defend that one to your father or my
sister.”

He looked at me strangely for a few
seconds—my eyes, then my cock, then my eyes—before he finally
shrugged nonchalantly and answered, “Oh…okay. I am a little hungry.
Not eating yesterday took its toll on me.” He sat up and began
packing his stuff into the cabana boy bag. “Thank goodness the
bracelets seem to be working, though. It would have been horrible
if I’d been sick the entire time. Do you think I’ve worn them long
enough to take them off now? It might have just been the alcohol. I
hadn’t drunk that much in my entire life, much less in one sitting.
What do you think? Would I still be sick?”

He was chatting nervously—one sentence right
after another, like he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown or
really damned excited about something. I couldn’t tell which. When
he started to put his cropped top back on, I stopped the movement
by grabbing his arm. “No need to get dressed. We’ll be coming right
back out in a few minutes.” I honestly felt myself blush. “Anyway,
I enjoy seeing you show some skin…as long as I’m around to make
sure others only look and don’t dare try to touch.”

He giggled like a schoolgirl. Yeah, he was
nervous about something.

“Are you sure? What if
people laugh at me? That would hurt my feelings.”

I gaped at him. “Why in the motherfucking
hell would anybody laugh at you? You’re the hottest piece of ass on
this entire cruise ship, angel. If I’m not careful, they’ll resort
to a pack mentality and work together to toss me overboard just to
get rid of me so they can have their way with you!”

He giggled again, but I noticed he tucked
his folded clothes into his bag instead of putting them on. It was
going to be a damned long elevator ride or walk back to our
room.

“I hate to lose these
chairs,” he said as he slid his feet into his flip flops. “They
were in a perfect spot.” He looked around the deck, paused as he
watched a few men playing in the pool, and then allowed his eyes to
finish their sweep of the area around us.

Scantily clad men were everywhere—some
wearing even less than Ari, but not looking nearly as fucking hot.
Many kissed and clung to each other in a way that I knew so many of
us weren’t comfortable doing out in public in regular settings. It
was sad—straight people were blessed with the opportunity to show
their affection and love for each other anywhere, but if we did…we
were perverts or, at least, gawked at like we were some sort of
exhibit. The safe setting on the cruise was refreshing.

“Don’t worry about the
chairs, angel. I’ll make sure we get another perfect spot when we
come back up on deck.” If I needed to, I’d toss somebody overboard
to make Ari smile.

As we started walking, my
eyes glued to his ass, he said, “I’m gonna be honest with you. I
thought things might not be so…tame
on this cruise.” He laughed and added, “I don’t
know what I based that on, but in my head, things were pictured
much differently.”

Laughing, I answered, “I’m pretty sure what
you’re referring to is what happens up on the top deck—the clothes
optional level.” I pointed to the top of deck of the cruise ship,
where naked men were leaning over the railing, and said, “Maybe
that’s what you had in mind?”

Ari stopped mid-stride, causing me to almost
run smack into him, and gazed upward. His eyes were round as
saucers and his mouth was gaped open in shock. A cute pink shade
tinged his cheeks. “Oh…so that’s like the, uh, adult deck,
huh?”

“I’m starting to get a bit
jealous here, angel,” I said as I took my hand and guided his face
away from the wanton display of cocks and asses. “I mean, if your
eyes got any wider, they would fall out of the sockets and roll
around on the deck, leaving me to have to retrieve them.” I gave
his bubble ass a firm swat and said, “On top of that, we’re all
adults here. The crowd on the upper deck just enjoys partying
naked.” Hell, between the plumpness of his cheeks and the feel of
the lace against my palm, my cock threatened to
detonate.

He turned around and glared at me, more
color exploding onto his cheeks. “Stop doing that! I already told
you I’m not into that stuff like Seth and Baker,” he huffed.

With those words, he
skewered a portion of my heart, but I forced myself to ignore it.
For Ari, I’d give up anything. “It was just a birthday swat,
birthday boy. You only have nineteen more to go before the day is
up.” Anything. Anything for
Arizona.

He stared at me for several long,
uncomfortable seconds before asking, “So…you aren’t into the stuff
that Seth and Baker are? Is that what you’re saying?”

I chose my words
carefully—not intending to lie but knowing I was walking the
edge. Sins of omission. He didn’t have to know everything about me. “I’m definitely
not into the things that Seth and Baker do in their playroom,
angel. Seth uses all sorts of instruments of torture on poor Baker.
I’d never use anything like that on my lover.” There. A truth…of
sorts.

“Good,” he answered
immediately. “I know I wouldn’t get off on that.” With those words,
he turned to start back toward the room but then paused again.
“Hey, Eli—I wanna go on the upper deck before the cruise is over.
Okay?”

Well, shit. Apparently, torturing me was
Ari’s new favorite thing. “Of course, you do,” I answered as we
made our way toward the elevator. Thank the Lord for small favors—I
wouldn’t have to watch his ass flex as we climbed down the three
floors to our cabin.

As soon as the elevator door slid open, Ari
said, “Let’s just walk. I need the extra exercise after that huge
breakfast.”

He tugged on my hand and
I, of course,
followed. He was stalling, but I couldn’t begin to guess why. Did
he want me to come in my swimming trunks like a teenage
boy?

Just as I’d known it would happen, my eyes
kept straying toward the lace panel that put forth very little
effort at covering his ass cheeks. Damn, he was gorgeous and
perfect. An older couple that passed us on the stairs laughed as
they noted my predicament…and where my eyes lingered.

“Oh, to
be young again!” One man said to the other while he winked at me.
“Good luck with that,” he said as he nodded toward Ari.

They kept walking so there was no reason for
me to respond. Hell, I needed all the luck I could get my hands on.
We were only on the second day of the cruise and I already suffered
from the worst case of blue-balls in the history of mankind. Well,
there might not be historical data to back that statement up, but I
felt like it was nothing but the cold, lonely truth.

“Did you know them? What
were they talking about? Why did they say that? Do I look too
young? I don’t look too young, do I?”

He chattered nonstop. Yeah, he was
definitely stalling…and incredibly nervous. Did the idea that I had
to jerk off bother him so much? Did I frighten him? More
importantly, was he afraid I might try to force myself on him? No,
he had to know better than that. Hell, if I were that kind of
person I would have gone ahead and taken advantage of the situation
years ago.

I wasn’t that person, though. Not only did I
know and understand how wrong that would have been in the eyes of
the courts and public opinion, I’d loved Ari too much—still loved
Ari.

By the time we reached our cabin, I was more
nervous than he was, and my erection had all but disappeared.
Looking at Ari was enjoyable but if I couldn’t do it without
getting hard and then scaring him, then I’d have to have my fucking
eyes glued shut for the remainder of the cruise.

Since I was busy reprimanding myself, I was
thankful that Ari searched within his cabana boy bag to find his
key to unlock our spacious suite. I’d been on several cruises
before this, but I’d never splurged for the larger, more luxurious
cabins like Ari had. As I stepped inside, I couldn’t help but
appreciate the beauty and added comfort the extra money offered.
While closing the door, I said, “I’m glad you splurged for the rich
boy cabin, angel. It’s nice in h…”

I never got to finish my
sentence. Ari’s lean body rammed into me, slamming me against the
door, and his lips were on mine all before I could even register
that he’d moved. Between wet, hungry kisses, he corrected,
“Rich man,
Eli—not boy.” Kiss. Nibble.
Bite. “You need to get that shit out of
your pretty little head really quick because you’re about to fuck
me hard enough to really get this boat rocking!”

His hand reached down and
gripped my cock and balls, probably a bit harder than one would
normally find comfortable, but since it was Ari, I didn’t fucking
care if he locked me in a vice. Blood surged back toward my cock,
and all I could think about was that Ari, my angel, was touching me…kissing
me…climbing me like I was the monkey bars at the
playground.

His nervousness seemed to have disappeared
and a hungry, wild man had taken up residence in his body. His free
hand squeezed my ass a couple of times and then he was on his knees
in front of me, pulling my trunks off. In shock, I looked down in
time to see my cock, rock-hard again, pop free and bounce against
his face. A drop of pre-cum smeared his chin.

“I’ve wanted you for so
fucking long,” Ari said with a naughty grin as he looked up at me.
“There’s absolutely no need for you to take care of this by
yourself when I’m readily available to lend a helping hand.” As he
spoke the words, his hands followed the action—cupping my balls and
giving my cock a tight stroke. When he moved his head, like he was
about to suck the head of my cock, I reached down and jerked him
back into a standing position.

“Fuck, angel, where did
that come from?” I asked as I held his squirming body. He was
desperately trying to force me to let him back down on his knees.
He’d acted innocent enough since my return, but obviously he
enjoyed giving head…which fucked with my head. The very thoughts of
Ari on his knees in front of another man, cum on his chin and a
wicked gleam in his eye, caused my heart to deflate. No, it wasn’t
fair to feel that way, but I couldn’t seem to stop the dark emotion
from swirling around inside me.

Jealousy. She was an ugly
bitch.

Ari on his knees for another man or allowing
another man to fuck him was exactly why I’d left him years ago…but
it didn’t mean I had to like it. Not. One. Damn. Bit.

“What do you mean?” He
asked. “You know how much I’ve always wanted you. This shouldn’t
come as a surprise.” He kissed the inside of my wrist—the one that
held him imprisoned in my embrace.

“You hated me this
morning, angel,” I countered. “It’s hard to imagine that a free
buffet breakfast, selection of poolside chairs, and rubbing you
down in sunscreen could be responsible for such a reversal of
feelings. What gives?”

Why was I talking so much?
Arizona was the man I’d always wanted. Why fight it? He was
offering. I should accept it.

He shrugged. “I’m horny, okay? You’re
horny.” Another shrug. “Seems to me that we could help each other
out with our…problem.”

This was
not the way I wanted Ari
for the first time. I might try to come across as a badass—hell, I
might be a badass in every other aspect of my life, but with Ari,
I’d somehow managed to picture champagne with strawberries,
rose-fucking-petals, and heart-shaped bubbles floating in the air
while we made love. That fantasy, according to what I was currently
witnessing with Ari, was just that…a fantasy. Apparently, my idea
of releasing him so he could fly in his youth had worked—way much
more than I was comfortable with. The man struggling in my arms was
a man on a mission.

A mission to be properly fucked.

Hell, he was right—we both
had a problem…why
not deal with it?

Because my heart didn’t feel like fucking—it
felt like loving.

When I finally managed to calm his squirming
down, I asked, “Ari, are you sure this is what you want,
angel?”

He nibbled his bottom lip. “Why do you call
me that? I’m so far from an angel that you probably shouldn’t say
my name and the word angel in the same sentence.”

It had always driven him
crazy that he didn’t know where his nickname came from. I saw no
reason to change things up now. “Stop changing the subject,” I
ordered. “Where’s this coming from?”

He pouted for a second, nibbling at his
bottom lip and then answered, “Do I get a birthday fuck or
not?”

The thoughts of me being nothing more than a
birthday fuck to Ari left an ache throughout my body, but I quickly
realized that if this was all Ari wanted from me, I’d take what he
offered…and hope for more. “Of course, you get a birthday fuck,” I
answered in a voice I hoped didn’t sound the way I felt. “Are you
sure? Are you okay with it being me?”

Shy Ari was back for a second when he
answered quietly, “I’ve always been okay with it being you, Eli.
You were the one that had reservations, not me.”

Then, like a poof of Disney magic, shy Ari
disappeared and the more aggressive, beg for a birthday fuck, Ari
reappeared. There was only a slight tremble to his hands when he
shoved away from me and then shimmied out of his pink speedos. His
cheeks turned pinker than the swimsuit he’d just tossed across the
room, but that didn’t stop him from sashaying over to the built-in
nightstand and checking the top drawer. Apparently, he’d known I
would place the condoms and lube he’d packed in his luggage next to
the bed.

I noted that the shake in
his hands was more significant as he withdrew the items we’d need,
carefully placed them on the edge of the table, and climbed onto
the bed. I was just about to tell him how goddamn beautiful he was
when he moved to the center of the bed and positioned himself to
where he was on his hands and knees—head down and ass in the air.
My mouth went dry and all air escaped my lungs as I took in the
erotic, yet confusing, view he offered. For a few seconds, I allowed dirty images
to float through my head—images of him with colorful ropes twisted
and tied around his bronzed flesh. Images of his lean legs locked
in place with a spreader bar. Images of him captured in a web of
hemp while I fucked him into oblivion.

As quickly as they came,
though, I tossed them away. Ari had made it clear he wasn’t at all
interested in that sort of entertainment. Regardless of how badly I might want
it, Ari didn’t, and I was willing to be what he wanted…instead of
what I was.

Pushing away from the door, I stalked across
the room, my eyes locked on the lovely present on our bed. Hell, it
felt like my fucking birthday. “Wow, angel. No foreplay? Are you in
the mood for a wham-bam-thank you-ma’am? Fast and hard?”

His brow crinkled as he turned his head to
look at me. “Huh?”

The confused expression on his face was so
damn cute, I couldn’t help but laugh, which made him frown even
more. Never one for the seductive dance of a sexy undressing, I
yanked my trunks off and tossed them aside. I had one knee on the
edge of the bed when Ari changed positions and turned himself to
where he was on his knees and facing me. His eyes were locked on my
cock and the beautiful green darkened to a color I’d never seen in
the depths before.

“Holy
shit, Eli,” he murmured. “When did you do that?” He nodded toward my Prince
Albert piercing. His fingers twitched, like he wanted to touch me
but was afraid to.

“A couple of years ago,” I
answered as I finished climbing onto the bed. “It’s a Prince Albert
piercing. Surely you’ve come across one? Seen one before? Been
fucked by somebody with one?” That shit right there hurt really bad
to say. Really fucking bad.

“Nope,” he answered
softly. “Never in all my fucks have I seen one. Does it hurt?” His
eyes darted up toward mine. “Will it hurt me?”

Never in all his
fucks? Oh yeah…that hurt really, really
fucking bad.

“No, it
doesn’t hurt—either one of us. If anything, it should heighten your
pleasure. It does mine.” While Ari seemed mesmerized by my cock, my
body collided with his, and I had him pinned to the bed, beneath
me, right where he belonged—where he’d always belonged. “I’ve missed you,
angel,” I whispered before my lips attacked his. Now that the
moment was finally here, it seemed like I wouldn’t be able to get
inside of him fast enough. “I know you don’t believe it or probably
don’t even care, but I thought about you every day we were
apart.”

Maybe he was going to argue…maybe even agree
with my comment about him not caring…but I didn’t give him a chance
to respond before claiming his lips again. He kissed me with the
same hunger I gave him. Fuck, he could kiss—always had been the
best fucking kisser in the damn world. There’d been times back when
we’d dated that we had spent hours on his couch, just kissing.

Tasting and exploring.

Wanting, but holding back.

Nothing had changed—his lips were still
magical.

Big difference this time, though. We were
naked. Both of us. I felt his cock—hard, leaking, and pushing
against my lower stomach with an impatience that was all Ari. His
legs, long and lean, entwined with my own. His hands—God bless
those hands. They touched me everywhere. He explored every inch he
could reach, worshipping me with enough awe that he made me think I
was special. Such dangerous thoughts he caused me to have.

My hand tangled in his
long hair and I used it as a way to hold his head immobile. He
whimpered in frustration when my lips pulled away from his. I
couldn’t help it. I needed
to see him. I needed to look into his eyes. My
angel. Mine.

The dark hair, so different than his usual
blond waves but just as beautiful, was a stark contrast to the
white bedding. I could still pick up his own unique scent—even with
the strong coconut smell of the sunscreen mixed with his woodsy and
citrus blend. His body was harder, and his boyish build had turned
into lean muscles.

“Mine,” I whispered, the
same I always had after we’d spent hours kissing and making out
back in college.

Without hesitation, he answered,
“Yours.”

The same way he always had.

Everything felt the same, but I knew things
were so fucking different.

“Seriously, Eli,” he
mocked, interrupting my thoughts. “You’re really overthinking
this.” He cocked a brow. “I mean, you’ve done this before,
right?”

His voice sounded almost hopeful, like he
wanted to have more experience than me when it came to the bedroom.
I assumed it stemmed from his opinion that he was always one step
behind everybody else.

Chuckling, I answered, “I’ve done it a few
times.” I licked the side of his jawline. “Trust me. I know what
I’m doing. You’ll be more than satisfied when we’re finished.”

His hips bucked against
mine. “We have to start if we ever plan on finishing. I need you
inside of me, Eli. Now,” he stressed.

“I always knew you’d be a
bossy bottom.” After that, I dropped my head to toy with his
nipples. I remembered how super sensitive they were. Before long,
he was writhing and whimpering…practically pleading with me to end
his torment. Hell, we were both in torment. My cock begged to be
inside of him. His leaked so badly that my stomach and chest were
damp with his pre-cum.

Unable to wait much longer
but knowing he needed to be properly prepared, I leaned away from
him and said, “Hands and knees. Now,” I said, using the same urgent
tone he’d used on me only minutes ago.

I felt a tremble go through his entire body
but when he hustled so quickly to get into place, I knew I had to
have imagined it. While he scrambled into position, I grabbed the
lube and coated my fingers with the lubricant. “Spread your legs
wider,” I demanded, knowing I needed to see as much of him as I
could—it was if I’d waited my entire life for this moment.

He obliged and looked over his shoulder. His
grin was both sassy and worried. The piercing must really have him
concerned. It need not worry him; I was about to rock his world.
With my fingers coated, I snapped the lid back onto the lube and
reached for his cheeks. I spread them wide and exposed his puckered
hole. Fuck, he was perfect, just like I’d always known he would
be.

“Eli?” he asked softly,
his voice muffled by the mattress.

“Just enjoying the view,
angel. Damn, you’re gorgeous.”

“Fuck, I feel…weird,” he
countered. His ass wiggled as he added, “Not used to people staring
at that spot. How about your cock there instead of your
eyes?”

“Hmmm…how about something
else?” I answered. Before he could answer, I dipped my head and
swiped the sensitive flesh with my tongue. He squealed in surprise,
shocking me with the possibility that he’d never been rimmed
before. Holy hell…how I wished that were true. I’d love to be the
first anything. I continued to work my tongue on the outside of his
opening, swishing all around, teasing and tickling until his
whimpers and moans grew louder and even more uncontrolled. When it
sounded like he couldn’t take anymore, I plunged my tongue inside
him as deep as possible. His body jerked uncontrollably, and a
scream erupted from his lips. I answered by pushing down on the
center of his back and holding him immobile. After working him as
loose as possible with my tongue, and enjoying every damn minute of
it, I pulled out and immediately slid a lubed finger inside his
tight opening. While my finger slid inside, making his internal
walls clinch tightly around me, I also reached between his spread
legs and pulled his hardened cock back between his legs. His dick
was thin but long, so it was a perfect fit for what I had in mind.
When I’d finished, I had his hole, balls, and the tip of his cock
all lined up…ready for fun torture.

“Holy fuck, Eli!” he
rasped as he once again raised up on his elbows since both my hands
were in use and I couldn’t hold him down any longer. “What…what?”
He searched for the right words but couldn’t seem to find
them.

“Shoulders and chest flat
against the mattress, angel. I want this ass as high in the air as
I can have it.”

“Oh fuck,” he answered
softly, but his body immediately moved to obey. A glistening drop
of cum beaded at the slit of his cock and I dropped my head to lap
it up. He screamed. I smiled. I’d always wondered how vocal he’d be
in the bedroom, and it looked like I had my answer.

Very
vocal.

For the next few minutes, I busied myself by
stretching his hole with one finger and then two. All the while, I
kept him distracted from the burn by mouthing his balls and the
head of his dick. He busied himself by wiggling uncontrollably,
cursing me with all the cuss word in his vocabulary one minute, and
then pronouncing his undying devotion in the next minute. When I
was finally able to work three fingers into his tight hole, I told
myself he was ready to accommodate my dick.

I was more than fucking ready to stuff him
to capacity. Using skills I hadn’t even know I possessed, I kept
the three fingers buried deep inside him, used my teeth to rip the
condom open, and then managed to work it onto my throbbing length
with only one hand. The way my hands trembled with excitement and
lust, I kinda felt like I was an Olympic medalist in condom
placement after the achievement.

For Ari’s part, he was busy rocking against
my fingers, fucking himself on the digits while I’d become
distracted with the condom. Fuck, it was a glorious sight. So
fucking glorious that I nearly came right then and there. Hell, I
was so sensitive that a slight breeze blowing against my cock could
probably set off orgasmic fireworks. It would be humiliating if I
came like a teenager as soon as I buried my length inside him.

Realizing time wasn’t on my side, I withdrew
my fingers and lined the head of my cock against his opening and
pushed inside before his muscles had time to tighten back up again.
Only the tip slipped inside and past the tight ring of muscles
before Ari’s entire body froze and a yelp of pain slipped from his
lips. Before I had time to react to what I planned, his body
jack-knifed into an awkward arch. The sudden movement,
unfortunately, caused him to finish impaling himself on my
length…which led to another string of curse words and a
half-hearted attempt to crawl away from being skewered. Unsure of
what was wrong, I wrapped my arms around his waist and held him
tightly against me. “Shhhh, angel, it’s okay,” I murmured to him
softly as I stroked his quivering stomach muscles. “I’m sorry. I
thought you were ready.”

I watched as his eyes widened a fraction and
then he turned his head to look at me, a look of pure wonderment on
his expressive face. “Oh. My. God. You’re inside me,” he whispered.
“I feel your fucking heartbeat inside of me.”

Confused, I answered, “Uh…yeah. What’s
wrong?” A thought struck me. “Is it the piercing? Shit, if it’s the
piercing, I can take it out.” I’d never come across anybody that
hadn’t found that it increased their pleasure, but with my luck,
Ari would be the first.

“No…no,” he answered
softly. “No, it’s good.” He wiggled his ass, bit his bottom lip,
and added, “Just different, I guess. Give me a minute.”

I ended up giving around closer to three
minutes before I felt his body begin to relax. Not moving…not
thrusting inside of him with all my strength had placed me firmly
in the darkest corner of hell. That was okay, though, because the
look on Ari’s face had slowly transformed from terrified to
heavenly. Cautiously, he flexed his hips and then rocked forward
and back again—only moving a couple of inches…but it was a couple
inches away from hell and closer to heaven for me.

“Oh…that’s not bad; that’s
not bad at all,” he said. “For a few minutes there, you had me
scared—didn’t think I was going to be able to do it.”

I frowned. “Do what?
Handle the piercing?” How in the fucking
hell could he be putting sentences together right
now?

“Yeah,
that’s it—handle the piercing,” he answered.
“It’s…nicer than
what I’d thought it would ever be.” He nibbled his bottom lip and
looked over his shoulder at me again. “I, uh, think I’m ready for
you to move now.”

“Sure?” Weirdest sex conversation
ever.

“Only one way to find
out.” He rocked forward again, this time much further, and then
slid back on my length. “Holy motherfucking, sweet Jeezus. That
feels delicious.”

And that was all I needed to know. I
reached forward to grab both his wrists and pulled them to where
they were captured behind his back, right above his ass. His chest
hit the mattress and his ass rose higher in the air. I used his
wrists as a way to hold him in place as I pulled nearly all the way
out and they slammed into him again. He grunted but followed that
sound with a moan of pleasure. After that, there was no holding me
back. I held his hands tightly and fucked him hard. When the images
of his hands being tied with bright rope instead of being held by
my hands entered my mind, I pushed them aside. This was just as
good. Anything with Ari would always be enough.

The bed rocked, and Ari’s body bounced
erotically from the impact. His cock, swollen to maximum size,
swung wildly between his legs with each of my thrusts. I tilted my
hips and then lowered his position just enough that the angle would
cause me to hit his prostate and, just as important, cause the head
of his cock to swipe the fluffy comforter each time I slammed into
him. The first time I nailed his prostate, he screamed so loud that
I feared somebody might call for security. After that, though, it
was just mumbled words that made no sense. When I tapped that
sensitive nerve bundle five times, his orgasm hit and strings of
cum coated the comforter.

Between seeing that and
watching my own dick disappear into the man I’d always loved, I
felt my own orgasm slam into me. As his walls contracted around my
cock, I emptied my spunk into the condom, wishing I was spilling
into him and marking him as my own. To say that I saw fireworks, my
life flash before my eyes, and felt a warmth invade my heart could
easily be called an overstatement…but it was true. I was
finally home…inside the man of all my fantasies.

It was the happiest moment of my life.

Carefully, I eased out of his body, noting
the grimace of discomfort on his face when I did so. Gently, I
moved him into a comfortable position—careful not to deposit him
into the cum he’d shot onto the bedding, and said, “Let me grab a
washcloth. I’ll be right back, angel.”

Inside the bathroom, I let
the water get nice and warm before coating the washcloth. While the
water ran, I looked into the mirror. Did I look different? Now that
I finally had everything I wanted, was I the same? A little voice
in the back of my head whispered almost
everything you wanted, but I stomped it
down. Ari was my everything.

With the warm rag in my hand, I walked back
into the cabin and toward the bed. He turned and smiled at me,
causing my heart to swell even more.

“Thank Jeezus, I finally
got that over with,” he said in an excited voice…causing my
swelling heart to deflate in an instant.


Chapter Seven

 


 


Ari

 


Never in my life had I felt prouder of
myself and so completely satiated at the same time. I was floating,
literally floating in fluffy clouds of fucking happiness and
contentment. Not only had I finally lost my virginity, but I’d done
it with the first and only man I’d ever loved. Did my ass burn?
Hell, yeah, it did…in the most wonderful of ways. It was the best
damn feeling in the world, and I knew what made it even more
special was that I’d shared it with Eli…the way it was always
intended to happen.

My body and my brain felt
like a wet noodle, all limp and weak. I guessed that would be my
excuse for what tumbled out of my mouth the minute I opened it.
Exhaustion and the fact that I was so damn proud of myself. “Thank
Jeezus, I finally got that over with.” The look on Eli’s face
jerked me back to reality within a split second.
Okay, yeah, I could see where somebody might take
that the wrong way.

“Hold up! That sounded way
different in my head than it did coming out of my big, fat mouth!”
I hustled out of the bed, nearly fell when my noodle legs tried to
give way because they didn’t have the strength to hold my weight
after being so thoroughly fucked, and somehow landed flat up
against Eli’s chest. He felt stiff as a board and glared down at me
with a mixture of hurt and anger in his stormy gray
eyes.

“Wow, Ari,” he remarked
dryly as he straightened me up and put some distance between
us—distance I wasn’t interested in being a part of. “I wasn’t
expecting applause or anything like that, but I also didn’t expect
you to be an asshole.”

Ouch. Earned it, so I couldn’t defend myself. Letting Eli know
about my virginity had initially been something I was staunchly
against. Now, it looked like I wasn’t going to have any choice but
admit to the one person I wanted to impress that there was nothing
impressive about me—nobody had wanted me in their bed since he’d
left me. Not true…I hadn’t wanted anybody but Eli. Of course, I’d rather pluck
out my eyeballs and drop them in bleach before admitting that to
him.

I reached to take the washcloth from him,
but he snatched it back and said, “Just lay back down on the bed,
Ari. It’s my place to take care of you.”

His voice wasn’t quite a snarl but pretty
damn close.

“I was a virgin, Eli!” The
words tumbled out before my stubborn pride somehow convinced me to
not be honest and just let Eli be hurt from the stupid words I’d
spoken earlier. He jerked back like I’d slapped him, causing me to
panic…so I kept talking. “I didn’t want you to know because I knew
you’d treat me different, and you know how badly I hate being
treated differently! So…so I didn’t exactly lie but I didn’t tell
the truth.” The panic intensified when I realized Eli could
perceive my actions as another lie and it might be the end of us,
forever this time. “And…and when I said that earlier, I only meant
that I was fucking proud of myself for finally luring you into my
bed and then being able to handle everything you gave me. I was
just proud, Eli. It was nothing like how it sounded.”

With a roughness I knew
wouldn’t have been there before I opened my mouth, he took the
washcloth and began cleaning the cum from my stomach and chest.
When he’d finished, he turned without a word and went into the
bathroom, slamming the door behind him. I heard the lock on the
door activate and then the shower turned on. Disheartened and
ashamed, I turned away and began rummaging through my clothes for a
pair of sweat pants and T-shirt. The need to hide
myself…all of me…was overwhelming. True to my history, I’d fucked things
up.

Again.

As I slid the loose-fitting clothing onto my
body, I felt tears start to slide down my face. What should have
been one of the happiest moments of my life had been successfully
turned into a shitshow because of my stupidity. The saddest part is
that I probably wouldn’t change a thing if I had it to do over
again. Feeling Eli inside of me, possessing every damn inch of my
body, heart, and soul, had been worth it…at that particular moment.
Now? Not so much.

A part of me wanted to make a run for it and
attempt to book another room and just hide from him for the
remainder of the cruise. Another part of me wanted to face his
wrath and, hopefully, move past it. At breakfast, things had almost
felt like old times, when we’d been head over heels in love. The
way his hungry gaze roamed over me, dripping with lust had been
almost predatory. I’d loved it. Eli had always managed to make me
feel special. When I was with him, I didn’t feel the need to hide
to pretend.

Well…except for all the lies I kept telling.
If I was honest with myself, that was just another way of hiding.
Soooo, two steps forward and ten steps back—the story of my
life.

With nothing else to do, I went out onto the
balcony and waited for Eli to come and scream his frustrations at
me. I didn’t blame him—he had every reason to be angry. I looked
around the spacious deck and decided on a lounge chair in the
corner. I’d booked the most expensive suite on the boat, so we had
plenty of room. Of course, we were going to need it. I had a
feeling Eli wouldn’t come near me again.

I dropped down onto the
lounge chair, drew my legs up, and wrapped my arms around them. A
sliver of pain shot through my ass, and I enjoyed the feeling…since
that was probably the last time I’d experience it.
Jeezus, what a fucking dumbass I
was. Would I ever grow out of my
immaturity? Youth had been my excuse for the first time I’d lied to
Eli; I didn’t have an excuse anymore. Today was my birthday. I was
twenty-fucking-years-old. I should know better. I should be
comfortable in my skin. Confident.

On the bright side—if there was one—I was no
longer a virgin.

Yeah, that was pretty much the end of my
bright side.

I cringed when I heard the sliding doors
open and then close again. Oh, shit. It was about to hit the fan.
At this point, I could only hope I didn’t break down and cry like a
baby when he blasted me and then, I was certain, when he tossed me
aside afterwards. Again.

Happy fucking birthday to
me.

Eli walked over to the lounge chair where I
huddled, straddled the end of it, sat down, and stared at me.
Stared for what felt like thirty minutes but couldn’t have been
more than one or two. My hair, way too long and unruly, hung down
in front of my face, blocking him from seeing my eyes, so I took
the opportunity to try and gauge just how pissed he was. Instead of
that, though, my traitorous eyes soaked up his masculine beauty.
His muscles. His tattoos. Did I mention his muscles? Yeah, already
went there. Why would I have ever thought I could keep someone like
Eli happy, anyway? He was so fucking far out of my league that it
was ridiculous.

Finally, he opened his mouth and said, “Look
at me, Arizona.” His tone was gruff and growly.

What was wrong with me? He
was about to drop me like a hot potato and his voice was turning me
on? Even his Oscar the Grouch/Grinch voice did it
for me.

When I didn’t raise my eyes, he said, “Don’t
make me more disappointed than I already am. Look. At. Me.”

I wasn’t sure what kind of snake it was that
could hypnotize prey with their eyes, lure them closer and leave
them helpless until it was too late to try and save themselves…but
that’s exactly how I was with Eli. Hypnotized. Helpless. His prey.
My stupid heart wanted him, and it was too late to save myself. I
raised my eyes and met his dark gaze.

He stared a few seconds, made a huffing
sound, and popped his knuckles. It was a habit I knew he did when
he was irritated.

“Do you understand why I’m
disappointed in you, angel?”

Angel—that was a good
sign. Wasn’t it?
“Because I wasn’t honest with you.”

He reached out, took my hands and held them
in his much larger grip. The grasp was tight enough that I couldn’t
escape, even if I’d wanted to…but I didn’t. His touch had always
been more than a means of arousal for me—it’d always been my
security blanket as well. Everything about Eli calmed the craziness
inside of me, anchoring me to the real world.

“That’s
one reason—honesty is very important in a relationship.” I arched
my brow in surprise when he called what we were doing a
relationship, but the thundering of my heart kept me from
responding. Excitement bubbled inside of me, giving me hope.
“There’s more than that, though. I could have hurt you, Ari. I
could have easily damaged the body that I cherish…even if you might
not cherish it. On top of that, your first time should have
been special—not
a rough tumble in the middle of the day.”

His words made sense. The thoughtfulness
threatened to bring tears to my eyes. I regretted not being honest
with him, but I didn’t regret what had happened. I hadn’t wanted to
be treated special, all that kid-glove stuff I’m usually handled
with. I had wanted to be a man, and I’d wanted to be that man with
Eli.

So, instead of apologizing like Eli wanted
me to do, I shrugged my shoulders and said, “I don’t regret it and
I’m not sorry.” There. He wanted honesty. I gave him honesty. My
ass still tingled in the loveliest of ways and I didn’t intend to
allow guilt or Eli’s misgivings to interfere with the heat buzzing
throughout my body.

I’d expected a frown or a flash of anger,
but I’d gotten neither one of those. Instead, an evil grin spread
across his face…making me suddenly doubt the intelligence of my
words.

“You may
not regret it or may not be sorry, but you do deserve to be
punished.”

Heat that I shouldn’t feel
because I didn’t get into that BDSM crap like Seth and Baker…and
supposedly Eli…spread throughout my body, causing most of my blood
to start racing toward my cock like it was in the final stretch at
the Kentucky Derby. Motherfuck.

“I…I…told you I wasn’t
into that stuff, Eli,” I stammered.

“I know,” he answered,
evil grin still firmly in place. “That’s why it’s punishment. Not
pleasure.”

Absolutely not a drop of blood was left in
my brain. I’d never been more thankful for baggy sweatpants in my
entire life. “You will not spank me like I’m a child, Eli!
Absolutely not!” At the moment, my cock hated my mouth because of
the words coming out of it. What. The. Fuck? I was so not into that
kind of shit. A spanking was the very emblem of everything I tried
to avoid in my life—being perceived as a child. Of course,
according to the bits and pieces of information I’d managed to
overhear, Seth spanked the skin off Baker’s ass on a regular
basis.

“Hmmm…I didn’t mention a
spanking,” Eli said thoughtfully. “I was thinking more along the
lines of a short essay on the negative effects of lying and how it
skews the entire universe.”

What? “Are you serious?”

He laughed—it was the old Eli laugh that I’d
missed so damn much. Another protective shield fell away from my
heart when the noise tickled my ears.

“Of course, I’m not
serious, angel. Writing is such a waste of time when we both know
actions speak much louder than words. Yes, a spanking is what I had
in mind. Nothing too hard…but hard enough that you’ll think twice
before lying to me again.”

He was so full of shit.
There was no way on earth I was going to allow him to spank me. It
simply wasn’t going to happen, regardless of how much my cock
obviously approved of the idea. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told
you at least ten times that I’m not into the games that Seth and
Baker play. Pain isn’t my thing.” Liar,
liar—pants on fire.

“And
I’ve told you that I don’t play the games that Seth and Baker play,
either. Most lovers enjoy some non-vanilla foreplay as part of
their sex life. Secondly, you must be into pain more than you think
if you allowed me to fuck you without the whole I’m a virgin warning.” He leaned
forward, putting our bodies closer than I was comfortable with
because when Eli was close—I couldn’t think
straight.

“Angel, I very much
enjoyed fucking you, and I know that I’d enjoy making love to you
even more.” He arched a questioning brow at me. “Did you enjoy
it?”

“Yes!” I answered
quickly…probably too quickly. I clearly didn’t have an ounce of
pride left in my body. “I mean, it was okay.”

He chuckled again, not believing my
back-pedaling for a second. “Do you want to do it again?”

I shrugged in a way that I
hoped appeared somewhat nonchalant. “If you wanted to, I guess we
could.” If he wanted to—ha! I intended to do it at least
three times a day, every day that we were on the cruise together.
If he’d have me once we returned home, I’d gladly be his bed
partner there, as well. I’d always dreamt of more but would settle
for what Eli offered.

“You guess, eh?” He
mocked. “Well, if we are going to get to enjoy and explore each
other’s bodies, then you’re going to need to take your punishment
for misleading me.” He cocked a brow at me and added, “You know I
would never truly hurt you, right, angel?”

Well, hell. This trip had been all about
losing my virginity, exploring new things, and becoming a man. Why
not give it a try? Yes, it would be humiliating, and I knew I
wouldn’t like it, but….

“Fine!” I snapped in what
I hoped sounded like an irritated voice. “Do your worst, Eli. You
don’t intimidate me.” I stood up and loomed over him, hands on hips
and acting pissy. “Come on,” I taunted. “Don’t get scared now.
What? Are you all talk? Is that it? Maybe you thought you could
just threaten me and I’d wilt like a delicate rose! Sorry to
disappoint, Eli, but that’s not me—not anymore.”

He slowly stood up so my
looming over him vanished in an instant. Either on purpose or by
accident, he mimicked my pose by standing with his hands on his
hips. Note to self—he doesn’t look scared,
intimidated, or disappointed. My
accusations from seconds ago sounded deliriously stupid
now.

“Perhaps you’d like to go
inside to take your punishment, angel,” he suggested in the damn
huskiest voice I’d ever heard in my fucking twenty years of life on
this earth. “All the cabin decks of cruise ships have camera decks
on them.” His grin grew wide across his face. “Now take me, for
instance—I love putting on a show. I’m a bit of an exhibitionist.
Actually, you could place it firmly in my kink column.”

Exhibitionism? Me? I could
easily see Eli participating in sexual acts in front of a group of
people…but me?
Could I pull it off? The thought didn’t bother me as much as it
probably should. If anything, the idea of someone watching while
Eli performed wicked acts of perversion on my body sent warm
tingles dancing within my bloodstream.

My heart raced.

My breathing changed.

My skin heated.

“Ohhhh, look who’s afraid
now,” he teased playfully.

Fuck, but he knew how to play me like a
violin. He’d known his taunt would be a dare…something I couldn’t
pass up—something a tiny part of me didn’t want to pass up. “I’m
not afraid,” I stated bravely. Well, it was brave if a person could
ignore the slight tremor in my voice. “Show me your worst, Eli. If
you think I’ve been so bad, punish me for it.” I had been wrong,
but the whole punishment thing seemed utterly ridiculous to me.
Well, all of me except for my cock. For some strange reason, it
seemed all on board with a spanking and strangers watching it take
place.

Eli sat back down onto the lounge chair and
motioned for me to walk toward him. “Come here, angel. Your wings
need clipping.”


Chapter Eight

 


 


Eli

 


Holy fuck, he was going to do it! Ari was
actually going to go along with me issuing a punishment for his
misbehavior. I couldn’t believe it. Fuck; it was too good to be
true. Yes, I knew I hadn’t been completely honest with him, but
didn’t really feel like I was lying because I’d convinced myself I
could change if that’s what needed to happen to make things work
out between the two of us. Now? I wasn’t so sure changing would be
necessary. A lusty spark was burning in his emerald eyes, making
them dark with desire. There’s was no lying about it—I might have
manipulated him a bit with the dare. I knew that unless he’d
changed dramatically over the years, he wouldn’t be able to turn it
down. It was his Kryptonite—always had been and looked like it
might always would be.

He hesitated for the slightest of seconds
but then moved toward me. His bottom lip jutted out in a pout, but
I knew the pout was just another weapon he used to try and get his
way. Oh, the times I’d fallen for that fucking pout. Hundreds of
times and I knew there would be thousands more. If a dare or
challenge was Ari’s Kryptonite, then his pout and bubble ass were
mine. He used his super powers, so I used mine.

When he stood in front of me, he said, “So
how do you go about this ridiculous act? Want me to turn around and
let you whip me? Lean over the railing? Hands and knees? Whatever
your perverted head wants, just let me know.” He leaned down to
look me square in the eyes. “There’s nothing you can do to scare
me, Eli. You may know all my weaknesses, but I know yours as well.”
He winked smugly. “May the best man win.”

Oh, my. Game on.

“You don’t want to go
inside to avoid the cameras?” I asked, shock lacing my voice, I was
certain. It would be a stretch to think I’d gotten lucky enough to
go from virgin Ari to exhibitionist Ari. That shit only happened in
fantasy land, right?

He placed his hands on my knees to brace
himself while he continued to try and stare me down. “Cameras don’t
scare me either. As a matter of fact, I think I might enjoy putting
on a bit of a performance. I mean…if you’re embarrassed, I totally
understand, and we can—”

He never got a chance to finish the
sentence. One minute he was leaning over me, cocky grin on his
handsome face, and in the next minute I’d yanked him forward and
had him draped over my lap. With another quick move, I used my
right leg to loop around his legs in order to help hold him in
place. One of my hands wrapped around the back of his neck and the
other one yanked his sweats down to reveal his delicious globes. He
squirmed, squealed, and then ended with a string of curse words,
but I didn’t allow him to escape what I found to be the most
fucking glorious position in the world.

“Fuck, Eli! Give a guy a
second to prepare, would ya?” He squirmed again, and I gave his
right cheek a firm swat. “Are you being serious right now? Pull my
pants back up this instant!” he demanded with yet another twist of
his ass. While all his plumpness was nice and firm, it still gave a
nice bounce when he wiggled vigorously.

“Please don’t act like you
didn’t know your spanking would be bare ass, angel,” I answered
with a laugh. Leaning over, I kissed each cheek and whispered, “I
thought you wanted to put on a show for the cameras? Isn’t that
what you said?” Sitting back up, I allowed my finger to slide
between the tightness of his cheeks before stopping with a firm
push against his opening. Still wet from lube, it would be so easy
to push my finger inside, but I didn’t—only gave enough pressure
for him to feel I was there. He’d be too sore for much else for the
remainder of the day.

“Well, excuse me, Eli,” he
sputtered, “for not realizing you meant to bend me over your knees
and spank my bare ass like I was a child!”

He swiveled his head around to stare at me,
indignation written all over his face and in his eyes. With his
dyed hair, he looked somewhat different, but Ari’s beauty couldn’t
be hidden with a box of hair coloring. How could he have ever
thought he could do anything to hide himself from me? Hell, when he
walked into a room, I knew it before my eyes even found him because
every damn nerve in my body would begin to tingle with lust and
ownership.

“You do realize this kind
of shit doesn’t turn me on?” he huffed indignantly.

The sizzling sparkle in his green eyes and
the way his cock continued to plump told a completely different
story than the words coming from his mouth but none of that
mattered. If Ari said no, then no was the answer. Having said that,
I wanted him to acknowledge his desires and not be ashamed of them.
I wanted him to trust me enough to let himself go and tear down the
walls surrounding his sexuality.

“Of
course, I realize that, angel. Every man’s cock gets incredibly
hard when they aren’t turned on,” I countered with a bit of
sarcasm. I spread my legs wide enough to trap his cock between my
legs and then closed them back just tight enough to give him the
ability to gain some friction between my thighs with only the
slightest movement on his part. I thought about trying to
manipulate him by issuing another dare or insinuating he was afraid
but smashed that idea out of my head before I could allow it to
gain traction. The things I knew about Ari—his perceived weaknesses—could not
and would not be used as ammunition against him. I’d already
crossed that line once on this trip, and I didn’t intend to do it
again. “All you have to do is tell me no and this game ends. Say
the words, angel. I would never ask you to do something you didn’t
want to do.”

His teeth tugged at his
bottom lip, and his face formed a frown. It was clear he would have
preferred laying the blame at my feet instead of having to accept
responsibility for his own pleasure. The question
was—would he be brave enough to cross his
own lines or would he hold back?

Finally, he finished his internal battle and
snapped, “Do whatever you want. Punish me if you feel like you
must, because you don’t scare me. I can take whatever you deem
necessary to dish out.”

Nope…wasn’t good enough.

“That’s
it. We’re finished,” I countered. “What was about to happen should
have been for the pleasure of each of us, not just me. Climb off my
lap, angel; this party is over. Let’s get back to the pool before
we lose all the good chairs.” Damn, but
that killed me to say.

He didn’t budge—just lay there, across my
lap with his ass exposed and begging to be spanked. “Just do it
already, Eli. I can handle anything you decide to dish out.”

I started shaking my head. “That’s not how
this works, angel. You have to want it, and obviously, you don’t.
That means it doesn’t happen. End of story. Our game is over.”

He still hadn’t moved, and hope blossomed in
my chest.

“I…I thought you weren’t
into these…games,” he said quietly. “That’s what you told me, Eli.
You told me you weren’t like Seth and Baker but here we are…my ass
naked and draped over your lap.”

I considered being
completely honest with him, but then quickly decided against it. My
lifestyle, very much different than the things Baker and Seth
enjoyed in their playroom, was something I would need to set aside
if I intended to be with Ari…and I definitely intended to be with
Ari if he would have me. With a nonchalant shrug, I answered, “I
don’t play the games that Baker and Seth play. The bottom line is
that you needed a punishment and spanking seemed a fun way to do
it. Having said that, it isn’t fun if we aren’t both enjoying
it.” Shit, my omission of the whole truth
made me such a fucking hypocrite.

Ari dropped his head and I could tell he was
contemplating the situation. If I could see his face, I’d know that
he’d have those cute little wrinkles on his forehead and nose—the
ones he always got when he tried to figure out a situation that he
didn’t understand. After a few seconds, he turned back to look at
me, a cute blush staining his cheeks, and mumbled, “Well, I guess
it does seem kind of fun.”

“Your dick seems to think
so,” I answered, referring to the iron rod trying to burn a hole
into my thighs as I kept it trapped there. “But all that stuff
going on inside that pretty head of yours needs to be in agreement
as well.”

“I…I don’t think I care
for pain, Eli. I don’t want to disappoint you, but I’ve been known
to faint at the sight of blood.”

I chuckled. “First of all, you could never
disappoint me, angel. Never. Secondly, just how hard do you think I
plan on spanking you? Blood? Seriously?”

He grumbled something that could have easily
been a ‘fuck you’, but I couldn’t help but notice that his ass was
wiggling just a bit as he tried to get some kind of friction for
his throbbing cock. “You’re twenty years old today. How about
twenty firm smacks?”

“Ha-ha. You’re hilarious.
How about five soft smacks?” He twisted his head around to look at
me again and said, “See? That’s me negotiating. Pretty impressive,
huh?”

“Funny.
I don’t ever remember mentioning anything about negotiating your
discipline,” I retorted. “Now, if the pain turns into something you
aren’t comfortable with, your safe word is angel—use it and everything stops.”
Fuck, I hoped I wasn’t crossing a line with Ari, compelling him to
do something that wouldn’t bring him pleasure. He’d told me
countless times he wasn’t into BDSM, so what in the hell was I
doing? Just because his body seemed to be saying one thing and his
mouth another didn’t give me the right to take something just
because I wanted
it. After pausing long enough to realize I was being reckless, I
gave him two quick playful swats to his ass and then released my
hold on him. I moved backward until my shoulders and back rested
against the lounge chair and then easily pulled Ari up, settling
him between my legs. His back was against my chest and his ass was
settled against my straining erection.

I snaked an arm around his waist and nuzzled
the back of his neck, placing soft kisses on areas I remembered he
found incredibly sensitive. After tugging on his earlobe until a
soft moan escaped his lips, I whispered, “Why don’t you take those
baggy sweats the rest of the way off, angel. They’re in my
way.”

He paused for the
slightest of seconds and then reached down to slide them down his
legs and toss them aside, leaving him completely naked and exposed.
He’d always been so eager to explore his sensual side. I still
couldn’t believe we hadn’t taken things any further than heavy
petting. I’d held back because I’d known he was special…that he was
the one. He’d
held back because I’d made him.

As he settled back against me, giving his
pert ass an extra wiggle against my throbbing cock, my eyes drifted
toward the small camera I’d noticed the first time I’d stepped out
onto the oversized deck. “You remember people could be watching,
right?”

“Counting on it,” he
answered breathlessly. It was easy to see he was both excited and
nervous by the prospect of foreign eyes on us. “Sooooo, that was
you handing out discipline?” he asked. “Because if it was, you
really aren’t like Baker and Seth—not even close.”

He was right and wrong at
the same time. While I did enjoy handing out a nice spanking when
one deserved it, my kinks lay in a totally different arena. Well,
they had. Not
anymore. Not when it wasn’t something Ari wanted.

With a laugh that I hoped hid my lies of
omission, I answered, “You certainly deserved more, but that was a
nice start.” Curious, I said, “So tell me about the years we were
apart. From what I’ve seen so far, it isn’t what I expected.”

His body tensed. “What the fuck does that
mean? I’m successful, damn you! I finished college, first in my
graduating class. Then went on to complete my Masters and Graduate
programs in record time. After that, I found a successful job that
pays well and that I enjoy. What in the hell could be wrong with
that? Fuck, Eli, what else could you have expected from me?”

My heart plunged as I
realized how insecure Ari still was—always trying to prove himself
not to be a child amongst adults since that was the world he’d
grown up in. I looked over his shoulder and admired his toned
physique—nope, nothing childish about that glorious display of
masculine perfection. “Calm down, angel. I was referring to
your…lack of sexual experience, not your functions at the firm. I
already know how successful you are there, nor did I ever doubt you
would be—at anything you attempted.” I kissed the back of his neck. “When I set
you free, angel, it was with the knowledge that you’d move on
without me, experiment with sex, have a good time. It damn near
killed me to do it, but you were so fucking young. I felt like it
was my only option.” I grazed his shoulder with my teeth. “You do
realize I always meant to come for you, angel. You had to know I
could never let you go.”

“Never let me go?” he
squawked like an angry hen. “Let me go is what you did, dammit!
With barely more than a polite ‘Dear, John’ letter, you let me go
and disappeared out of my life.” His angry squawk transformed into
an even angrier growl…which I found sexier than a fallen angel.
“Then, a few years later, you think you can waltz back in, pick up
where we left off, and even fucking question my lack of sexual
experience? No, Eli…just, no.”

I growled in frustration,
not understanding how he couldn’t see why I left when I did. Sure,
maybe I didn’t handle it as delicately as I should have, but I’d
been hurt too. It had been more than Ari’s heart in the line of
fire. “Come on, angel, you have to understand why I left when I
did. We could barely keep our hands off each other. If I’d stayed,
something terrible would have happened. Regardless of how mature we
both felt you were, the law says otherwise…and I agree. What I felt
for you…still feel for you would have made it impossible for me to keep my
hands to myself. On top of that, you were so fucking young. I felt
like you deserved to live a little before getting tied down with
one man.” I felt his body stiffen with outrage yet again.
Oh boy, he was about to hit me with angel
wings.

“Are you
telling me you wanted me to have sex with other men? You’re spouting all these
strange words that closely resemble love and commitment, yet the
cherry on top turns out to be me having sex with other men? I don’t
understand your reasoning, Eli.” His frown deepened. “Well, maybe I
understand you were willing to hand me over to other men, but I
don’t like it.”

A rumble sounded in my
chest. “They aren’t just words, Arizona. I completely
understand that you aren’t sure how you feel about me. Hell, I even
understand why you’d question it because of how I walked out on
both of us, but don’t ever question how I feel about you. My
feelings have never changed, even if I wasn’t with you.”

“Bullshit,” he
muttered.

It was like battering my head against a
brick wall—zero progress with winning Ari back. Why wouldn’t he
just do as he was told; it would make things so much easier. A
thought occurred to me, causing me to consider stepping into very
dangerous water where Ari was concerned. Even now, with him in my
arms, stiff as a board and madder than a wet hen, I struggled to
keep my urges under control. Could I start something and trust
myself to stop it before going too far?

Just how wrong was it of
me to use Ari’s insecurities as a weapon against
him? It was wrong. I knew it was wrong,
but desperation won out over doing the right thing. I had a short
period of time to prove to Arizona how much he meant to me and try
to win his heart back, and I intended to use every trick in the
book to make it happen.

“Why did you come on this
trip, Ari? What were you trying to prove? I know it wasn’t just to
put distance between the two of us because you were doing a fine
job of that already by working out of your home instead of the
office. You really weren’t planning on cruising with friends for a
birthday celebration because you aren’t with any of your friends.
What was your plan?” I chuckled softly and allowed my fingers to
toy with his wrist. Automatically my mind pictured ropes or cuffs
wrapped around them, but I immediately shoved it to the back of my
mind. Well, I tried to. It was nearly impossible because I knew
just how beautiful he would be with ropes decorating his
body.

“Wh-what do you mean?” he
stammered. “I wanted a vacation. I’ve earned it. Everybody gets
vacation time, Eli.”

“True,” I conceded. “But I
think you had another agenda for this cruise. Be honest, and tell
me what it was.”

He blushed and then grumbled, “To get
laid.”

I kept playing with his
wrist and was thankful he hadn’t tried jerking it away. “That’s
all? Nothing else?” I licked the spot behind his ear. “I think
there was more,
angel.”

“Why do you say that? Do I
look desperate, or something?”

“Nope, but you could have
easily gotten laid at home. I think you were looking for something
else. Maybe to do some…exploring?” When I felt him tense up, I
quickly added, “There’s nothing wrong with it, Ari. It’s perfectly
normal to want to explore new things. It’s the only way to learn
what drives you wild or what to stay away from.”

“Did you do that?” he
asked quietly.

“Yep.” Hope exploded in my
chest.

“What things do you
like?”

“You.”

He giggled and nudged me with his elbow. The
action reminded me of how things used to be between us.

“Be serious. If you don’t
do the BDSM like Baker and Seth, what kinks do you
enjoy?”

“This
isn’t about me. It’s about you
and what’s going to bring you pleasure.” I slid
my fingertip down the plane of his flat stomach, loving how the
muscles twitched and jerked from even the slightest touch. “You
mentioned earlier that you were interested in visiting the top
deck. Do you know what goes on up there?” From the way his skin
turned a pretty pink, I had a feeling he had some
ideas.

“I’m guessing clothes
aren’t involved,” he answered breathlessly.

I wasn’t sure if it was the thought of naked
men everywhere or my touches that were overheating him to the point
of breathlessness, but I intended to enjoy it—to enjoy him. “You’re
correct. Clothes are optional.” With the next sweep of my finger, I
brushed the tip of his cock and was rewarded when it jerked in
response. “There’s also people engaging in about every sexual act
you can imagine. One-on-one. Group sex. Spit roasting. Oral.
Spanking. Restraints.” I shrugged, trying to act nonchalant and
hoping he couldn’t feel how my heart rate had amped up. “Let’s just
say that if exhibitionism makes you uncomfortable, you might want
to stay on the main deck…or the cabin.”

“You know you’re really
making it hard for me to concentrate, right? Just touch me already!
I don’t remember you being such a tease.” He twisted around and
looked at me, a naughty grin on his face. “And I wouldn’t worry too
much about me being intimidated with naked bodies or men having
sex—regardless of what kind. I’m a big boy now.”

My eyes drifted down to his cock and back to
his face. “I see that.”

“Yeah, well you could have
seen it long before now,” he grumbled.

“How
about we forget about the past and only focus on the
present-day-fun while we’re here? You came on this cruise for a
reason, and I want to be the one you share that stuff with. Is
there any chance we could table the me
leaving vs. you being too young argument
until we are back in port?”

He smiled. “I guess we could…as long as you
agree to let me experiment with anything I want while we’re
here.”

Whoa! Anything? Anything wouldn’t work for me. Nope. Not
anything.

Hell, anything but
that.

“I don’t share, Ari.
Sorry. If you need to experiment with other men, then we’re going
to have problems.” That wasn’t fair. I knew it wasn’t fair, but
didn’t care. It would kill me to see Ari with another man. It had
been sheer torture when I’d just thought he was moving on without
me. Watching it would be too much.

“That’s fine.”

He climbed out of my arms and out of the
chair, causing panic to rip through me. When he merely turned his
body around so he could straddle my lap, bringing our bodies and
lips so damn close that I had to bite down my dominant growl that
tried to escape. He moved his head lower until our lips almost
touched.

“That’s fine, Eli, because
I don’t share either. While we’re on this ship, we belong to each
other.”

I didn’t like the
while we’re on this ship part of that statement so I ignored it. “Agreed.”

“And I get to try anything
I want.”

“Agreed.”

“I love getting my way!”
He did a little bounce of excitement, causing our cocks to bump
against each other.

I considered a fun-filled frotting episode
but changed my mind and decided to try a quick test of Ari’s
so-called desires regarding exhibitionism. He’d mentioned it
several times, so I couldn’t help but want to see if he was really
ready to put his money where his mouth was…on a much smaller scale
than the upper deck.

“Let’s see how brave you
are, Ari. Want to?”

His eyes blazed. “I’m very brave, Eli. If
you’d stuck around, you’d know that about me.” His teeth clamped
down on his bottom lip. “Oops. I was supposed to let that go while
we’re on the cruise. My bad.”

I chuckled. “You don’t look very contrite,
angel.”

“Tell me why you call me
angel, and I’ll adjust my features to show proper
shame.”

“Nope,” I answered. “Let’s
give you the chance to put your money where your mouth is and prove
to me that you’re ready to step out of your comfort zone.” When he
merely smiled at me, I held up a finger, indicating I wanted him to
wait, and disappeared inside our room. Explaining why I had ropes
to tie him up with might be difficult to do, but I was willing to
take the risk—the need to see him in my ropes was stronger than
dealing with the possible clusterfuck the truth could cause. I
fumbled through my costume bag, my hands trembling slightly from
the desire flowing through my body, and found the dark green ropes.
They’d be beautiful with his eyes.

When I stepped back onto
the outside balcony, he’d moved positions slightly so that he was
now facing the door. His cock was thicker and harder than it’d been
before I’d gone inside. His bottom lip fuller and his eyes darker.
The little sneak had played with himself the few minutes it had
taken me to dig out my ropes. Well, he was
about to pay for that bit of rebellious
naughtiness.

His eyes widened when he saw the length of
rope in my hand. “Why would you bring rope with you…and what do you
plan on doing with it?”

I stalked toward him. “I brought rope with
me because clearly I’ll need it when dealing with you. Did you
touch your cock while I was inside, angel? Nibble on that bottom
lip while doing it, perhaps?” I knelt in front of him, grabbed both
his ankles, and tugged his legs wide apart. He tried to close his
knees to grant himself some privacy, but I pushed them back open.
“Nope. Legs wide apart.” I looked up at him and held the rope up
for him to see. “Does the rope scare you?”

He shrugged in a failed attempt at looking
nonchalant. “The rope doesn’t scare me…or turn me on.”

“Good. I
wouldn’t want you to be scared…or turned
on,” I added sarcastically as I looked
down at his hard cock. I wrapped the rope around his right ankle
three times and looped it into a knot. “Put your foot up to where
your knee is bent and your ankle is resting next to the arm rest of
the lounge chair.” I helped maneuver him into the position I wanted
and then looped the rope around the metal. “Now put your hand on
the arm rest, angel.” He hesitated for a split second and then
dropped his arm onto the metal. I quickly looped the green rope
around his wrist, securing it to the metal, and on the third loop,
I included his knee to ensure he kept his knees spread
wide.

“Wow. You’re…uh…handy with
a rope.” His eyes narrowed. “I don’t recall anyone saying anything
about you joining the Navy, and I know they wouldn’t have let you
into the Boy Scouts.”

“Maybe
I’m a cowboy and I wrangle cows for a living,” I suggested as I
made certain his ankle, wrist, and knee were all secured in a way
that kept him immobile but wouldn’t hurt him in any way. “Do you
know how some cowboys turn a bull into a steer?” When he didn’t
answer, I kept talking. “They wrap incredibly tight bands around
his ball sac until the balls eventually wither away and fall off.”
I heard him gasp as I worked the rope under his leg and then
wrapped a couple loops around his balls…loose enough to not hurt
him but tight enough that he’d know the rope was there. Smiling up
at him, I added, “That is, of course, not what I’m doing here…and I’m not
a cowboy.”

“Shit, Eli, what the hell
are you doing?”

He looked scared. “Do we need to stop?”
Scaring him was the last thing I wanted.

“No, we don’t need to
stop! I just need to know what in the hell you’re doing with my
balls, man! I’m kinda partial to them. Oh, and keep your freaky
stories to yourself. Wither away and fall off, my ass,” he
grumbled.

Then, in a move that only
made me love him more, he lifted the leg that I hadn’t secured yet,
placed it against my chest, and pushed me back a few inches. “Now,
tell me why you did that or I’m going to kick you hard enough to
break your collarbone…sweetheart.”

“Hmmm, when you ask so
nicely, how could I refuse you anything?” I mocked playfully. “The
rope around your ball sac will prevent you from coming until I
release you from my bindings and the thickness of the rope makes
your beautiful cock stand up even more proudly.”

He glanced down at himself and retorted,
“Well, I can’t argue with that. Proceed.”

Fuck, I couldn’t believe the difference a
short twenty-four hours had made in our relationship.

In a few short moments, I had his left side
secured exactly like his right, leaving him spread wide and
exposed. A blush colored his cheeks, but his eyes dared me to say
anything about it. I stepped back and admired my work. There wasn’t
nearly enough rope painting his body, but this would do in a
pinch.

“What? Are you just going
to sit there and stare at me?”

“Maybe. You’re gorgeous
this way.” I held up a finger and said, “Almost perfect. Give me a
second.” I went back into the room, dug through another bag, and
pulled out a vibrating butt plug with a large green jewel on the
tip and some lube. Stepping back onto the balcony, I held up the
plug and asked, “Are you okay with this?”

His blush deepened. “I’d prefer your cock,
but I guess a toy will work.” He frowned. “What is that, anyway?
What’s the green thing?”

I squirted some sanitizer onto my hands,
scrubbed them, and then squeezed a generous amount of lube into my
palm. As I walked toward him, I rubbed the lube onto the butt plug
to ensure it was nice and slippery. “The green thing, as you call
it, is a crystal—partly for decoration and partly for pleasure.”
Kneeling down, I tapped the crystal he’d asked about. “Do you have
any idea how incredibly sexy this will look when it’s deep inside
you, nothing showing but that beautiful green jewel?”

“Uh…sure…I guess,” he
stammered.

It wasn’t quite fear—maybe more like a
sudden case of nerves. I put more lube onto my finger and caressed
his tight pucker until it was slippery, and his breath was coming
in short gasps. After the first few seconds, he’d thrown his head
back and moaned. He was fucking beautiful.

Sexy.

Perfect.

Mine.

“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Now’s your chance to back out,” I told him.

His head leveled again to make it possible
for him to meet my gaze. His eyes were dark with passion as he
peeked up at me from heavy-lidded eyes. “Do I look or sound like I
want you to stop? Stop treating me like a powder puff, Eli. I’m a
man. Just because I don’t have a lot of experience doesn’t mean my
passion isn’t as strong or all-consuming as yours can be.”

Chuckling, I answered, “Then relax, angel.
Let’s have some fun.” Slowly, I pushed the plug deep inside of
him.


Chapter Nine

 


 


Ari

 


Out of sheer will and determination, I kept
my eyes locked with Eli’s as he slid the plug past my ring of
muscles…and then kept going. The fullness was new, painful, and
absolutely glorious—everything I’d imagined it would be. No, I’d
never allowed myself to hope my first time would be with Eli, the
man I’d always loved and would probably love until the day I died,
but now that it had happened, I knew he had ruined me for any other
man in the future. Five days. He was mine for five days. In five
days, I’d go back to the loneliness that consumed me for the
majority of my life.

But, the next five days belonged to me.

Maybe…just maybe I could persuade him that I
was enough. Fuck, who was I trying to fool? Even I didn’t fall for
that ridiculous lie. I would never be enough for someone like
Eli.

“Hey, angel, where did you
go?” Eli’s husky voice interrupted my pathetic thoughts. “I don’t
like the look on your face. Do we need to stop? It’s okay if we
do.”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“No!” I practically
roared. “I’m good. Very good. Better than good.” I smiled at him
and wiped my insecurities away. If five days of fun was all I was
going to get, I planned on enjoying Eli enough to last me a
lifetime.

“You sure? It looked like
you zoned out on me.”

I wiggled my ass, loving the way the plug
moved inside me, and answered, “Nope. I’m right here. With you.”
Hint. Hint. “I’m not sure how you and I on this balcony is going to
prove or disprove my kink for exhibitionism. Sure the cameras are
there, but they don’t really count since I can’t see anybody on the
other side.” There…that sounded worldly.

He patted my ass then nudged the emerald tip
of the plug, sending waves of excitement through my body. “Maybe I
want to keep all this base for my eyes only.” His hand landed on my
ass, aka base, in what sounded a lot like a slap and felt like a
sweet sting. I shouldn’t like it. I’d preached about me not liking
it…yet here I was, liking the shit out of it.

Suddenly, Eli stepped away from me, dragging
my attention away from my new, questionable desire to dabble in
spankings and all other things considered wickedly delightful. My
eyes drifted up to look at him. Fuck, he was gorgeous…and his eyes
were eating me alive. I’d never felt more desired in my entire
life. Eli’s look and the feeling it gave me could be addictive.

“Where ya going,
handsome?” I asked playfully in a fake southern voice.

He grinned. “I’m thinking about lunch,
angel. Surely you’re hungry after our sex-a-thon?”

“Uh…yeah…got other things
on my mind right now, though,” I answered. “Can we talk about food
later?”

Rubbing his chiseled abs, he responded,
“Nope. I’m hungry now. I ordered you some fruits and cheeses and me
a steak.” He turned back toward the open doors that led back inside
our room. “Wait. I think I hear them knocking now. I’ll be right
back.” Tossing a grin over his shoulder, he added, “Don’t you go
anywhere!”

I stared at his disappearing back for a few
seconds as my mind worked to click all the slots into place. Oh,
shit. He’d ordered food. Somebody was bringing food out here. I
heard voices inside the cabin. Unable to stop myself, I glanced
down to take a quick look at what type of picture of debauchery I
presented. Hands and arms securely tied? Check. Legs spread wide?
Check. Cock and balls on display for a stranger to see? Check.

Oh, shit. I could do this. Couldn’t I? Yes,
I really could. I’d fantasized about doing this and now here it
was.

Two men, one carrying a
tray and one pushing a food cart, stepped out onto the balcony. Eli
was right behind them, a wicked smile on his face. To their credit,
the men didn’t look uncomfortable or nervous about me being bound
to a lounge chair on my private balcony. Actually, they hardly
looked at me at all, which made me wonder what kinds of things they
saw on these cruises all the time. It was clear they were carefully
following Eli’s instructions—giving him all the power.

He stepped around them and said, “Please put
the platter on the table and bring the cart over to the lounge
chair.” He placed a hand on my shoulder, his touch reassuring and
giving me courage. “Angel, this is Frederick,” he gestured to the
hottie holding the platter. “Our other server is Tomas. Would you
like to greet them?”

Greet them? I was doing my fucking best to
not burst out giggling—I did that when I was nervous…and I was very
damned nervous. “Sure, I guess so. Hey, guys.” I sounded like an
idiot.

“Are you okay,
angel?”

“Yes.” I really was okay.
At least my cock was. It was harder than it had ever been in my
life.

“Excellent. Gentlemen,
please clean your hands with the sanitizer I gave you and then put
these gloves on, please.”

Gloves? That gave me more than a twinge of
worry. Exhibitionism was one thing—sharing Eli was another. Since I
was a jealous bitch, I was certain sharing wouldn’t be my thing. At
least not sharing my man. Why would Eli not discuss this with me
first? What would he allow them to do to me? I felt my anxiety
start to ramp up, but then Eli laid his hand by on my shoulder and
it calmed. He wouldn’t allow them to do anything to me that I
didn’t want.

When they had their thin white gloves on,
Eli commanded, “Now display angel’s food so I can feed him. At no
time whatsoever is your skin to touch his. Understood?”

“Of course, Sir,” they
both answered quickly.

“Perfect. Wait—one more
thing.” Eli stepped around them to stand between my spread legs. As
he reached down, he said, “Oh, the green crystal does something
else, angel.”

I felt him touch the crystal and the plug
immediately began vibrating. If I hadn’t been so securely tied, I
would have jumped off the chair. The feeling was both surprising
and sensational. “Fuck!” I hissed as my hands flexed into
fists.

“You like that, do you?”
Eli asked. A grin spread across his face. “Just wait, it gets
better. Slow and then fast. Soft and then hard. I’ll even move it a
bit and let it hit your prostate.” He wiggled a finger in front of
my face. “Don’t move so much that you knock your food off my new
favorite platter though.”

What new favorite platter? What deviltry did
he have in mind?

He nodded to Frederick and Tomas. “Go ahead.
Carefully. No touches on his skin.”

They moved seductively slowly as they placed
the pieces of fruit and cheese in different spots of my
body—anywhere they could find a flat spot…which was mostly around
my crotch area since Eli had my chair sitting up. By the time
they’d finished, a mewling sound tumbled from my lips. Every nerve
ending in my body, especially those round my cock and balls, were
on edge and begging for touch. The plug, true to what Eli said,
changed speeds and rotations, driving me insane. It would stay in
one position long enough that I’d think my cock was about to
explode with pleasure but then it would change cycles and I’d start
all over again. As the small bites of food touched my skin, it felt
like a gentle caress…a tease.

My cock leaked continuously, craving more of
what was happening and begging for a touch or lick, arching away
from my stomach. My balls, trapped within the ropes, were heavy and
full to the point of pain—a really good pain. It was too much, but
not quite enough. “Please, Eli,” I moaned, needing him to end my
torment.

“Thank you, gentlemen.
That will be enough,” Eli said and handed them what looked to be a
huge tip. As they walked through the balcony doors and then let
themselves out of our cabin, Eli stood over me,
looking…lustful…craving. Hell, he looked as crazed as I felt. There
was a fever in his eyes that made me burn even more than I already
burned. I hadn’t thought that was possible.

“You’re gorgeous,” he
whispered.

“Please, Eli,” I whimpered
again. “I need you to touch me. I need to come. Now. Please let me
come!”

He grinned. “I decide when
you come, angel…and it’ll be after you eat your lunch. You need to
learn some self-control. A little discipline.” He settled down
beside me, picked up a morsel of cheese and held it to my lips.
“Here, sweetheart. Bon
appetit!”

 


****

 


Eli

 


Longest—and I have to say, one of the
best—afternoons of my life.

Not that I didn’t get off on watching my
sweet boy sweating it out until I finally gave in to his pleas and
grumpy demands to release him. Dodging his fists and, I admit,
laughing a little at his pouty mouth, I managed to pull him into my
lap, wrestle the plug out and then let him ride my cock until we
were both totally exhausted and sticky with cum, sweat and the food
I’d eaten off his delectable skin.

I carried him into the shower then, helped
him wash off and then dried his sweet body. I carried him to bed
and curled up beside him, pretty tired out by this time myself, and
we slept until the last rays of the sun setting over the ocean woke
us up by shining directly into our eyes through the open balcony
doors.

He rolled over on his side and glared at me.
“I’m mad at you,” he said, and I raised one eyebrow.

“You said you liked the
ropes.”

“I did.”

I tried hard not to show how happy that made
me. He liked the ropes! Inside I felt like butterflies were dancing
around everywhere, but I tried not to show my excitement.

“Okay then. And you’re not
mad about the waiters? You know I’d never let them touch you, babe.
I’d have tossed them both over the side before I let that
happen.”

“I know,” he said,
reaching out and twirling a piece of my chest hair around his
finger. ”It’s not that.”

“Then what, babe? I want
you to have fun on this cruise, you know.”

“I
know…” he seemed to be deep in thought for a moment and then he
finally sighed. “It’s what you said—about me needing to learn some
self-control and some…” his mouth turned down and then puffed out
into an adorable pout. “Some discipline. I hate that
word.”

My heart gave a little lurch, but I tried to
hide it as best I could. I’d thought I was making headway with him,
but if he was so resistant to learning discipline, then where were
we? It was the heart of a D/s relationship, which is what I’d
dreamed about for us. My kink may have been totally different from
Seth and Baker’s, but I was a Dom, dammit. And Ari would make the
perfect sub. He liked the ropes; he was an exhibitionist; he was
absolutely delicious in every way—but if he didn’t want my control,
that pretty much put an end to my dreams about having a life style
anything like what I really enjoyed.

I’d give it up for him—in a heartbeat. I was
that far gone into him. But would I regret it one day? Would a
vanilla relationship be enough for me? Even with a side helping of
ropes and a little exhibitionist kink? I’d hope it would be. But I
just didn’t know.

“I’m not like Baker! I
don’t like someone telling me what to do during sex. And certainly
not outside the bedroom. I’ve had enough of that in my life! I
don’t want anyone telling me what to do and how to do
it!”

“I see.”

He put a hand under my chin and raised my
face to his. “I loved everything else about today,” he said, his
lips curving into a smile. It was the best birthday a guy ever had
in every other respect. Just…I don’t like to be bossed around, you
know?”

“No bossing. Okay…got it.
You hate the idea of discipline.” I turned away from him before he
could see the disappointment in my face and sat up on the side of
the bed. “Well, I think I’ll go shave and clean up a bit before I
get dressed for dinner.”

“Eli?” he said, as I stood
up.

I turned to look down at him, and he reached
for my hand, twining his fingers into mine. God, he was so
beautiful.

“Yes, Arizona?”

“Arizona? You sound so
formal. You aren’t mad at me, are you?”

“No, of course not.”
Gently, I pulled my fingers away. “Get up and find something sexy
to wear. You wanted to go to the upper deck tonight, right? To
experiment a little? We can come back here after we eat and get
changed.”

“Okay,” he said softly,
obviously picking up on my mood. I had to shake it off. I really
did want him to be happy and if sowing a few wild oats would do
that for him, then I’d try to be supportive and not tear some guy’s
head off for looking at him. After all, he’d come on this cruise to
have fun. I had to see to it that he got what he wanted. Somehow, I
had to do that for him.

After I shaved and splashed on cologne, I
went back out to the main room, smiling at Ari as he slipped past
me on his way into the bathroom. I went over to the closet and
found my clothes for dinner, which on this cruise, was always a
little formal. I put on a dark suit and silk tie, then turned as I
felt a pair of arms slip around my waist. I raised both arms to the
sides and turned in a slow half circle, letting him get a good
look.

Ari whistled softly under his breath and
stepped in closer, hands reaching up to my biceps so he could
squeeze them under his fingers. “You clean up nice,” he said,
smiling at me. “I don’t think I ever saw you in a suit before.”

“You’re not so bad
yourself,” I said, looking down at him appreciatively. He was
wearing tan trousers with a dark brown silk shirt that set off his
porcelain skin and made me want to lick him all over. He stood up
on the tip of his toes to brush his lips over my jaw. I moved my
hands down his back in a slow, deliberate motion, imagining all
that silken skin underneath. The skin I’d had my tongue on
earlier.

“You’re not mad at me, are
you? For what I said earlier about the discipline
thing?”

“Not if that’s the way you
feel. I want you to be honest with me.”

“It’s just that I don’t
like the idea of having someone boss me around. Telling me what to
do all the time. I think that’s my biggest problem with the whole
BDSM thing.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks for
understanding,” he said softly, moving his hands to my ass as he
captured my lips again. I guess it’s good that you’re not really
into all that, right?”

“Sure thing,” I said,
hating the lie, but feeling caught in it now. “Come on, let’s go
eat. I’m starving.”

“After that big lunch you
ate? I thought you’d have had enough.”

“Never enough, babe,” I
said, putting my hand on the small of his back and guiding him to
the door. I tried to shake off the bad mood. I had Ari here with
me, ready to take him out and show him off to the world. And then
later, he was going to let me take him to the upper deck, where he
was planning to bare his body and dance with me under the stars. No
way was I going to let anything stop me from enjoying every second
of this night.


Chapter Ten

 


 


Eli

 


Our itinerary told us what restaurant we
were expected at for which meals, so after arriving at the finely
appointed and huge restaurant on an upper deck, we followed the
hostess to a table with four other diners, all presumably gay men
who were dressed similarly to the way we were. I pulled out a chair
for Ari and we sat down, introducing ourselves to the men already
seated. One of them was a banker, he told us, named Henry. He was
from Atlanta, while the other, much younger man was a gorgeous
blond.

“I’m Cody. From
Tennessee,” he told us with a soft southern drawl. He glanced
appreciatively at both of us and then back at his boyfriend, who
looked at us suspiciously. Great. That’s all we needed.

Ari seemed oblivious though, and greeted
both of them happily, receiving a warm response from both the men
when he turned on that natural charm of his. “And how is everybody
this evening?” he asked, as he reached over and took my hand in
his. I saw Henry notice and visibly relax. It was part of Ari’s
personality to always seem to be able to put people at their ease,
and showing Henry that both he and I were “taken” seemed to soften
his attitude a lot. For his part, Cody seemed a little bored,
though, as the dinner wore on and the waiters began to bring in the
various courses. Poor Henry.

I skimmed the choices and
picked out a simple entrée and salad, asking for Evian rather than
a cocktail. Cody and Ari, however, both decided on the peach
Bellinis, then toasted each other when the pink, frothy drinks
came. The dinner wore on and finally it was over. Then, to my
annoyed surprise, Ari asked Henry and Cody to accompany us to the
upper deck.

“Oh, I’ve heard about
that,” Cody gushed as his husband frowned. “There’s a party up
there every night of the cruise. Clothing optional.”

“That doesn’t sound like
anything we’d be interested in,” Henry said, and Cody turned on
him.

“Speak for yourself. I
think it sounds like fun, and it’s exactly what we need. You
promised you’d try to loosen up some on this trip and stop being
such a stick in the mud, so let’s do it!”

Taking pity on the guy, I shrugged. “I don’t
think everyone takes off their clothes,” I said in a conciliatory
tone. “I’m not going to, for example. But why don’t we take them up
there and let them have some fun?”

Henry grunted, but Cody grabbed his hand and
practically pulled him out the door, calling back over his shoulder
in excitement. “We’ll go get changed and meet you upstairs at the
party, okay?” They disappeared in the large crowd leaving the
restaurant and I shook my head.

“I think you may have
caused old Henry a problem tonight.”

“Ah, he’ll be fine. We
just have to get a few drinks in him. But what’s this about you not
taking off your clothes? Are you chicken?”

“No.”

Ari laughed at me, pulling me out onto the
deck and down toward our room, making little “buck buck” sounds in
my ear.

“Not all of us are
exhibitionists, Ari. I’ll take you and let you see it for yourself.
Maybe you and Cody can show yourself off to the crowd up there.
That ought to be fun for you.”

Even as the words came out of my mouth, I
could hear that I sounded a little pissy. I guess I was more upset
over his remarks earlier than I thought.

“Are you saying
something’s wrong with that?” he asked, hands on hips as he glared
up at me. “You’re the one who encouraged it today at
lunch.”

“No, I’m not saying…look,
I’m sorry. I guess I got too much sun today, and it’s made me a
little tired and grouchy. Let’s go get into our suits and go to the
party.”

Slightly mollified, he nodded and we went
below decks to get our swimsuits on. Neither of us talked much as
we were getting ready, and that was fine with me. I couldn’t seem
to shake the mood I was in, ever since he’d announced to me that he
didn’t like BDSM because he didn’t want to ever be controlled or
told what to do.

Doms like me just naturally liked to push
limits. That’s what I did on the balcony earlier—pushed his limits
all over the place and he seemed to love most of it. All except the
orgasm denial—he hated that part. But with every new step in a
BDSM/power-exchange relationship, there was an internal evaluation
that had to happen. That moment where the sub takes a deep breath,
imagines it in his head, and thinks to himself: am I okay with
that? And while it feels wonderful and freeing to give up control
to his Dom a lot of the time, there are other times when it just
doesn’t. But that was what was so great about the power exchange.
Those lines got drawn, and redrawn, and redrawn again throughout
the relationship, and the level of control a sub gave to his Dom
changed all the time. Nothing happened in the first place if they
don’t talk about it and nothing changes, nothing new is tried or
adjusted, until then. Now Ari was telling me he wasn’t even willing
to talk about the discipline. I didn’t know what to do with
that.

He wore the little scrap of pink lace to the
party that had gotten me so hot and bothered earlier, and I wore my
same trunks too, grabbing both of us some towels for later. We made
our way up to the top deck where the party was in full swing, and
we saw Cody right away—sans Henry.

“Where’s your husband?” I
yelled at him over the loud music when we joined him at his tiny
table. How the hell he’d managed to get one in the first place was
a mystery because the place was packed. But I had a feeling that
Cody was the kind of boy who always got what he wanted.

He stuck out his lips in a little pout and
shook his head. “I told him to keep his ass down there in the room.
He got angry when he saw my suit.” He stood up and twirled around
and my mouth fell open.

“I guess I can understand
why.”

Cody’s “suit” consisted of a small bandanna
that looped around his dick and then tied around his thigh, leaving
very little to the imagination. His ass was completely hanging out,
of course, and when he stood up, he got several appreciative
whistles. Ari was looking at him too, and I found myself gripping
the arms of my chair a little too hard.

“Well,” Cody said in a
loud voice so he could be heard over the music, “I’m not putting up
with it. He can stay in the room all evening for all I
care.”

He waved at the waiter and ordered a round
of peach Bellini’s for the table. I didn’t drink them, but
whatever. I had a feeling I might need to keep sober tonight
anyway, from the looks Ari was garnering from all over the
deck.

As the evening wore on, things got wilder.
Ari decided he would keep his swimming suit on, and that really
surprised me, especially given how much he liked exhibitionism. But
Ari and Cody mostly just danced and flirted with all the horny
bastards who were ogling them, and maybe that was why he didn’t
take off his suit. They really were a bunch of older, horny
assholes.

I managed—barely—to stay in my seat, even as
Cody and Ari both bought round after round of drinks and Ari
started looking like he was getting really drunk again. His cheeks
were bright pink and his hair was adorably tousled all over his
head because he kept running his hand through it and saying how hot
it was up on that deck.

It wasn’t all that hot. As a matter of fact,
there was a strong breeze blowing, but I knew that just meant he
was getting more and more wasted. Cody was too, and the last straw
finally came when they both came back over to the table and Ari and
Cody tried to sit in the same chair at the same time. Cody’s bare
ass landed on Ari’s lap and I saw red.

 


****

 


Cody and Ari stumbled back over to the table
where I had sat brooding for the past hour or so, and that’s when
Cody made a simple mistake, but one I should have been expecting
considering how drunk he was. Ari sat down in the wrong chair and
Cody fell all over himself trying to avoid him and inadvertently
landed in Ari’s lap. His bare ass in Ari’s lap! I saw red, even
though I knew it was an accident. It’s just that Ari had been
dancing with him all night—with him naked, for all intents and
purposes—and they had both been the subjects of a lot of attention
from the other guys up there on the deck. I was pissed, and it was
hard to hide my feelings, even though Cody jumped back up to his
feet and apologized.

To tell the truth, I’d had a few drinks
myself, partly to calm myself down. I hated how jealous and
possessive I was, and I fully intended to work on it. But first I
had to know Ari was really mine and then maybe I could make my
heart and mind believe it. In the meantime, I was kind of a wreck.
At least that’s why I think I reacted the way I did when Cody
landed his naked ass in Ari’s lap. My emotions, which were already
heated, reached the boiling point and I snapped.

“Cody,” I said, getting to
my feet and nodding at the blond man Ari had been dancing with.
“I’ve seen a lot of drunken dancing up here, but I was told there’d
be a lot of sex too. Is that what you heard?”

Ari and Cody both looked up at me. Ari
looked puzzled, like he couldn’t figure out where I was going with
this.

“Yeah,” Cody said, nodding
in an over-exaggerated, drunken way. “I did hear that, come to
think of it.” He peered around the deck at all the men. “Where’s
the sex?”

“Maybe they’re waiting for
someone to show them how it’s done.” I slung an arm companionably
around Cody’s neck. “Why don’t we stage a little demonstration on
the proper technique for sucking cock?”

Ari glared at me, his eyebrows raising. I
could practically see the steam coming out of his ears. Oh, so when
the shoe was on the other foot, it didn’t feel so good, huh? He
could flirt with beautiful, naked men, but I couldn’t, was that it?
Actually, I was fine with that—he was the only one I wanted, but
there was a double standard there I didn’t appreciate much. He
pursed his beautiful lips at me and gave me a eat-shit look. I
could practically see the wheels turning in his head and I knew he
must be remembering how he’d told me just that afternoon how he
felt about sharing me with anybody else.

It was kind of delicious.

He crossed his arms and
shot daggers at me from those eyes. “Speaking for myself, I don’t
need any pointers on my technique. Besides, I didn’t come on this
cruise to watch. If you and Cody want to get it on, then go ahead!
Go for it. It doesn’t bother me in the
least. I’ll find somebody else to have fun
with!”

Over my damn dead body.

“Oh, I’m
not asking you to watch me and Cody,” I said, the corners of my
mouth turning up in a smile. “You
are going to demonstrate on me. You said you wanted to come on
this cruise to have fun and experiment. Well, here’s your chance.
Experiment on me—show me how you’d suck my cock and make me like
it. Unless…oh, do you think you wouldn’t be able to do that? Are
you not quite ready yet to show off your skills in public? I thought you might
be—you being a bit of an exhibitionist and all.”

He got an adorable expression of confusion
on his face. He looked uncomfortable in the extreme, but he glared
back at me and lifted his chin, accepting my outrageous challenge.
“You think I won’t? You don’t think I’d do it, do you? You probably
think I’m too young for this crowd and that you’d embarrass me and
I’d run back to the room with my tail between my legs. Well, too
bad. Let’s do this! The joke is on you!”

I smiled as he dropped down to his knees.
“Come on over here,” he said, waving his hand impatiently at me.
“Let’s get this started!”

“Oh no, sweetheart,” I
said, my smile even broader. “Why don’t you come over here to
me?”

He huffed and started to get up, but I
stopped him with a soft command. “No…on your knees, baby. Crawl
over here to me.”

He looked up at me and his mouth dropped
open. “You can’t be serious!”

“Too much for you? I
understand. Maybe some other time then. I don’t think you’re
ready.”

He wanted so bad to tell me to go to hell. I
could see it all over his face. He wanted to jump up and storm out
of there and forget that everybody was looking at him and wondering
if he’d take the challenge. But here’s the thing. I think he wanted
to do it more than anything. He wanted to take my orders and do as
I said. Maybe not forever—maybe not even all of the time. But right
here, right now, I think he wanted it. Maybe the alcohol had
removed a few of his inhibitions. Maybe the idea just appealed to
him. Because it wasn’t a big leap from exhibitionism to a little
humiliation. Properly administered and applied by a loving Dom in a
safe environment, it could be the extra little kink he’d been
waiting for. Maybe it was time to find out. Was it degrading?
Check. Was it humiliating? Check. Did it make his cock hard as a
rock? Double check.

Mine too.

Slowly, he dropped down to his hands and knees, his face a gorgeous
shade of pink. Ever so
slowly, he started crawling toward me,
and slowest of all, I raised my eyes to look at him. What he probably saw in my
face made my dick start to throb.

Arrogance—sheer, unadulterated conceit.
Hubris, self-importance, egotism, a sense of superiority? Check,
check and triple check. I was feeling all these things. I couldn’t
tear my eyes away from him. He looked so damn sexy on his knees,
slowly crawling toward me, his beautiful ass swaying behind him. I
smiled and crooked my finger. “Come on, babe. Right here between my
legs. Twist that gorgeous ass a little.”

Oh, how he wanted to tell
me to kiss his
ass! I could see it written all over his face. But he just kept
crawling, loving and hating every second of this, I thought. I
hoped. He was pushing all of my hot buttons, and I had emotions I
didn’t want to recognize or even admit. I wondered if it were the
same for him. Finally, finally, he crossed the four or five steps
separating us and reached for the front of my swim suit. “Oh no you
don’t…I didn’t give you permission to use your hands.”

“What? But how can
I…?”

“I’ll let you figure that
out,” I said and sat back to wait. He cast a furious gaze up at me
from under his lashes, but we both knew he was going to do it. He
had gone too far to back out now and besides, every eye in the
place was on us both. I could feel the heat of their gazes. He
leaned in and took the top of my suit with his teeth. I leaned over
him and the scent of his skin and his soap and his own unique
maleness swirled around me like smoke and made me weak. He was so
angry, so humiliated at this, but he still wanted it. He was so
fucking hot.

He tugged and pulled at me like a puppy with
a toy, but finally, he got my suit pulled down enough to take my
cock in his mouth. I was so aware of everyone looking and so intent
on Ari and how he was feeling, I was only about half hard!

Before I could get embarrassed, Cody stepped
in. “I think you need to slow down, Ari,” Cody said, his voice full
of mischief. “Eli seems a little bored. I think he’s just going
through the motions.”

Bored? Hardly. This was one of the best things that had ever
happened in my life. Before I could tell him he looked up at me
with his eyes a little glazed over.

I looked down at him and shrugged. “Sorry
babe, I’m not an exhibitionist. If you want me hard, you have to
work a little harder.”

I knew how much he loved a personal
challenge. And I knew exactly how he would respond.

“Like this?” he said
defiantly, and licked his way slowly up the length of my cock,
stopping at the head to mouth it and nip at it. I winced and he
redoubled his efforts, swallowing me down until I thought he might
choke. He did, a little and he pulled back, looking up at me. I put
my hands on either side of his face and looking down at him,
checking to make sure he was okay. When he recovered his breath, I
slowly let him go.

“Just use your
tongue…there around the head of my cock. Just do your best,
babe.”

He growled at me and literally attacked me
with his tongue, licking up the sides of my cock like it was a
lollipop and swirling the head in his mouth. I began to harden and
groan. He glanced up at me, looking smug, I watched his face for
every subtle change. His tongue slipped into my slit and I
stiffened, hissing in a breath.

Cody clapped his hands. “Yes, you see? He
likes that! Let me do it!” he said and started to kneel down beside
Ari.

“No!” Ari snarled and
pushed him down on his ass. “Leave him alone!”

He bent to his task again, with another
slow, hot lick from the bottom of my shaft to the top and a swirl
of his tongue inside my slit again. I was panting for breath and I
could feel my balls tightening and drawing up because I was so hot
for him. He looked up wildly into my eyes, still gazing down at
him, studying him like he was a puzzle I needed to solve. Ari
reached for me, trying to make me let him touch me, but I captured
both his wrists and forced them back behind him, holding them there
effortlessly with one hand as I leaned over him.

“No,” I said, gazing down
at him. “You’ve been wanting attention all evening, and now you
have it. Look at me. Only at me. Touch yourself if you want to
stroke someone so badly. Go on, do it! You’re going to come for me,
Ari. Without a single touch from my hands, but only from my voice.
Because I tell you to. You’re going to show me you know how to obey
my commands. And you’re going to call my name when you
come.”

“N-no… Stop this Eli. What
are you doing?”

“Don’t say no,” I said.
Tell me you want this, baby. Tell me.” I could feel my entire body
tingling with nerves. He could throw this back in my face if he
wanted to.

“Yes, okay. I do want
it.”

I felt like sagging with relief, as slowly
his hands moved to push down his bathing suit and he began to
stroke himself as I and everybody else on that deck watched
him.

His thighs began to quiver with strain. He’d
had way too much to drink, and I was afraid he couldn’t possibly
get hard and come at my command. Yet that was exactly what his body
was trying to do, with all these people looking on. He looked up at
me with a furious frown, sat back on his heels and stroked himself
defiantly.

“Reach behind yourself and
put a finger up your ass, Ari. No, don’t stop stroking. You have
two hands.”

His face burning like fire, he did as I
asked. Slowly, he reached behind himself and pushed a fingertip up
his gorgeous ass, his body arching backward, one hand still pumping
his cock furiously. I’d never seen anything so beautiful. A hush
had fallen over the whole group and I felt them edging closer to
watch.

“That’s good, isn’t it,
Ari? You like that, don’t you?”

A whimper came out of his throat. The slide
of his hand was making him shudder. I bent down and kissed him, my
tongue claiming him totally, sweeping inside, intimate, familiar. I
felt dazed with lust.

“Come for me,” I ordered
him softly, my face only inches away. “Come now and show me what a
good boy you are. Show me how much you want to please
me.”

He whimpered and groaned, but I held him
fast with my gaze.

“Not quite there yet,
babe?” I moved a hand down to swat his away and closed my fist
around his shaft. I squeezed him gently. “Then come in my hand.” I
moved my hand in an up and down motion exactly twice and he bowed
his back and began to spurt into my hand, throwing his head back
and shouting out his release.

“Say my name.”

“Eli!” he managed to cry
out and I smiled, feeling exultant.

“Again.”

“Eli,” he said, softer,
now, as he closed his eyes.

“Damn right.” I pulled him
to me and thrust my tongue inside his mouth again and didn’t pull
away until he was breathless. I still held his dick in my hand,
milking it for every drop, until his thighs began to tremble and he
looked up at me, begging me silently to stop. I swept him up
against my body, supporting him. I gazed down at him one last time
and saw those gorgeous eyes looking back up at me, studying me,
observing my reactions.

“Now, babe,” I said
softly. “Tell me again how you could never be a sub because you
don’t like to take orders.”

 


*****

 


Ari

 


The next few days of the cruise passed by so
fast it was like I was in a dream. We didn’t talk much more the
night of the wild deck party. We left soon after what happened and
after Eli got me to say things I never thought I’d say, like ever.
We saw to it that Cody got back to his room safely, and then we
went to ours. Neither of us said much as we got ready for bed that
night. There didn’t seem to be much to say.

I had been wrong about the discipline thing
after all. I guess it made a huge difference who was giving those
orders as to whether or not I’d stand for them. When it was Eli, it
seemed I took orders pretty damn well. And dammit, I liked it. Who
knew?

I couldn’t quite bring myself to tell him
that though. So that night I slept with my back turned to him and
the next morning, I pretended to have been too drunk to know what
happened. He believed me too, though I could see he deflated a
little when I told him. I was beginning to think this whole Dom/sub
thing might have been something he liked a little, but was maybe
too embarrassed to admit. He sure seemed to like some of the things
that Baker had told me about. Like that orgasm denial on the
balcony. At the time, I’d been kinda mad at him, but actually? It
was damn hot. I just didn’t want to admit it to Eli. At least I
wasn’t ready yet. But I was maybe getting there.

So when we woke up the next morning, I acted
like nothing had happened.

“We land in Nassau today,
right?” I asked him, smiling at him over coffee in our
stateroom.

“Didn’t you look out the
windows? We’re already in port.”

“Oh!” I said, laughing.
“My eyes were a little sensitive to light after all I had to drink
last night. I don’t think I even opened them much.”

“Maybe so,” he said,
softly, his eyes searching my face. “Did you…uh…did you have a good
time last night?”

“The best! This cruise was
a great idea, wasn’t it?”

“Well, I…”

“I don’t remember much
about it though, I have to admit. Not once the Bellinis started
flowing anyway.”

“Oh.”

“But hey, since we’re here
in Nassau, let’s go have some fun.”

“Whatever you
want.”

That wasn’t exactly the ringing endorsement
I was looking for, but I figured he was a little hungover too, and
once we got outside in the beautiful sunshine, he’d snap right
back. I finished my breakfast in record time and rushed him through
his so we could get going.

“I heard they have
carriage rides—like sightseeing trips through the old part of town.
Can we do that?” I asked, smiling at him as I walked backward down
the ramp.

“Turn around before you
fall, Ari,” he said, finally smiling at me the way I was becoming
used to again and shaking his head. “And yes, we can take a
carriage ride. Anything you like, beautiful.”

I clapped my hands together and we stepped
off the ramp onto the dock, and immediately we were besieged by
ladies wanting to braid my hair and guys holding up trinkets for us
to buy and trying to sell us on the benefits of taking a fishing
trip in their boats, or letting them be our tour guides. And that’s
when it happened.

One minute I was laughing as Eli was trying
to extricate himself from a pretty girl who wanted to braid his
way-too-short for it hair, and the next thing I knew, some huge guy
had hold of my arm and was dragging me down the dock.

“Hey!” I cried out and
wrenched my arm away. “What the fuck, man?”

“You’re coming with us,”
he said, looking determined as another goon stepped up beside him
to take my other arm.

“The hell he
is!”

I heard the shout before I saw him coming,
but it was Eli, of course, plowing through the crowd and jumping on
top of the guys, slamming them down like a two for one special at
happy hour. He knocked out one of the guys right away as he fell
back on the docks and hit his head. He stopped moving right away,
but the other one was stupid enough to pull a knife on Eli, who
kicked it like a quarterback, so hard I heard the snap of those
broken bones in the guy’s hand all the way over where I was.

Things got a little
interesting for a while there, with some people from the boat
wearing uniforms running down to the dock with a lot of yelling.
The police were called too, and then Eli and I were kept busy
showing credentials and IDs and it was a real mess. Back at the
police station, after Eli called Seth and Samantha, and I heard
Seth yelling over the phone at the Nassau police captain until I
began to get scared they’d arrest us, they finally arrested the two
goons instead for attempting to kidnap me—again, They still refused
to talk about why me. Even though Eli was allowed to spend a few
minutes with them in the interrogation room. Anyway, after all
that, the day was pretty much over.

The upshot of the whole thing was that I
never got to see much of Nassau after all, and by that afternoon,
we were on our way to the airport, with a police escort, no less.
My cruising days, it seemed, were well and truly over until the
agency found out who was behind these attempts and how they knew to
meet our ship. As we flew out over the docks on the way back home
that afternoon, I looked down at the boat, and blew it a little
kiss goodbye. I guessed that leaving the cruise ship meant that our
deal was over. Eli had specifically said that we would forget all
about our past and enjoy the five days on the cruise. After that,
we could go back to hating one another…or at least me hating him.
Which was a lie. I didn’t hate Eli. I loved him. I’d always loved
him. I always would love him. Spending the last few days together
had only been a forceful reminder of how much he meant to me. Could
I allow him to walk away from me again? Could I survive it? It sure
as hell didn’t seem possible to me at this moment. His arm was
wrapped around me and my head rested on his shoulder. It was my own
personal slice of heaven.

“What are you thinking,
angel? I can practically hear the wheels turning inside your head.
Are you worried about the kidnappers?” He squeezed me tighter.
“Because don’t be; I’ll protect you from anybody that tries to take
what’s mine. They’ll never take you from me. Never.”

Hope blossomed. “But…but I thought this,” I
motioned between the two of us, “was only for the duration of the
cruise. We’d promised that when the cruise ended, we’d go back to
the way things were.”

He looked down at me. “Is that what you
want?”

Because I was so damn insecure, I countered
with, “Is that what you want?”

He rolled his eyes and
took a deep breath. “It’s never
been what I wanted, angel. I’ve tried to make it
as clear as possible. I want you. I’ve always wanted you. You are
the one I’ll always want. What else do you need? You are
it for me.”

I felt tears threatened. “Are you sure, Eli?
I couldn’t take losing you again. It damn near killed me the last
time.”

“It damn near killed me
too, angel. We belong together. I love you, Arizona
Honeycutt.”

I took a deep breath and stepped out onto
the ledge. “I love you, Eli. I love you so much.”

After a passionate kiss that left me
breathless and my toes curled, Eli said, “Let’s move in
together!”

Move in together? Fuck, were we ready for
that? It was a huge move. I was weird. There was my whole OCD
thing. I had the cat that liked nobody but me. What would my dad
say? Who was after me and why? Would being with me put Eli in
danger? I’d just bought my house so how hard would it be to turn
around and put it right back on the market? A million questions
raced through my head, and I guessed my pause told Eli enough.
Fuck.

“It’s okay, angel. We
don’t have to rush into things. I understand.”

“We’ll see, Eli,” I
answered. “But you’re definitely staying at my house tonight.”
Feeling brazen, I reached over and cupped his crotch. “I need some
more of this right here.”

Eli grinned. “Then more you shall
receive!”


Chapter Eleven

 


 


So…I assume the cruise went well?” Baker
whispered after he rolled his desk chair over to mine. “Did we fall
back in love?” He winked at me. “There are little birdies of love
flying over your head, so don’t even try to deny it, Ari. It’s
written all over your face.”

When raised voices traveled across the
length of our floor, Baker glanced to where Seth and Eli were
locked in some sort of argument with Eli’s sister. I had no idea
what the disagreement was about, but I figured it had to have
something to do with my dad. When we’d gotten back into town last
night, I’d learned that dad would be flying to Milan today for a
bodyguard job…which was weird. Since my graduation, he tried to
make sure his job consisted of the signing of contracts, issuing
jobs, and training new recruits.

My eyes narrowed when I heard my father’s
name being bantered around. Then Eli looked up, locked eyes with
mine, and all my bad thoughts vanished in an instant. I felt a warm
blush heat my body, beginning at my toes and working its way up
until I could feel the tips of my ears burning.

“Nothing’s written on my face,” I countered. “No birdies are
flying. I’m not denying it, though. Things went…well.”

“How well?”

“Very well.”

Baker stomped his foot in frustration. “When
did you become so tight-lipped? Before you left, we couldn’t get
you to shut up. Now, you’re all sparkly and silent.” He clutched
his chest. “It’s true love! I’d recognize it anywhere!”

Eli glanced our way again, along with his
sister and Seth. Baker merely blew Seth a kiss and kept talking.
“Stop looking at them,” he whispered. “If they get worried that we
can hear them, they’ll take their discussion into the office and
then we won’t have a chance at all of overhearing something they
don’t want us hearing.” He spun my chair around to where I was
facing him. “I’m an expert lip-reader. It’s the one thing I can do
that Seth can’t. You look at me and I’ll look at them.” He winked
again. “You really do look like you’re madly in love Ari. It’s a
good look. You should keep it.”

“Trust me. I plan on it,”
I answered. “What are they saying? Is my dad in trouble over
something? Surely you still have some control over Samantha,
right?”

He frowned. “Uh…yeah, that’s not how that
works, Ari. She had control of me, not the other way around. She’s
my friend, that’s all. Now, I have a feeling that before it’s over,
she’s going to be more than a friend to you. Maybe you’ll be the
one to intervene, not me.”

“Intervene with what?” I demanded.

He huffed. “Okay, best I can tell, Seth and
Eli are giving Samantha the ‘what-for’ because of her decision to
send Landon to Milan for the bodyguard job. Naturally, she could
care less what either of them think—she makes her own decisions and
lets the chips fall where they will.”

Scowling, I asked, “What? They don’t think
my dad can handle himself anymore? That’s bullshit, Baker. Hell, he
trained Seth!”

“Voice down!” Baker
hissed. “We’re being undercover spies, remember? Damn…I think
they’re onto me.”

“Forget that! Tell me why
they don’t think my dad’s capable of doing the job.”

“No, it’s not that. Both
Eli and Seth are pissed at Samantha for not following protocol on
how to handle new clients. I’m pretty sure that Sam must have
pulled your dad for the job without discussing the details with
anybody…including Landon.”

“I don’t get it. Why would
she do that? Dad’s handled all the work out of this office for the
past couple of years.” I turned around to glare at Eli’s sister.
“She was never around that much until you showed up, Baker. Do
something with her!”

“Shit. Here they come.
Look busy,” Baker said as he immediately rolled his chair back to
his desk, whistling in an over-exaggerated way that did absolutely
nothing to convince Seth, Eli, and Sam that he hadn’t been
eavesdropping on their conversation. When he looked over his
shoulder and flashed a naughty grin at Seth, he looked as guilty as
sin.

“Cute, Baker,” Sam
snapped. “Your husband may not know about your unusual talents, but
I remember them quite well. That was a private conversation, and I
don’t appreciate your nosiness.”

Seth snorted. “Actually, I
know damn well about his unusual
talents…they may just may not be the ones you’re
referring to.” He leaned down and kissed Baker’s lips. “Do you have
bionic hearing or something as equally sexy?”

“Lip reading. I’m really
good at it.”

“Good to know.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Get a room, for fuck’s
sake! This is a professional business!”

Eli leaned down to kiss me. When he stood
back up, totally oblivious to the fact that the lip-on-lip contact
had caused my insides to start simmering like a volcano about to
erupt, he countered his sister with, “Actually, if this was a
totally professional business, you would have told your friend that
working with us would be conflict of interest for you, but that you
could refer her to someone.”

“It isn’t a conflict of
interest because Landon will be doing the job, not me. He doesn’t
know the family at all,” she shot right back.

“It’s obviously a conflict
of interest because the job has already made you break several of
your own company rules—the rules you wrote yourself.”

Damn, my man was a total badass.

“You’re fired,” Sam
snapped before she turned away and sashayed her curvy ass toward my
father’s empty office. When she reached the door, she looked over
her shoulder and said, “Seth, hire Eli back and then give him his
next case file. And all of you need to stop questioning my
decisions. Landon will be more than capable of keeping my godson
safe. You know damn well that Cynthia is my best friend in the
world and that Landon and I have worked together for years. There’s
no way I would do anything to endanger either one of them. On top
of that, I love Jinx more than the three of you put together, so
you know I’ll move heaven and earth to keep him safe!”

With that, she disappeared into Landon’s
office and slammed the door hard enough that I feared the glass
might shatter. Seconds later, the drapes slowly descended to cocoon
her from Eli and Seth’s arguments.

“That’s not my biggest
concern,” Eli muttered. “I’m more worried about who’s going to
protect Landon from Jinx.”

“Who’s Jinx?” Baker
asked.

I felt my eyes grow round
as saucers. “Are you talking about the Jinx? The famous fashion model?”
I spun around and looked at Baker in disbelief. “Surely you’ve
heard of him? He’s the top-paid male model in the fashion
industry!”

Baker barked out a laugh. “Nope. Sorry.
Remember, I was totally straight until a few months ago. Straight
guys don’t normally follow the fashion industry as closely as they
should.” He shrugged. “At least, I didn’t.”

Determined to show Baker what he’d been
missing, I opened my bottom desk drawer and started fumbling
through some magazines until I found the one I wanted. When I found
it, I gave out a victory whoop and sifted the pages, searching for
one of my most favorite pics of Jinx. He’d been posing for one of
the top leather designers in the world—which made the photos sexier
than fuck. After I found it, I pushed it into Baker’s face and
said, “That’s Jinx. Yummy.”

Eli tried to snatch the magazine out of my
hand, but Baker beat him to it. After ogling the page for a few
minutes, Baker whistled and said, “I’d do him.”

Seth snatched the magazine from Baker’s
hand, handed it to Eli, and said, “That’s four, Baker…and it isn’t
even nine o’clock yet.”

Baker’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I
know. Better rest up, old man. You’re gonna be busy tonight.”

“Go to conference room
number three, drop your pants, and bend over the table. I’ll be
there in a few minutes.” He grinned. “I see absolutely no reason to
put off until tonight what I can do right now.”

“Yes, Sir,” Baker answered
with a sly grin and seductive voice.

I watched the smoldering looks that passed
between Baker and Seth, remembered how glorious it had felt when
Eli had tied me up while we were on the ship, and, not for the
first time, wondered if I wasn’t attracted to the fetish more than
I was willing to admit out loud. If I’d learned anything on the
cruise, it was that I was much kinkier than I could have ever
imagined and, most of all, that I trusted Eli with my body, life,
and soul. He was the sexiest, most honorable and honest man that
walked the earth. If I allowed my insecurities out of their cage
for even a second, I couldn’t stop the questions of how in the
world somebody like him could really want someone like me…so I kept
them in their cage. Eli said he loved me, and he’d never lied to
me, so I chose to believe him, even though I couldn’t understand
what in the world he saw in me.

“Have fun with that,” Eli
said to Seth when he stepped away in pursuit of Baker.

“Always.”

When we were finally alone, I looked up at
Eli, hoping that he was interested in doing some more of the lip
dance from earlier, but when I saw the scowl on his face, I knew
lip-dancing was probably off the table. Well, shit. What had I done
now?

He crossed his arms over his chest and
widened his stance. The magazine was clutched in his fist and his
eyes were locked on the page with Jinx on it. A blaze of jealousy
raced through me as I watched him stare at the beautiful model… the
model that he obviously knew. Perfect. My happiness rainbow was
about to start shedding colors before I had enough to admire the
glittery shades.

Eli dropped the magazine in front of me with
a thump. “So…that’s the kind of look you’re interested in?”

My eyes dropped to the glossy photo in front
of me. Sure, it had probably been silly for me to think I could
possibly rock the leather outfit like Jinx did, but there was no
reason for Eli to be an ass about it. I cleared my throat nervously
and answered, “Well, yeah, I guess. I mean, I know I wouldn’t look
as good as your sister’s godson in that outfit, but I think the
leather would feel fabulous. It looks as soft as butter. I already
have the shirt and boots, but couldn’t make myself gather the
courage to purchase the…”

The sound of Eli’s soft laughter caused my
embarrassment to be replaced by fury. “What? You think that just
because I don’t look like your…your…friend…that I couldn’t wear
those pants? You’re an ass, Eli—a total ass.” I stood up and tried
to stomp away, but Eli caught my arm and slammed our bodies
together. The feel of his muscles rippling beneath his clothing was
distracting—too distracting. Another few seconds and I’d forget why
I was angry with him.

“Easy, angel,” he cooed.
“Put your wings back in—you aren’t going anywhere.”

“You aren’t the boss of
me!” I hissed, unable to come up with anything better. He’d hurt my
feelings, my pride, and I was jealous. None of those were a good by
themselves, much less mixed together.

“I don’t want to be your
boss. I want to be your lover,” Eli countered smoothly. “I was
jealous—that’s all. You’d look fucking gorgeous in those pants.
I’ll buy you a pair in every damn color they come in. I bet they do
feel as soft and smooth as butter. They’d hug that beautiful ass of
yours like a fucking glove, angel.” He leaned down and kissed my
lips before I even knew what he was doing. “I was jealous because I
thought you were attracted to Jinx—the total opposite of me in
every way imaginable, especially our looks.”

My mouth hung open, but I
didn’t have the sense to force it to close again. Eli…jealous? Of
me liking someone else? It was impossible to even imagine. I
was…me. Jinx was
a model—sheer perfection in every feature. “You were jealous?” I
finally asked. “Of me?”

“Always, angel.” He cupped
the sides of my face. “Do you honestly not have any idea how much
you mean to me? How much torture I’ve endured during our
separation, thinking you were loving someone else? I thought you
surely had moved on, forgotten all about me by replacing me with
someone much better.”

I frowned. “Better than
you?” Bewildered was the only way to describe how I felt as Eli’s
words sunk into my mind. There was nobody better than Eli.
Nobody.

He laughed again. “Yes, babe. I feared that
you’d find someone so much better than me that you wouldn’t even
remember me—wouldn’t remember our touches, our hugs, our late-night
talks where we shared secrets with one another.”

“I’m sorry I lied to you,”
I blurted out suddenly…meaning it for the first time ever. Well,
maybe not the first time ever but there’d always been a part of me
that still defended what I’d done. Not anymore, though. I was sorry
that my lies had been the cause of us being apart from one another.
Hell, I was sorry for every damn thing I’d done where Eli was
concerned. He’d loved me then and he loved me now. Everything he’d
done had been perfect while everything I’d done had been
misleading.

Last night when he’d mentioned us moving in
together, I’d been hesitant and, like always, my actions had hurt
him; I’d seen the look all over his beautiful face. Sure, he’d been
disappointed but hurt more than anything. Clearly, I was still
acting like the child I believed myself to be—the hang-up was mine,
not Eli’s.

“I know, angel. I know.
I’m sorry that I had to disappear instead of having the strength
and courage to hang around and wait for you to come of age. I
wanted you so badly, Ari. If I’d stayed, I’d have done something we
would have both regretted.”

“Not me,” I argued. “But I
understand.” Taking a deep breath, I added, “You were right, and I
was wrong. I see that now. No more lies between us, Eli. I want to
spend the rest of my life with you and while our foundation has
been shaky because of my lies, I intend to do everything within my
power to make up for it.” A plan started forming in my head,
causing excitement to bubble through my blood. Actually, the
excitement was so strong and all-consuming that I ignored the
strange look that flashed in Eli’s eyes for the briefest of seconds
at my declaration. Nothing, not even my insecurities, was going to
interfere with my life with Eli going forward. Since our happiness
had been such a long time coming, we deserved every damn second of
it.

“I like
the sound of that…the part of the rest of your life with me.
There’s nothing for you to make-up
for, angel. You did what you thought was right,
and I did what I thought I had to do. The beauty of it is that it’s
all behind us. It’s time for us to focus on our future, on our love
for one another. Make no doubts about it, angel, I intend to spend
the rest of my life loving you.”

“Ditto, babe,” I answered
and leaned forward to accept the kiss Eli and I both so wantonly
craved—a kiss to seal our deal of love, honesty, and faith in one
another. Scrunching my nose, I said, “I need to think of a nickname
for you. That angel thing is especially annoying since I have no
idea why you call me that. I’m gonna think of one that will drive
you as equally insane as angel does me.”

He laughed. “One day, angel, I’ll tell you.
One day.” He pulled me tight, crushing our bodies together and
dropped his lips to give me another soul-shattering kiss. “I love
you, Ari. I’ve always loved you, and I always will. I would move
heaven and earth or sacrifice my very life to keep you safe and
happy.” He hugged me tighter. “It’s like I’ve waited an eternity
for this moment.”

I snorted. “Yeah, but you could have had it
years ago…”

He smacked my ass. Hard. Followed the smack
with a growl and then pulled my wrists together, wrapped them
around his hand and tugged them behind my back. While holding me
prisoner, he dropped his lips to my neck and sucked hard enough to
surely leave a mark…a brand. I shivered as I realized he’d just
publicly marked me as belonging to him. It might not be a collar or
wedding band like Baker wore, but it was the same, at least to
me.

“I love you, Eli,” I
whispered.

Before he could answer, my dad’s office door
flung open and Samantha stepped outside. “For fuck’s sake, Eli,
save it for when you’re off the clock,” she growled, obviously
still frustrated from the lack of support she’d received from Eli
and Seth earlier. Her face, normally stoic and firm unless she was
looking at Baker, was still twisted in an angry scowl. “Grab Seth
and get in here. We need to review both of your next cases.” She
looked at me and her face softened just a bit. “Ari, there’s some
tech work in your email that I’ll need by the end of the week—no
biggie, at least not for you. Just get it to me before the end of
the week, if you can. I’m sorry about pulling your dad away before
you had the chance to get back home. He told me to tell you that
he’d left some birthday presents at your house and that you all
would do something special when he got back into town.”

“Uh…sure…thanks,” I
stammered, wondering why she was being nice to me when she was so
obviously angry at everyone else. I turned around to look at my
desk and then realized that I’d taken all my hard drive and tech
shit home when I’d been trying to dodge Eli. If Samantha needed
somebody’s computer hacked, I’d have to head home to get started on
it.

“Gotta go, angel,” Eli
whispered before giving me one more toe-curling kiss. “Will it be
okay if I stay over again tonight? I’d really like to wake up with
you in my arms again.”

I grinned, loving my
secret plan. “We’ll see. Call me when you and Seth finish up. Maybe
I’ll be finished with whatever computer torture your sister has
sent me.” I started packing up my backpack, shoving things inside
haphazardly because I was so excited to begin implementation of my
plan. My plan—it was a direct result of the new me. The old me would have never
had the courage to even consider what I was about to do. The new me
bubbled with excitement and confidence.

He couldn’t mask his disappointment, but it
didn’t stay on his face long. In order to not upset me, he quickly
replaced it with a smile. “No problems. I’ll call you as soon as I
finish up with Sam. Hopefully, we’ll at least be able to go out for
dinner—maybe some shopping to find you those fucking hot leather
pants?”

“Yeah…maybe,” I answered,
totally distracted with the ideas running through my
head.

“Sometime today, Eli!”
Samantha yelled from her office door. The irritation in her voice
was nothing compared to the glare on her face. Seth already waited
patiently at the door, looking toward Eli with a grin on his
face—not where Sam could see it, but it was there. Baker, having
obviously enjoyed his punishment from the satisfied and dreamy look
on his face, headed in my direction.

Another kiss from Eli. “See you in a few,
angel. Love you.”

“Me too,” I answered
softly. “Thank you for loving me the way I am.” After a pat to my
ass, he headed toward Sam’s office. When he and Seth were inside,
Sam slammed the door, even harder than she had earlier.

Looking at Baker, I said, “I can’t believe
you used to let her hit your ass. Her right arm is deadly,
dude.”

“Nah, she’s not so bad,”
he countered. “She doesn’t like anybody questioning her authority.”
He shrugged. “All I can say about that is she probably needs to
head back to the home office, because I have a feeling Seth and Eli
probably question any and everything, just for the fun of being
argumentative.”

He grabbed my Jinx magazine, plopped down at
his desk, and started thumbing through the pages. After a few
seconds, he propped his feet up on his desk as he studied the
picture of Jinx. Finally, he said, “Nope; he doesn’t do a thing for
me, and Seth looks so much better in leather than he does. So.
Much. Better.” After that, he tossed the magazine back in my
direction, leaned back in his chair, and stared at the ceiling.

“What are you doing?” I
muttered. “Doesn’t it piss you off to be left out of the meeting
like that? Please don’t tell me Seth is still acting like your
babysitter instead of your partner.”

Baker chuckled softly. “I’m not in the
meeting because I get bored with all the talk, talk, talk and plan,
plan, plan. When I get bored, I get jittery. When I get jittery,
Sam and Seth get irritated. We found it was safer if I waited
outside and let Seth fill me in on the details. As for the
babysitting me…yeah, he still does that some, but I let it slide
because I know he’s trying to do better. Sure, I still get pissed
but not nearly as much.”

I looked at my watch. Hell, we hadn’t been
at work for two full hours yet, and I was already dying to get away
and implement my plan. To hell with work. I knew I could make my
part up tonight, sitting at a computer. Turning to Baker, I asked,
“How long will they be in there—you know…talk, talk, talking and
plan, plan, planning?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. It usually lasts
at least an hour, sometimes two. Why?”

If their meeting lasted two hours, it would
be lunchtime when they came out. If it was lunch, there might not
be too many questions about Baker and me not being around. It was
risky but also a chance I was willing to take. “I need your help
with something. Think you could sneak away for a few hours?”

Baker’s eyes glittered with excitement when
he looked at me. “Are we doing something sneaky and naughty?
Something that might earn me some more punishment? I like
punishments just fine, for the record.”

I laughed nervously, uncomfortable with the
direction of the conversation due to my own, newly developed,
desire to consider a kinkier lifestyle. Clearly, I enjoyed
exhibitionism. We’d proven that on the boat more times than one.
I’d even enjoyed the smacks to my ass that Eli dished out playfully
every now and then. Could I possibly be more like Baker and Seth
than I realized? Even more importantly, would Eli even consider
giving something like BDSM a try? He’d stressed to me more times
than one that he didn’t play the games that Seth and Baker played,
but I didn’t know if that meant he wouldn’t want to ever give it a
try or if it was simply something he hadn’t tried before. I had no
idea, but knew I was willing to give it more consideration in the
future—much, much more consideration.

“Maybe. How tight is your
leash?”

“Tight, baby. Really,
really tight,” Baker answered. “As in, so tight that if I left here
without telling Seth where I was going, even if I was helping a
friend, he’d spank my ass until it was a beautiful red.”

I frowned at him. “And that’s a good thing,
right?”

“Right. It’s most
definitely a good thing. You should try it sometime.”

A ridiculous sounding
laugh tumbled from my lips. “Nah. Don’t think that’s for me.” Even
to my own ears, it sounded like a lie. Holy shit! What was I
turning into? I had a feeling that Eli may have opened Pandora’s
Box where sex was involved.

“Whatever,” he answered
with a roll of his eyes. “Now, what did you have in mind? I enjoy
keeping Seth on his toes by being naughty. Tell me your
plans.”

I grabbed my backpack and said, “I’ll tell
you on the way. Let’s go!”

 


*****

 


A little over an hour
later, I pulled my sports car into the parking garage of Eli’s
apartment complex. Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it that—it looked
more like something that would rival Trump Tower…only with elegance
and class. I’d driven by the spectacular building for two years
without knowing that our company built and owned it, with Samantha
and Eli each owning a penthouse suite on the upper floor. A bit of
computer hacking when Eli arrived back in town had opened my eyes
to how much wealth my boyfriend’s family possessed.

Wow…my boyfriend. That sounded really
nice.

Baker whistled through his teeth. “Dayum!
This is a nice place. Eli lives here?”

“Eli and
Samantha both have apartments on the top floor.” With a shrug, I
added, “I guess they had them set aside for when they were in town
on business since neither of them lived here before
you came
around.”

“Psst! We both know it wasn’t me that
brought Eli sniffing around!”

“Does Eli know you’ve
packed up your entire closet, one very unfriendly cat, and enough
computer shit to fill a large bedroom and are moving into his
place?” As he talked, I pulled into a spot near the elevators for
the penthouse and he checked the newly placed band aids on six of
his fingers and a wrist. For somebody that got their ass flogged on
a very regular basis, Baker was extraordinarily wimpy when it came
to cat scratches.

“Nope. It’s a surprise,” I
answered. I flung my car door open and reached into the backseat to
grab the cat carrier and a piece of my luggage. My cat really was
an angel, but Baker had scared her half to death. She’d been a
feral cat that had taken me almost a year to allow me to touch her.
What could I say? She was picky on who she let stroke her gorgeous
fur. I’d already talked to Eli about her, and he was fine with me
having a cat. My heart soared as I lugged the carrier and my
luggage toward the elevator. Baker, on the other hand, hadn’t moved
an inch. Figured.

“What? Aren’t you going to
help me carry anything up?”

His feet shuffled. “Ari,
you know I love ya, but I’m not sure this is the best thing right
now. Moving in together is something you and Eli need to discuss.
One of the most frustrating things I found about Seth was that
he assumed things
that I wanted instead of asking me. Every damn time he presumed, it
never ended well. Don’t you think moving in together should be
something you and Eli discuss before we move in all your belongings
and your evil, devil-serving, cat?”

Laughing at his reservations, I said, “Grab
a couple of suitcases, Baker. Trust me, I’m not just moving my shit
into Eli’s personal space without his permission. He asked me last
night, but I declined because I was a scared fool. I didn’t exactly
tell him no, but I most certainly didn’t say yes. I was afraid of
committing because of my own insecurities. That bullshit is behind
me now. I realize that I’ve been the one with the problem. I lied
to Eli about my age and then on the boat, I lied about my sexual
experience…or at least led him to believe something different than
reality. That shit is behind me now. When I want something, I’m
going after it…and I want Eli.” My eyes narrowed at him. “Now, pick
up some luggage and help me. I’d like to be settled in with my
clothing, at least, before Eli gets home.”

Baker shrugged, like he still held
reservations about what I’d planned, but grabbed a couple of pieces
of luggage and quickly joined me at the elevator. Once he was
there, I punched in the penthouse code, the side that belonged to
Eli, and waited.

“Well, at least I feel
better that he gave you the code to the parking garage and to his
penthouse,” Baker said. “I know you guys obviously got off on the
wrong foot and I don’t want to be a part of anything that might add
to that messy sludge.” He laughed. “It hasn’t been that long since
Seth and I nearly parted ways because of a stupid misunderstanding.
Communication is important…and obviously you guys are much better
at it than Seth and I.”

Uh oh. Baker’s words made me cringe.
Shit…was I screwing up? Surely not. Eli had asked me to move in
with him. I knew he wanted me. Eli was the honesty star while I was
the watch-me-lie star. As I stepped onto the elevator, I assured
myself that this was the right decision—that Eli wanted me with him
as badly I was wanted to be with him. What could go wrong?

As the elevator doors slid closed, I
admitted, “Well…he didn’t exactly give me the code to the parking
garage or to his suite. I hacked them on the computer—that’s what
I’m good at, right?” Misgivings kept bombarding me as Baker studied
me quietly…and the floors clicked by. Eli’s penthouse was on the
fifteenth floor. From what I could hack in to, I knew that Eli’s
apartment was on the west side and Sam’s was on the east side. The
top of the building held a huge pool and entertainment area that
they both shared. It was enclosed to keep them warm since Colorado
rarely had many sunny days meant for swimming and sunbathing. I
wasn’t good at swimming, but I wouldn’t drown if tossed into a
pool. Maybe Eli could teach me?

“Shit, Ari, that’s not
cool. This is a huge step…one you guys both need to discuss and
agree upon. I know the one thing that pissed me off most about Seth
was that he assumed he knew exactly what I wanted and needed
instead of asking me. I’m getting a bad feeling about this. When
you asked how tight my leash was, I assumed you meant that I would
be getting into something that might earn me a few love pats from
my man—not a full-on punishment for misbehavior. When I break his
rules, I like it to be something fun and playful—not something
dangerous.”

“Calm down, Baker. When
have I ever led you down the wrong path?”

Plenty times, but I knew Baker wouldn’t
mention any of them. He was too sweet to throw anything back into
my face.

“Many times. More times
than I can count.”

Well, so much for him being too sweet.

He pulled out his cell and frowned. “Seth is
pissed. He demands to know where we are and what we’re doing.”

He started texting straight away, answering
the man he loved—his husband. Unfortunately, his honesty was going
to ruin my surprise. Before he could stop me, I snagged his cell
away and tucked it into my pants pocket. “Trust me on this, Baker.
I’m not making a mistake. Eli loves me, and I love him. All our
misunderstandings in the past have been based on my dishonesty.
That shit is behind me now. I’m going to give Eli the same respect
he’s always given me.” I grinned as the elevator doors slid open.
“Me loves him, Baker! True love. I know I talked trash about him,
but I didn’t mean it. It’s always been about Eli…nobody else.
Ever.”

After snagging a couple pieces of my
luggage, Baker slipped into the elevator with me—a worried look
still on his face. “I don’t like this, Ari. It doesn’t feel right.”
He turned and glared at me. “Give me my cell so I can at least let
Seth know that I’m okay. I don’t want him worried about me.”

Baker’s words didn’t bother me as much as
the look on his face. I felt some of my bravado slip. Handing him
his cell, I asked, “Do you think Eli doesn’t really love me?”

“No,
Ari, I know that
Eli loves you. The poor fool has been lovesick since he arrived in
our part of the world, sniffing after you like a tomcat while you
turned your fluffy tail up at him and pranced away, pulling one
disappearing act after another. I’ve felt his pain. I know he’s
madly in love with you. I…I just don’t feel good about making such
a huge life decision without both of you discussing it
together.”

Floors clicked away as the elevator
climbed…along with my anxiety. Doubts and insecurities started
tugging at my heart. Inside her carrier, Havoc started to meow
loudly, as if she sensed my stress. Was I making a mistake? Had I
misread every signal Eli sent me?

No…no, I couldn’t have misjudged the
situation that badly. It was Eli that mentioned us moving in
together. He’d wanted this, but I’d been the one to show some
hesitation. I remembered the disappointed look on his face when I’d
laughed nervously and then told him moving in might be rushing
things. I was right with my decision.

I had to be right with my
decision.

The elevator dinged, indicating we’d reached
the Penthouse floor. Everything felt strange, like time stood still
or, at least, slowed way down. In slow motion, the doors opened. In
slow motion, Baker and I stepped into a spacious and elegantly
decorated hallway. Straight in front of us was a huge set of glass
doors that led to a roof-top entertaining area, including a large
swimming pool, a waterfall jacuzzi, and a large outdoor bar. It was
spectacular…yet dread blossomed in my chest.

“Wow, this is nice,” Baker
said. “Maybe you’ll invite me over. I love to swim.” He laughed
softly as he peered through the spotless glass and admired the
view.

Apparently, all his apprehension had
vanished while mine had amped up to a dangerous level. I drew in a
shaky breath and tried to calm my nerves. It didn’t work. It didn’t
feel like a panic attack—more like a python wrapping its slithery
body around me, coiling tightly to prevent the flow of oxygen.

“Oh no, Mr. Bigshot, don’t
be getting cold feet on me now,” Baker said while giving my
shoulder a hard squeeze. “Everything will work out, Ari. I’m sorry
I worried you. I shouldn’t have said anything. It wasn’t fair to
base my comments on mine and Seth’s early relationship problems.
You and Eli clearly handle things differently, and you’ve both
known each other a long time. It’ll be fine.” He looked to the
other two doors in the hallway. There was one at the end of the
hall to our left and another door at the opposite end. The living
spaces wrapped around the building in opposite directions. “Which
one belongs to Eli?”

I forced myself to snap out of my
scaredy-cat trance. Looking to the right, I said, “According to my
excellent computer hacking skills, this one belongs to Eli.” With
slow steps, I moved in that direction.

“I guess it’s safe to
assume you hacked the code to get into the apartment too,
right?”

“Of course.”

After those arrogantly spoken last words,
everything switched back to slow motion. From behind me, I heard
Baker’s cell phone ring. Another step. I heard him answer it.
Another step. Even from where I stood, I could hear Seth’s voice
booming from the other end of the line. When Baker told him where
we were, I heard a scuffle and then Eli’s voice yell that we not go
into his apartment. Another step. There was no stopping me now. In
my heart, I knew it was going to be bad, but I don’t think anything
could have prepared me for what happened next. Just as I reached
for the keypad to punch in the code, his apartment door opened and
a gorgeous man, dressed in an expensive, tailored grey suit,
stepped across the threshold.

I looked down at my ratty skinny jeans,
Vans, and Lady Gaga T-shirt. It took me a split second to realize
that I didn’t belong in this world…in Eli’s world. Clearly, this
man did. Everything about him screamed perfection, wealth, and,
worst of all, maturity. Oddly colored grey eyes scrutinized me for
a few seconds, raking over me before drifting toward Baker. While I
might have felt inadequate after the gentleman’s scrutiny, Baker
was the opposite.

“Who the fuck are you and
what in the hell are you doing in Eli’s apartment?” Baker
demanded.

The man chuckled softly.
“He invited me. Whatever are you boys doing here?”

I felt my world crumble.
This time, it wasn’t in slow motion. It crashed like a tsunami,
destroying my heart, leaving nothing but devastation in its
path.

 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Eli

 


“What did Baker say? Where
are they?” I asked Seth as soon as he was finally able to get Baker
on the phone. Something was going on, and I didn’t have a good
feeling about it. “Ari said he was going home to work on his latest
assignment.”

“They’re at your
apartment, Eli. I have no idea why but…”

“No!” I
roared in horror. “Tell Baker to get Ari out of there!”
This couldn’t be happening—not after all the
progress I’d made with wooing Ari!

“What? Why?” Seth asked in
confusion, staring at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Just tell Baker that they
aren’t to go into my building—under no circumstances whatsoever!” I
grabbed my shit and ran toward the elevator. When it didn’t arrive
fast enough to suit me, I sprinted for the door leading to the
stairs. I felt Seth breathing down my neck, matching me step for
step.

“Fuck, Eli! What have you
done?” he growled. “I told you that if you did anything to hurt Ari
that you’d have to answer to me!”

“Not now, Seth,” I hissed
as I raced down the steps, skipping the last three on each floor by
jumping to the bottom. My heart ached, and my breathing was
labored, but I knew it had absolutely nothing to do with the
stairway workout. As soon as I burst through the parking garage
door, Seth grabbed my shoulder and yanked me around, nearly causing
both of us to fall.

“I said ‘not now, Seth’,”
I growled at him.

“He’s already there, Eli.
Ari and Baker are at your apartment so whatever shit you’ve pulled,
you might as well come clean with me now, so I can decide if I’m
going to help you or try to kill you.” He pointed his key fob at
his sleek sports car and said, “I’m driving. You aren’t in any
shape to be behind the wheel. Explain while I drive.”

Being bossed around by Seth wasn’t one of my
favorite things, but the second he’d said that Ari and Baker were
already at my apartment, I knew that my fellow employee was the
least of my worries. Climbing into the car without argument, I
waited until he’d pulled out onto the highway before asking any
questions. “What did Baker say? Were they in the apartment? How the
fuck did he get past all the security codes, dammit!”

Seth rolled his eyes as he cut another car
off in order to get us there faster. “It’s Ari we are talking
about, Eli. He can hack into any system. I seriously doubt your
apartment security used many of his brain cells. More importantly,
what are you hiding from Ari at your apartment?” When I didn’t
answer right away, he added, “Because they’ve obviously found
whatever it was. Baker had some very threatening things to say
about you before he hung up on me.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“You need to talk to me,
Eli. I really want to believe the best about you right now, but
you’re making it incredibly hard. Landon will walk away from the
job if you hurt his boy. If Landon goes, I go. If I go, Baker goes.
There’s more on the line here than whatever stupid testosterone
stunt you’ve pulled.”

My head dropped. Ari would
never understand. If he saw McKenzie, he’d think the worst. If he
talked to McKenzie, he’d know
the worst. “Just drive, Seth,” I muttered,
already knowing my life was about to skid off the path again. My
time without Ari had damn near destroyed me. I couldn’t do it
again.

“Are you cheating on
him?”

“Never,” I answered
truthfully.

Seth glowered at me, instead of watching the
road, and then finally answered, “I believe you. If you aren’t
cheating, then it’s something both of you can overcome. Don’t
panic. If I could convince Baker to love me, then you can win Ari
over with half the effort. He was already in love with you before
you made an appearance in our lives.”

“I lied to
him,” I whispered softly. “I did the one thing that I know he’ll
never be able to forgive or understand…not after what happened
between us in college.”

Seth pulled his car into my parking garage,
shut off the engine, and asked, “Lied to him about what?”

“Important stuff,” I
answered. In my heart, I already knew I’d lost him. I didn’t
believe in that soulmate bullshit that belonged in books and
fairytales, but my heart felt…different. This morning, I’d felt
closer to heaven than I’d felt in ages. Now? I sat on the edge of
hell. He’d never forgive me.

Without any of the energy
I’d possessed back at the office, I opened the passenger door and
stepped into the parking garage. Ari’s tiny sports car sat parked
in one of the two spaces that belonged to me. Inside of it sat
boxes and pieces of his luggage. The crack in my heart splintered
into a million pieces when I realized what he’d been
doing.

Standing beside me, Seth asked, “Was Ari
moving in with you?”

“I’d asked him to, but
he’d been afraid we were moving too fast,” I answered, my voice
cracking as tears threatened to fall. “I…I’d planned to woo him
into agreeing—into seeing that us being together was the perfect
ending to a perfect beginning.” Once I started talking, I couldn’t
stop. “I’d imagined all the ways I was going to prove to him that I
was the perfect man for him. I planned to convince him that I was
worthy of his love.”

“Tell him you’re sorry,
Eli. He loves you, so he’ll forgive you.”

Seth’s cell started to ring so I quietly
answered, “No, he won’t forgive me.” While Seth answered Baker, I
walked toward the penthouse elevator doors. The digital sign above
the closed doors indicated that the elevator was on its way down,
so I didn’t bother to push the button. When the doors slid open,
McKenzie stood there, looking upset and confused. His silver eyes
flashed when he saw me standing there.

“What
the hell, Eli? You invite me over and then toss me into
that hornet’s nest?
You’ve got one boy up there mad enough to eat nails just so he
could spit them back out at you.” He nodded toward my crotch and
added, “Straight in that direction. The other boy is devastated. I
didn’t know who to fear more—the one with the curse words and
threatening stance or the one with the tears.” He turned to walk
toward his car. “Call me if you get your shit straightened out.
You’ve got some good things up there that I’d definitely be
interested in…but not if it’s going to turn the sub-wrath or
twink-tears on me.”

Seth appeared.
“That’s my fucking sub and husband you’re talking about, so you might
want to shut the fuck up since I seriously doubt you could go hand
to hand with me in a fight.”

McKenzie merely smiled. “Congratulations.
He’s full of fire and loyalty. He’s definitely one to have beneath
you and beside you.” Turning back to me, he asked, “I guess the
other one was supposed to belong to you?”

“Yeah…Ari’s always been mine.”

“Not anymore, I’m afraid,”
he answered before walking away. “Call if you’re still
interested.”

I was interested in one thing and one thing
only—making Ari understand—making Ari still love me, even when I
probably didn’t deserve it. I stepped onto the elevator, punched in
the code, and ignored Seth’s presence. I was so far past the point
of worrying about who witnessed my downfall. As the floors ticked
away, a numbness overtook my body and threatened to freeze my arms,
legs, and heart. When the door finally slid open and I came face to
face with a very disgusted Baker, any hope I had remaining vanished
in an instant.

“You should have discussed
this with me first, Baker,” Seth admonished quietly as he stepped
off in front of me. He thrust his hand out to keep the doors from
closing with me still inside. “Come on, Eli. Move it.”

Baker snorted. “Apparently there’s a lot of
deception going on around here, eh, Eli?” With his arms crossed
over his chest, he looked more threatening than I’d ever seen him.
Of course, I’d never really seen Baker mad before…

“Not intentionally,” I
answered.

“Bullshit. All lies are
intentional. You just never planned on getting caught, did you?
Well, guess what…you fucked that up and broke his heart in the
process.” Seth placed a hand on Baker’s shoulder and whatever words
he’d planned to abuse me with were instantly silenced. He had to
gnaw the inside of his jaw to keep from continuing, but he managed
it because of his love and respect for Seth. After a few seconds,
he said, “We’ll wait out here for Ari. If he isn’t out here in ten
minutes, I’m coming after him. Understood?”

Turning away, I didn’t
bother to answer him. Hell, he wasn’t looking for an answer.
Because of his love for Ari, he was furious with me. I couldn’t
blame him for that. Ari deserved people in his life that protected
and cherished him. I’d always thought I would be that person.
I wanted to be
that person.

I found him standing in the doorway of my
playroom, his beautiful face streaked with tears and his eyes
empty. He stared, but probably saw nothing. His hands hung to his
side, and I noticed there was a slight tremor in his fingers.

“You lied to me, Eli,” he
whispered, still not looking in my direction.

“Ari…”

He held his hand up to stop me. “Don’t
bother with whatever you were going to say.” He still wouldn’t look
at me, but a sad smile curved his lips. “All that talk about me
lying to you, how I’d nearly ruined us both, almost turned you into
a pedophile…all those words were just bullshit excuses, weren’t
they?” He stepped into the spacious room and walked over to a web
of red ropes. His fingers, shaking even more now, reached up and
caressed the thick but soft twine. Of all the times I’d fantasized
about him in this room, his perfection decorated with my ropes, it
had never been anything like this. My heart broke because of the
emptiness on his face…in his eyes.

“Ari, I didn’t lie to
you…not…not…really.” My words sounded hollow, desperate, and
pathetic. “I told you I wasn’t into the same scene as Seth and
Baker and that’s true. What I enjoy is…”

He cut me off again. “I
don’t care what
you enjoy, Eli. I could fucking care less, actually.” He turned to
face me. His eyes were no longer empty—they were blazing with fury.
“And to think that when your door opened, and a beautiful man
walked out, I thought you were cheating on me. Little did I know
that you’d just been lying to me from the first moment you walked
back into my life.” He laughed softly. “Did you know that I never
really lied to you either, Eli? I never told you that I was or
wasn’t eighteen years old when we were in college. You assumed it
based on the fact I was in college in the first place, and I
allowed you to believe whatever you wanted. It sounds familiar,
doesn’t it?”

“I love you, Ari. I love
you with every portion of my heart and soul. I’ve never lied about
my feelings—never once. Please give me a chance to explain and make
this right for us.”

“How much of a chance did
you give me, Eli?” he asked softly. Slowly, he walked toward me.
“I’ll offer you the same opportunity you gave me.” He stood in
front of me and his eyes dropped to my lips, giving me false hope.
“I wanted you to love me so much that I allowed myself to fall for
your lies. Please leave Colorado, Eli. It will be difficult for
both of us with you here.”

He reached up and touched my cheek. “Don’t
follow me and don’t contact me again. I’ll turn my notice in
tomorrow. It was good to see you again.”

 


*****

 


Ari

 


Three weeks had passed since I walked out of
Eli’s life…without much of a fight from him. He hadn’t chased after
me that day. He hadn’t dropped to his knees to plead for
forgiveness. Nothing. He’d just let me go. With every step I’d
taken, another piece of my heart had broken off and dissolved into
nothingness. How was it so fucking easy for Eli to survive without
me in his life when each day we were apart had been nothing short
of hell for me?

Because he doesn’t love
you as much as you do him, my brain mocked
quietly.

Damn but that acknowledgment hurt every time
the words whispered inside my head. The day the relationship fiasco
exploded in my face, humiliating me in front of Seth, Baker, and
some unknown man, my brain had screamed the words at me—screamed so
loudly that my head ached from the assault. As each day passed, the
painful reminder still echoed inside me, but the voice grew
quieter. Strange, the whispered words mocked me even more, caused
even more pain.

When I’d planned my disappearing act on the
cruise, it had taken Eli exactly zero minutes to figure out what
I’d do. He’d tracked me as easily as one of the vampires tracked
his mates in the supernatural romance books I read religiously.
This time? I could only assume he hadn’t put forth any efforts to
find me. It wasn’t like I had many hiding places available to me,
so I had to accept he wasn’t looking.

I snorted out loud,
causing Havoc to dig her claws into my leg, “Easy girl, put those
away. I’ve suffered enough.” She meowed and blinked her eyes at
me…then dug her claws in again just because she could. “Why doesn’t
Eli want your daddy, Havoc? I’m not that big of a loser, am I?” Another
twitch of her claws and this time the nail went straight through my
jeans. Yeah, that one broke the skin. Hell, even my cat knew I
wasn’t worth much.

“Forget it. You’re right.
Oh well, I’ve been alone forever so it’s not like I can’t adjust to
it again, right baby? Me and you together forever!” Like an idiot,
I grabbed her paw and made her give me a high-five, which resulted
in a scratch mark across my palm.

God, this poor cat. I’d rescued her from a
shelter as soon as Eli had left me the first time. She’s seen me at
my worst and at my…well, she’d seen me at my worst. Obviously, I’d
peaked at my worst. This was it—my past, present, and future.

A soft knock on the door caused me to jump
in fear and Havoc to disappear from my lap and wiggle her fat rump
under the couch to hide. A huge part of me wished it would be Eli,
that he’d come to find me and tell me everything was going to be
okay. The tiny part of my brain still working assured me it was
either Seth or Baker, even if they weren’t scheduled to be back
from their assignment for another two weeks. I clicked the security
remote and the door swung open. Baker walked in, carrying a load of
groceries. He wrinkled his nose when he looked around the living
room.

“Why are you frowning? The
place is spotless. I suffer from OCD and have germophobia. It’s not
like I let myself go like you did when you thought Seth ditched
you.” I cocked a brow at him. “I’ve bathed twice a day…unlike the
twice a month you went for when you were grieving the supposed loss
of your love.” Baker and Seth had gotten a happy ending—why
couldn’t I?

After sitting the groceries on the counter,
Baker walked over and plopped down on the oversized chair across
from me. “I’m frowning because Seth agreed to let you hide out here
in exchange for you painting the walls.” He looked around at the
unopened paint cans, sitting in the same spots where Seth had left
them. Paint brushes were spotless. Nothing. I’d done nothing but
pout and mourn the loss of the love of my life.

With a shrug, I answered, “I lied. It’s the
fad now. I think I started it.” With a harsh laugh, I added, “I
should have patented that shit—I’d be worth millions now.”

“You can’t patent lying,
dick head. That shit started back in the Garden of Eden.” He kicked
back and propped his feet on the coffee table, probably just to
irritate me.

Baker was a slob. I was a neat freak. He
loved irritating me with his messiness. I used to think it was
funny. Now I didn’t think anything was funny. I shrugged again.
“Anyway, there’s no way either you or Seth ever thought I was going
to paint the walls. You both knew better, so stop with the
lecture.”

“Yeah, we knew
better.”

“How did the assignment
go?”

“Good. Glad it’s over
since I was needed here more than there.” He pointed to the bottom
of the couch. “How long is that stupid cat going to be afraid of
me?”

“Probably as long as you
keep calling her stupid,” I retorted. “Why are you here, Baker? I
prefer being by myself right now.”

“Uh…yeah…not gonna
happen.” He took his feet off the coffee table, leaned forward, and
asked, “So, what’s the plan here, Ari? Are you going to hide out
for the remainder of your life? Maybe go into the witness
protection plan? Donate your body to science? Help me see what’s
going on and what the future looks like.”

“Those
are mighty cute words coming from the man that laid up in a bed,
whining like a baby, refusing to eat or bathe, pouting like a
professional when you thought Seth didn’t want you. Sorry, but
everything sounds hollow coming from you.”

“Ouch. That was mean, even for you.
And for your information, I never went more than a couple of days
without a shower. Samantha wouldn’t allow it.” He stood up, grabbed
a can of paint and started shaking it. “Seriously, Ari, what’s the
plan?”

“Don’t have one. I asked
Eli to leave Colorado. Has he done that?”

“Nope. He’s still
around.”

No more information. Great. He wanted me to
beg. Well, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“Yes, he’s asked about
you—called us five times a day asking how you were.” He looked over
his shoulder. “Apparently you shut off your old cell and didn’t
give anybody the contact information except for me, Seth, and your
dad?”

“Yep.”

“Very mature, Ari,” he
snipped, knowing the words would piss me off more than anything
else he could have said.

“What, Baker?” I snapped.
“What do you want me to do? Forget that he lied to me? Forget that
when I did the same thing to him, he disappeared out of my life
without ever giving me a chance to explain myself? Is that what I’m
supposed to do because I’m sorry, I don’t have it in me. Actually,
no, Eli doesn’t deserve it.”

“But you
did deserve it?” he asked as he poured some paint into the clear
plastic thing he’d put into one of the metal trays. I’d wondered
what those were for. Wait! What did he say
to me?

“What in the hell is that
supposed to mean?”

Calmly, he picked up a roller and put it
into the paint. “Just that you got mad at Eli for doing the exact
same thing that you are doing to him now. Is this some sort of
revenge, a way to make him suffer since he made you suffer back in
college?”

The paint slid on the walls has he moved the
roller up and down. I watched, hating him for stating the obvious.
When he’d finished with almost one of the walls, I said, “You
aren’t going all the way to the top or bottom of the wall.”

“Ummhumm, you cut in with
a paint brush for that part,” he murmured. “So…about the other—is
that what you’re doing? Because if it is, punishing the person you
love isn’t the best way in the world to let them know your true
feelings about them.” He tossed another look over his shoulder.
“And, yes, I’m an expert on love, so you need to listen to
me.”

“I don’t love him
anymore,” I lied. “Not after what he did.”

“Surrre,
you don’t,” Baker laughed. “You’ve loved him since day one, Ari.
That’s how men like you and I are—we fall, we fall hard, we fall
hard and fast, we fall hard and fast and forever. There’s nothing wrong with
that. Actually, it’s really cool…except when we do something stupid
that ends up hurting us and the people we love.”

“Drop it, Baker,” I
begged. “I’m hurting enough without you adding to my torment. I
thought we were friends.”

He dropped the paint roller into the tray
and sat back down across from me. “We are friends, Ari— that’s why
I’m here. You’re hurting. Eli’s hurting. It’s crazy that you’re
both hurting and all you have to do is communicate with one another
and have a bit of faith in each other. Do you love him, Ari? Tell
me if I’ve read the entire situation wrong. If you can honestly
tell me I’m wrong, I’ll drop everything and Seth and I will make
Eli disappear.”

I gasped in shock and outrage. “You can’t
just go around killing people, Baker! What the fuck?” The thoughts
of either Seth or Baker trying to lay a hand on Eli made my blood
boil. How dare they? First of all, Eli could probably kick both
their asses, one hand tied behind his back. Secondly, he was one of
our team! “If you even think about laying a hand on him, I’ll make
you regret it.”

“Why
would you even care? Right now, because of him, you’re having to stay holed up
in an old Victorian house that’s probably haunted, pretending that
you’re going to make renovations on it. According to the home
office, you haven’t even logged into your computer in weeks. Sam is
scrambling to make excuses for your behavior. Your father, who
already has his hands full with a misbehaving and cocky Jinx, is
threatening to quit and come home so he can assure himself with his
own eyes that you’re fine. That poor cat is probably horny and
would enjoy socializing with other animals. With one word from you,
we could end the suffering. Let us get rid of him for
you.”

I couldn’t believe the words coming from
Baker’s mouth. He wasn’t that kind of person, so I knew he had to
be yanking my chain…didn’t he? I mean, the agents in our company
did use deadly force from time to time. Would they honestly try to
hurt Eli?

“Please tell me that
you’re kidding, Baker.”

He shrugged. “It was your father’s idea, not
mine.”

I stared at him a full two minutes before he
finally burst out laughing, unable to hold his poker face a moment
longer. “Of course, we aren’t going to kill him, Ari. That’s
stupid. He’ll just go back to wherever he came from.” His eyes
softened when he looked at me. “He’s agreed to do that for you. He
says it isn’t right that he’s taking you away from the people you
love. As a matter of fact, he’s already turned in his notice—he
leaves in two weeks.”

What was remaining of my heart shattered.
After I’d gotten over my initial fury over Eli’s lie, I’d slowly
started to allow myself to listen to reason. Sure, the bad whispers
overpowered my hope of things ending well for me. I’d waited and
hoped that Eli would reach out to me, maybe even physically force
me to come back to him. There’d been some kidnapping dreams that
woke me up—cock hard and weeping for Eli. No, I didn’t really want
to be kidnapped but I did want Eli to at least put up a token fight
for me…for us. He hadn’t, though. He hadn’t and there wasn’t a damn
thing left I could do about it. On the ship, I’d given him
everything I had.

“Did you hear me, Ari?
He’s leaving. Two weeks. If he walks out this time, I’m afraid he
won’t have the courage to come back again. Is this how you want to
leave things—without either of you even discussing what
happened?”

“I’m not the one leaving,
Baker. He is. Why don’t you go talk to him and leave me in
peace!”

Peace—ha! There would never be any of that
again. I loved Eli and as bad as I wished Baker was wrong, he
wasn’t; I did love only one man, forever and always.

“Because Seth is talking
to him. I’m talking to you. We drew straws. I lost.”

“Bastard,” I hissed, but without much feeling. I knew Baker
and Seth both loved me. I guess
I knew it—I’d thought Eli loved me,
too.

“Let’s negotiate. What’s
it gonna take to make you comfortable enough to at least meet him
to talk?”

I threw up my hands in frustration. “Oh, I
don’t know! Maybe he could show me that he cares instead of
allowing me to walk out of his apartment and not even try to find
me! Maybe we start there!” I knew I sounded like a brat, but didn’t
care.

“He’s already done that.
When you go back to your house, you’ll find that he’s sent you a
dozen pink roses every day since you pulled your disappearing act.
I have no idea why pink and not red, but I assume the man had a
reason. He’s also sent your stupid, rabid cat a treat box with each
bouquet.” He rubbed his hands together. “What’s your next
demand?”

I felt a heated blush
stain my cheeks. I knew why he’d chosen pink over red…and it
involved pink lace swim trunks. Damn, that was a good effort and
then he added treats for Havoc on top of that. Hmmm. If I had any heart left, it
might have melted a degree.

“He could have put forth
some effort to find me. I know he’s more than capable, yet I’ve
been sitting in this dreary house talking to a cat and staring at
ugly walls and paint cans. Would that have been too much to ask
for, Baker? You’re the self-proclaimed expert. You tell me!” I
couldn’t help but be angry since he’d nailed me so perfectly on my
first demand. He’d given me hope when I shouldn’t have it—it would
only lead to my heart being broken all over again.

He pointed a finger in my direction and
said, “I’m glad that you mentioned that one. Eli found you on the
first day, which pissed Seth off royally because he wasn’t able to
lose him on the drive over when he dropped off the paint. Seth made
it more than clear that he wasn’t welcome in the house unless Seth
gave him permission after talking it over with you. Then we left
for our assignment and Seth didn’t call you and refused to take any
of Eli’s calls, just to torment him. While we’re on the subject,
Seth is enjoying Eli’s heartbreak way too much, but that’s for a
side discussion,” he said with a smile. “Here’s what we know,
though. You know Seth has cameras all over this place, inside and
outside, just waiting for Eli to fuck up. He never did…but he slept
in his truck outside your hideaway every damn night.” He popped his
knuckles. “I’m on a roll—give me another one.”

I stood up and started pacing. Like the
Grinch, my heart had not only grown back, but doubled in size. Eli
slept in his truck outside the Victorian…watching over me? Why? Why
lie to me and then do all that? It didn’t make sense. I wanted to
believe it so badly…so fucking badly.

“Damn,
Ari, if it’s about the BDSM shit, I wish you would talk to me or
Eli about it. I get it. It isn’t for everybody. Hell, it isn’t for
most people, to be perfectly honest. On the other hand, you’ll
never know if you like it or hate it if you don’t give it a try.
Having said that, I agree that Eli is guilty of a sin of omission
by not being completely honest and forthcoming when you asked him
about it, but what he does really isn’t considered BDSM. If you
would have allowed him to talk to you at his apartment, he could
have explained that his kink is Shibari, not what Seth and I engage
in. Does it often lead to that? Probably. Does it have to?
Definitely not. It is a part of him, Ari. I wish you wouldn’t ask him to give it up
before you at least try it, though.”

“What in the hell is
Shibari? Or do I even want to know?” Damn, at this point I didn’t
care. On the cruise, I’d already half convinced myself that I was
more than willing to give the BDSM kink a try if Eli was ever
interested. Unless this Shibari shit was worse than the little bit
of BDSM porn I’d watched over the years, I wanted to give it a try.
The cruise…being with Eli…had brought out of a side of me that I
hadn’t known existed.

“Shibari is a form of rope
play—it’s damn near a work of art. Your body would be the canvas
and Eli would be the artist. I’ve done some research after talking
with Eli. It’s absolutely beautiful and doesn’t have to be painful
or uncomfortable at all.” He grinned widely and added, “Orrrr, it
can be…which would be right up my alley.”

Rope
play? Fuck. All the times he’d tied my
hands and legs or just held my hands together…

I felt like shit. I’d hurt him again. Why
did I always hurt the man I loved?

“One more question, and
I’m ready to admit defeat.”

“Thank you, Jeezus! Ask
away!”

“What was that man doing
at Eli’s apartment? He told us he was there to discuss a business
transaction. Do you know what it was?”

“Yep. He was selling all
the stuff in his playroom,” Baker answered. “He was giving up a
very important part of himself in order to make you happy, Ari.
I’ve talked to him for hours about it. All he wants to do is make
you happy. He has the same look in his eye that Seth gets when he
talks about me or if I’m talking about Seth. It’s love. It’s the
same damn look you have in your eyes right now. Come on, man. End
this sequester and let us all be happy. We can double date and
shit.”

I took a deep breath, remembering what
happened the last time I put myself out there—disaster city.

Eli was worth it. Whatever happened, Eli was
worth it.

“I have an idea,” I told
Baker. “But I’ll need yours and Seth’s help.”


Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Eli

 


Two weeks. I knew that Baker or Seth had
told Ari that I’d turned in my notice and would be leaving in two
weeks, but I’d not heard a peep from Ari—I guess that told me all I
needed to know. The last month had been horrible, both physically
and emotionally. Knowing Ari was so close, right within my grasp,
made it damn near impossible to not reach for him, beg him to
forgive me and take me back. Before, when we’d been separated, I’d
managed to get through every day, because the knowledge there was a
possibility of us having a future together loomed ahead of me. Now,
that possibility was gone—an opportunity lost due to my own
insecurities and half-truths.

Damn, I could still hear his laughter or see
the mischief gleaming in his beautiful jade eyes. There was no
doubt in my mind, I’d hear them echoing in my lonely mind for the
rest of my life, always reminding me of what I’d lost.

I looked around my lonely suite. I’d packed
a few boxes of clothes and personal belongings but planned on
selling everything else, along with the penthouse. I didn’t intend
to return. Ever. It would be too painful. Every piece of furniture,
furry rug, or decoration had been selected with Ari in mind. Well,
almost everything. The playroom, which now sat empty, had been
decorated with my own enjoyment in mind, never once considering
what made me happy might not be the same for Ari. Sure, I’d
fantasized often about what we would do in our playroom, but it
looked like fantasies was all it would ever be.

My doorbell rang and a blast of hope
skyrocketed through my body. As far as I knew, only Ari and Sam
knew the security code to get into my apartment. Maybe McKenzie,
but he’d already had the shipment loaded and left to return to
Tennessee, so it wouldn’t be him. Wishing I’d taken more time with
my appearance, I raced to the door and flung it open. Instead of
finding the man I loved, I was greeted with Seth, Baker, and
Samantha, who didn’t look happy at all.

Sam frowned and pointed at Seth and Baker.
“I only let them up because they both threatened to quit and while
that might seem like a fabulous idea at the moment, with you
leaving, Landon on assignment, and Ari acting like a hermit, I
couldn’t really afford to lose them as well.” She eyed both of
them. “That, of course, doesn’t mean they won’t be gone at the
nearest opportunity.” Both of them rolled their eyes as she looked
at her watch in irritation. “My date to party will be here in seven
minutes and it takes a good fifteen to cover this body with
leather!” She started to turn away but looked back and said, “I’ve
called for the company limousine, so we can all ride together.”

Party? They were insane if they thought I was going to any party
with them! Since my plane didn’t leave before ten o’clock in the
morning, I still had plenty of time to stare at the walls, rehash
all the things I’d done wrong, and feel sorry for myself. I’d be
damned if I let them interrupt me…plus there was a snowball’s
chance in hell that Ari might show up at the last
minute.

I started to slam the door in their faces,
but Seth was too quick. His boot blocked the opening before I could
get it closed.

“Forget it, assholes. I’m
not going to any party with you all. Not tonight, especially.
Forget about it and leave me alone.”

Baker frowned. “But
it’s your party,
Eli. It’s your going-away party. You can’t miss that. It would just
be weird if we had a party for you and you didn’t show up. The
entire office is already there, waiting on the man of honor to make
an appearance.”

“Fuck off.”

I couldn’t believe how callous the two of
them were being regarding my feelings. The three of them,
especially my sister, knew damn well I wasn’t in the mood to
celebrate any fucking thing. Ever again, if I was being honest with
myself. “Not gonna happen, guys. The party will be much better
without me there anyway. For some strange reason, it appears that
I’m not in the partying mood,” I added sarcastically.

Seth crossed his arms over his chest, as if
that would intimidate me, and growled, “It’s your party Eli. Don’t
be an ass about this. Make an appearance, stay for fifteen minutes,
and come back home and mope until it’s time for you to skip town
with your tail tucked between your legs. You were welcomed by not
only Baker and me, but the entire team. It’s bullshit for you to
not take a few minutes of your time to show your appreciation.”

I shrugged. “Talk about what an asshole I am
after I’m gone, Seth. I’m not going, regardless of what the right
or wrong thing is in this situation. Hell guys, talk about me
tonight at the party. I couldn’t honestly care less what anybody in
this town thinks about me.” That was a lie. I cared what Seth,
Baker, and Sam thought. More than anything, I cared what Ari
thought.

The problem was, I knew what Ari thought
about me. He hated me.

I loved him.

Baker stepped up. “Ari has promised to stop
by for ten minutes as long as you don’t try to confront him over
what happened. Surely you want to see him at least one more time,
right?”

It felt like the floor fell out from beneath
my feet when Baker said Ari would be there. “Hell, yeah, I’d give
anything to see him again. Anything.”

“I don’t think you were
supposed to tell that, Baker,” Seth grumbled.

“Punish me later,” Baker
quipped. “Go do something with your hair and put on some leather,
Eli. You look like a hot mess.”

“Leather?” I asked in
disbelief. “There’s no way Ari’s really going if it’s one of the
kink clubs.”

“Ari’s going for a few
minutes, Eli. Unlike the two of you, I don’t lie or dance all
around it. If I say he’s going to be there, he’ll be there. Now,
hurry the hell up.” He looked at his watch. “I should have been
drinking twenty minutes ago.”

I wanted to believe.
I needed to
believe.

“Give me a few minutes,” I
answered, hoping against hope they couldn’t hear the way my heart
thundered with excitement. One more time. One more look. One more
opportunity to memorize his beauty. I knew it wasn’t much, but I’d
take it.

 


*****

 


We’d been at the club for over thirty
minutes and I hadn’t seen the first sign of Ari. Nothing. Not a
hint, scent, or sighting. My anxiety level rose with each passing
minute—taking an extra nudge every time somebody laughed about
something. Laughing? Damn, my heart was breaking and these people,
who called themselves my friends and my freakin’ sister, were
laughing? What. The. Fuck?

I looked around the club, making sure he
wasn’t there and just hiding from me, and noticed that the activity
for the night was action-packed with the exception of the center
stage. People usually vied for the stage of honor, but tonight it
was curtained off and nobody seemed to bother with it. Probably,
with my rotten luck, something that Seth and Baker had planned just
to rub it into my face. As I sat and pondered it, I convinced
myself that was exactly what tonight was all about. Their devotion
to Ari had caused them to strike back at me…to punish me for
hurting their friend.

Fuck. Enough was enough. I was leaving.
Contrary to what my ‘friends’ thought, this wasn’t a good idea.
Seeing him one last time would have been a dream come true, but I
would hold the cruise memories near my heart for the rest of my
life. Sitting my soda down, I said, “I’m out. Thanks for coming.
Great to work with all of you. Come visit me, sis.”

Nope—none of my words sounded believable but
I didn’t care.

As I stood up, I looked toward Baker and
Seth and noticed a smirk on both their faces. I’d always suspected
Seth wasn’t my biggest fan but had considered Baker to be a
friend—looked like that was yet another mistake in judgement I’d
made.

Sam grabbed my arm. “No, Eli, stay a bit
longer. It’ll be months before I’m able to get away from the office
to see you again. A few more minutes…just for me?”

Baker said, “Nah, Sam, he’s good. Let him go
if that’s what he wants to do. My guess is that it’s time anyway.”
He pointed to his watch.

“Love you, brother. I
always have and I always will. Both of us living side by side in
the building has been a dream of mine for years. I enjoyed the time
we had.” She leaned in a kissed my cheek. “Forget the past and
focus only on the future,” she whispered in my ear.

Walking away was tough. Walking away like
this, with so many questions, was tougher. I wished I wasn’t such a
fucking coward—that I wasn’t too afraid of taking what belonged to
me, the way I’d promised in this very club all those weeks ago. I’d
come here for one thing and one thing only—to claim my man.
Disgusted with myself, I spun around and ran directly into a warm
body.

Ari stood in front of me, wearing nothing
short of the sexiest, motherfucking leather outfit I’d ever seen in
my life. His silky hair was blond again—no hint of the brunette
he’d sported on the cruise. A leather harness criss-crossed his
chest, accentuating every fine line, dip, and muscled curve. Thick
leather cuffs were wrapped around his wrists and also around the
muscle right above his elbow. His abs were completely bare and
looked good enough to make my mouth water with desire. If I wasn’t
careful, drool would be dripping down my chin. The lower portion of
his body was covered in a barely-there pair of leather shorts and
chunky black boots that came up to his calves. I know my mouth
dropped open for a few seconds before I stammered, “What…what…are
you doing here?”

That sounded incredibly stupid and I quickly
opened my mouth to say something else, but he stopped me before I
could make a squeak.

“I’m
here because I got tired of waiting, Eli. I’m old enough now…and
I’m yours.”

His cocky response was a close rendition to
the very words I’d spoken to him during our confrontation at Baker
and Seth’s wedding. Looking at his arrogant expression, I could
venture a guess that our roles were opposite this time around. I
looked shocked and terrified while he looked confident and
determined. Damn, I wouldn’t have thought he could ever look sexier
than he had on the cruise, but he’d just proven me wrong.

Unsure of what exactly was going on, I
simply stood there, looking like an idiot.

Ari’s confidence never wavered. “I have a
scene planned for us tonight.” He looked me up and down. “Think
you’re up to entertaining the crowd?” His eyes sparkled. “And our
friends, of course. I booked us a spot. Center stage.” He held out
his hand to me.

I fucking took it.

My heart pounded.

No, it ached. It ached from the love and
excitement.

Our entire table, which included my
traitorous sister, Baker, and Seth, started whooping and clapping
as Ari led me toward the center stage. Right before we stepped up,
the curtain fell away, revealing a spiderweb of ropes…like the ones
that used to be in my playroom. It looked strong and sturdy,
perfectly tied and large enough to hold two men. Green rope,
closely resembling the rope I’d used on the ship, lay in bundles
atop a rolling table next to the web.

My legs trembled as I took the first step,
nervous because there was so much we needed to say to one another,
but overwhelmed with love and lust. Ari, on the other hand,
maintained his cocky sashay as he climbed the steps in front of me.
It was then that I noticed the zipper that ran down the crease of
his ass on the skin-tight leather shorts. Holy fuck! All I’d have
to do would be to give that zipper a yank and slip my cock into his
ass—making and marking him as mine in front of everyone.

When he reached the top of the platform, he
gave his ass a shake and asked, “Do you like?”

I moved up to stand next to him and
answered, “I love, angel. You know this.” Using both my hands, I
forced him to look me in the eye. “This isn’t something you have to
do, Arizona. I’ll love you with or without the bondage. I should
have been forthcoming with my kinks. I’m sorry.”

“Focus on the future,
lover. Both of us have to learn to let go of the past and all our
mistakes. We both made ‘em. They no longer matter. You’re mine and
I’m yours. If you do something tonight that I don’t like, I’ll say
‘Havoc.’ Unless you hear that…give me all you’ve got.”

“You’re certain? I could
never forgive myself if you did something just because you thought
it was what I wanted from you, instead of what you
desired.”

“Don’t ask me again. Just
because I’m being nice doesn’t mean I’m still not sassier than sin
and have a short fuse when I get frustrated. If you make me turn
the tables on you, tie you to the web and do God only knows what to
your beautiful ass, I don’t want to hear any complaining.” He
reached around and smacked my ass for good measure. “Let’s put on a
show. This is our two favorite things combined—exhibitionism and
ropes.” Leaning up, he kissed me. “We fit perfectly.”

“You haven’t really ever
seen me in Dom mode, angel—maybe just a touch of it on the cruise
when you acted like a brat. I’m worried that it will…not be for
you.”

He literally rolled his eyes at me. “’Havoc’
is my word. If you hear it, stop what you’re doing. Baker spent a
lot of time explaining the differences in what you enjoy and what
he and Seth do. The thing is, I’m pretty sure I love everything
about you, Eli. There’s a lot of you I haven’t had the pleasure of
learning about yet. Don’t make me wait any longer. Trust me, Eli.
I’ll be honest and tell you if it isn’t for me.”

“I’m gonna want to fuck
you once I get you tied,” I told him, not wanting to hold anything
back. “Seeing you in my ropes will bring the Dom out in me in a way
that will demand a fuck…a hard fuck.” I felt like I needed to give
him every opportunity to back out. Hell, he’d hidden from me for
weeks and now he was here, ready to sub for me in front of a crowd?
It seemed too good to believe.

“Why do
you think I’m wearing the shorts with the zipper on my ass crack,
Eli? I’ll tell you why—I want
you to fuck me once you get me tied. That’s the
plan.”

I knew my eyes darkened with lust when he
answered me. Every ounce of Dom in me screamed that I take over and
make Ari mine…again. Forever. With one last touch of softness, I
leaned in and said, “I never told you why I call you angel—it’s
because you have the most beautiful, long lashes I’ve ever seen in
my life. When we were apart, I’d dream about you and when I woke
up, I would swear I could feel the soft flutter of your lashes on
my body. There were times when it was the only thing that kept me
going.”

He looked at me, and I
could see the tears threatening to fall from his eyes. “I love you,
Eli,” he whispered and gave my lips a soft kiss. “I love that you
can be sweet and soft, especially when dealing with me.” He blinked
away the tears. “But I also love that you can be rough and
hard, especially when dealing with me. How ‘bout we give these people a
show?”

“With our friends
here?”

“Hell, no!” he answered.
“I made them promise to leave as soon as you stepped up here with
me!”

Those words and the look in Ari’s eyes were
the only encouragement I needed. I pushed his lean body against the
ropes of the giant spider web and then forced his arms above his
head and spread wide. With my ropes, I began to decorate his
beautiful body. As I worked, I used a Boola Boola knot on the rope.
Not only was this a beautiful knot, it was designed to complete the
wrap and not collapse around the object. It was a basic knot…and I
was so excited that I knew I should probably stick with the basics.
I needed to be inside him. I needed to claim him as mine.

Since he faced the web, I did a Tazuki,
criss-cross harness, on his back. Each knot teased a sensitive spot
of flesh. Some knots would cause his entire body to shiver and a
soft purr would escape between his parted lips. He had, apparently,
spent a lot of time discussing things with Baker. His eyes were
closed as he focused on nothing except the feel of the rope
caressing him. His breathing was even and relaxed and delightful
goose bumps coated his skin. As I roped him, I allowed my fingers
to trace playful paths up and down his arms and across his
back.

When his arms were
restrained and the harness across his back perfectly tied, I
dropped to my knees…and came eye to eye with the
zipper. While it wasn’t
necessary at this point in our scene, I couldn’t stop myself from
tugging the zipper down. Ari, my perfect sweetheart, opened his
legs wide without me even asking. The zipper started at the top of
his crack and went all the way around to about three inches below
the waistband. With very little effort, I was able to release his
cock and balls from the leather enclosure. Fuck, he looked
gorgeous.

“Spread your legs as wide
as you can, angel,” I told him. He immediately obliged.

I followed the same
routine as with his arms—me tying knots and caressing his heated
skin. As I played with him, I realized that I’d never taken the
time to fondle or tease my sub’s skin before. It had always been
about the ropes and sexual gratification. Mine, mostly. With Ari,
it was so very different. Everything I did was for
our pleasure.

When the ropes were finished and Ari was
secured tightly to the web, I started placing soft kisses down his
back, working around the ropes. He moaned with pleasure, causing me
to smile. I never smiled during a scene. I moved back up and leaned
against him so he could feel how hard my cock was, so he would know
how badly I wanted him.

“Enjoying yourself?” I
asked as I swiped my tongue along his earlobe. “How do you like the
ropes? Not too tight, I hope.”

“Puurrfect,” he whimpered,
already halfway to a state of bliss. “My cock hurts, though. I need
to come really badly. Are you going to flog me before you fuck me?
I think I’d rather you fuck me first…you know, if I get a
vote.”

Even on the fringes of subspace, Ari was
being bossy. I had a feeling he could be the posterchild for
topping from the bottom, and I fucking loved it. Every damn thing
about him.

“I wasn’t going to flog
you, angel. That isn’t one of my specialties, but something I’d be
more than happy to learn if you think you’d be interested in it. I
did, however, plan on tying you and fucking you hard enough that
you’ll feel it for a few days.”

He grinned. “That sounds fucking
perfect.”

“Fuck,” was all I could
manage. I grabbed some lube and a condom and unzipped my own
leather pants, releasing my cock from its leather
prison.

“I prepped, so I’m ready,”
he said with a sly grin. “That’s another thing Baker told me about.
He’s a walking notebook of useful information.”

I stared at him, imagining him stretching
and lubing his own hole. “Double fuck.”

Before I had the ‘fuck’ out of my mouth, I
had my cock lined up to his hole. As I started to push forward, he
slammed back and my cock was buried inside him with one stroke. He
hissed and then moaned as I growled.

“Feels so damn
good.”

“My cock, Eli…it needs
your hand while you fuck me. These ropes won’t let me take care of
business myself,” he grumbled.

“That’s the point. There
will be times I take you to the edge and then bring you right back
down again. You’ll curse, scream, and beg for me to let you cum.
Your entire body will shake and quake, but I’ll still torture
you.”

“Promises, promises,” he
dared. “I have a feeling I’m going to be able to take everything
you can give me.”

“Promises, promises,” I
countered as I pulled out and slammed into him again. My hands
wrapped around the spiderweb on either side of his hips and I used
it as leverage to fuck him hard. Both of us made dirty sex sounds
as I pounded into him, changing positions every few minutes. It was
ball-smacking hard. I fucked him fast. I fucked him slow. I fucked
him until he whimpered and his head sagged forward. When I felt
myself start to implode, I reached for his cock.

“Too late,” he whimpered.
“I didn’t wait on you. Oops. That’s on me. No, that’s on
you.”

His cheek rested against the spiderweb ropes
and his eyes were droopy. There was a silly grin on his face. Drops
of sweat clung to his eyelashes and dripped off his chin. His hair,
always styled perfectly sexy, looked messy and wet. He’d never been
more beautiful to me. Without moving at all, no thrust or touch to
my cock, I felt myself erupt, filling the condom as one spasm after
another continued to wash over me.

“I love you, Eli. Always
have and always will,” he whispered. “You’re mine.”


Epilogue

 


 


Ari

 


I sat on the steps of my front porch and
waited for Eli to get home from work. While it had only been a week
since I decided to pull my head out of my ass and trick Eli into
meeting me at the club, but everything between the two of us was so
damn perfect that I already felt like a comfortably old married
couple…who was still having honeymoon sex! Eli, thanks to his
prowess in the bed and at the club, had awakened the wild animal in
me. To say I was insatiable might be the understatement of the
century. On top of that, there was still so much I needed to learn
and experience. Let’s just say that I was keeping Eli rather busy.
He’d temporarily moved into my house while we did some cat
renovations on his apartment—just another thing to keep him
occupied.

Unfortunately, work had
him overloaded, too. With my dad busy trying to handle Jinx, who I’d heard
was not only a spoiled brat but a mega male debutante that believed
the entire world revolved around him, and Seth and Baker leaving
for an assignment, Eli had his hands full keeping clients satisfied
during the day and me satisfied in the mornings and evenings. I
glanced down at my watch and frowned. He should have been here
fifteen minutes ago. Well, actually, I wanted him to be here
fifteen minutes ago. I’d worked hard to achieve my latest surprise
for Eli and couldn’t wait to see the expression on his face. It had
taken hours upon hours of computer hacking and then price
haggling—he’d better be as excited as I was! I purchased back and
installed all of the playroom equipment that he’d sold to McKenzie.
No doubt he would reward me with some really kinky sex for
rebuilding his playroom.

“Wouldn’t you rather wait
inside, Arizona?” One of my two bodyguards asked
politely.

Both Eli and Samantha had insisted that if I
was determined to work at home, which I needed to do in order to
accomplish the surprise feat, then I had to agree to have
bodyguards until we figured out who was behind the two botched
kidnappings. Since my dad was already overwhelmed with one worry,
we decided to not mention the second attempt to him until he
returned home. I looked at the burly man, smiled, and answered,
“Nah, I’d rather be outside.” I knew it was safer inside the house,
making their jobs easier, but I was tired of being cooped up and I
was excited to see Eli. They’d have to get over it.

“Of course, you would,”
the taller of the two mumbled sarcastically.

The other guy winked at me, letting me know
neither of them were really angry with my decision. I never doubted
it—they were too afraid of Eli and Seth to give me any trouble!

I heard the roar of his motorcycle before I
could see him. Uh…yeah…he had a motherfucking hot motorcycle that I
hadn’t known about. Riding behind him, my arms wrapped tightly
around his hard muscles, was definitely in my top five things to
do. By the time he punched in the security code and pulled into the
driveway, I was standing up and bouncing on the toes of my
brand-new biker boots…with my brand-new leather pants tucked inside
them. I had felt the need to purchase an entire new motorcycle
wardrobe as soon as he’d shown me his rumbling beauty. From the way
Eli’s eyes glassed over when he saw me, I knew I’d made the right
decision.

“You look gorgeous,
angel,” he said as he walked, or I should say, stalked toward me.
“I’m fond of that leather on your body. Really fond of it.” He
looked at my bodyguards and said, “Get lost, guys. Have a good
night. Thanks for keeping him safe for us.”

As soon as they walked back inside to get
their gear, Eli said, “Turn around and show me that ass.”

I graciously turned around and gave my ass a
shake…or two…or three. Eli was an ass man and I wanted my man to be
happy. See? I was a team player!

He was beside me in a
second, grabbing a handful and squeezing. “Fuck, Ari. This is a
damn good look for you. Of course, I know of a better look on you. Let’s go inside
and have a quickie before we head over to my place.” He grabbed my
arm and started tugging.

“Nope. Not now,” I
answered. “I want to be at your place before the sun goes down. I
have this fantasy of us spending the first night of officially
living together on your patio, with a pitcher of margaritas, and
the special outfit I bought for the occasion.” I flashed him a
naughty smile. “Now, let’s hop on that hog and get there.” I
couldn’t have controlled my excitement if my life had depended on
it.

I’d grabbed Eli to tug him, but he didn’t
budge. “What?”

“Two things,” he said,
holding up two fingers. “First, my bike’s not a Harley, so it isn’t
a hog. It’s way cooler than that. He’s a Vintage Indian 8-Valve,
the best they ever made. Second,” he leaned closer, “what kind of
special outfit did you purchase?”

“It may or may not involve
bunny ears and a fuzzy lavender cotton-tail,” I
answered.

“Oh, hell. You’re gonna be
the death of me! Let me grab my bag and the cat and we’ll be flying
down the road in mere seconds. Dayummmm! A cotton tail? You aren’t
kidding me, are you?”

“Two things,” I answered,
mimicking his earlier move by holding up two fingers. “First, I
would never joke about cotton-tails. They are too important and
I’ve tried it out, so I know how good I look. Second, I already
dropped off your bags and my fur-baby when I went over to give the
final approval on the glass wall surrounding the deck.” We’d had to
have a much taller wall installed around the upper deck area
because I was convinced Havoc would jump over and plunge to her
death. She’s not the smartest kitty in the world. Pretty, but not
overly smart.

“We’re ready then? This is
actually it? You’re moving in with me?” Eli asked.

“Hell, yeah, I am!”
Thankfully, with Eli being so busy with work and keeping me
satisfied, he hadn’t had an opportunity to be involved with any of
the moving…which made my surprise all the better. When I told my
dad, he naturally complained that we were moving too fast, which
was ridiculous because we’d been in love with each other for
years—Dad just didn’t know it. Speaking of which…

As I climbed onto the non-hog, I asked, “Did
my dad sound weird to you on the phone when we called to tell him
about me moving in with you? Sure, he gave the typical dad
response, but he sounded, I don’t know, distracted. Do you think
everything’s okay?” A horrible thought jumped into my head. “Oh,
shit, Eli. What if the kidnappers had him? He may have been trying
to give me a signal or something. When did he check in last?”

Eli chuckled as he buckled the strap to the
helmet beneath my chin. “The kidnappers do not have your dad. He’s
checking in regularly. His assignment is turning out to
be…stressful.”

With a snort, I countered, “Whatever. My dad
definitely has experience dealing with spoiled brats. He did raise
me, you know.”

He climbed on and I quickly wrapped my arms
around his waist and rested my head against his hard wall of back
muscle.

“Your dad is doing fine.
Jinx is just a handful. Hopefully he’ll be home in a couple more
weeks. You ready, angel?”

I let one arm drop lower so my hand could
cup his junk as we drove. It was kinda my thing. “I’m always ready
when I’m with you.”

 


*****

 


Eli

 


Having Ari’s arms wrapped
around me as we pulled into our
parking garage was a dream come true. His heat
pressed against me as he snuggled as close as humanly possible. My
heart felt so damn happy. All my dreams were coming true and
reality was even better than my fantasies. As soon as Landon
returned home, I planned on asking for his blessing to ask Ari to
marry me. Without the prospect of someone trying to kidnap the man
I love, my life would be nothing short of perfection.

Kidnapping—that was a hell of a cloud to
have hanging over someone, though.

We’d all searched for anything in Landon or
Ari’s background that might be linked to the to abduction attempts
but nothing had surfaced yet. There had been a few questionable
assholes on Landon’s list, but we’d cleared them fairly quickly.
After that, we had nothing. Absolutely nothing.

But none of us would have any peace until
the threat was removed.

One thing was for
certain—when I found them, I’d kill them. When I was finished, Ari
would never have to worry about them again. Damn fuckers…Ari
was mine.

My body must have tensed in fury just from
thinking about it because Ari’s arms tightened around me and he
gave my crotch a friendly pat and cuddle. The worry that had
clouded my mind started to disappear just from a simple touch from
him. The power and control he held over me would scare some people,
but it made me feel warm and fuzzy…all fucking over. Yeah, I might
be the Dom, but I was properly whipped when it came to my man.

I cut the engine, dropped the kickstand, and
climbed off the bike. With one tug, I had Ari in my arms and tossed
over my shoulder. He yelped in surprise, but I ignored him and
focused on getting the security code punched in for the penthouse
elevator. He spent a few seconds wiggling and squirming, a few more
seconds removing his helmet and dropping it to the floor, and then
he crammed both his hands down my jeans and squeezed my ass
cheeks.

Grinning from ear to ear, I knew what was
coming next. He’d started hinting around a couple days ago that he
might want to fuck me. I was good with that. I didn’t usually
bottom, but I’d do anything for Ari. Just as I expected, his finger
made a path down my crease and nudged at my hole. I gave his ass a
hard slap, causing another yelp.

“Ouch!” he yelled, then
giggled. “Wait, I liked it. Never mind. Continue with what you’re
doing and I’ll continue with what I’m doing.”

When the elevator doors slid open, he spent
a few more minutes making out with me and acting silly before I
finally placed his feet on the floor. I grabbed up his helmet.
“Your helmet, angel.”

“Why do I have to wear a
helmet, but you don’t?” he pouted.

“Because I said so.” We
stepped off the elevator, ready to begin our new life together, but
instead of stuff fairy tales were made of, I had to tuck Ari behind
me and pull a gun. Three men stood outside my door and a person
wouldn’t have to have any training to see they were heavily armed.
Their suits, expensive and tailor made to fit each of them, didn’t
properly hide the bulge of their weapons. Keeping my gun aimed at
them, I took two steps backward, pushing Ari back onto the
elevator. “Ari, activate your watch, take the elevator down, and
disappear. I’ll handle this.”

He activated his watch but that was it…just
as I suspected. I was going to spank his ass until he couldn’t sit
down for a week!

“I most certainly will not
go downstairs and leave you up here with
these…these…bullies!”

Bullies? Shit, I really needed to teach him how to threaten someone
better when this was over.

“I believe you boys are
trespassing,” I said. “The safest thing for you to do is walk right
out on that balcony and jump over the ledge. I don’t take kindly to
people that try to hurt my man…and you people have done it twice
now.” The situation was a bit odd—none of them had reached for
their weapons.

The smaller of the three stepped forward and
said, “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, Mr. Wallace. You’ve
made my men appear quite…incompetent. If you aren’t happy with your
current position, I’d love to have you in my organization.”

He had a Russian accent. Not good.

“Fuck you.”

Instead of striking back at me or continuing
to play at whatever game he’d been attempting with his eerily
polite conversation, a sad expression crossed his face. His men, on
the other hand, looked at me like they would welcome the
opportunity to rip me into pieces and feed my body parts to
animals. They were welcome to try.

“Please, Mr. Wallace, hear
me out before making any decisions. I have a business proposal for
you both.” Before I could tell him what to do with his proposal, he
continued talking. “I’ll be the first to admit that perhaps I
haven’t handled things the proper American way. That’s my mistake,
and I’m willing to make the ultimate sacrifice if you can forgive
it. It’s just that,” he took a deep, nervous breath, “I’m in
desperate need of something that only Ari has…or may
have.”

“Again, fuck
you.”

Focused on my three adversaries, I didn’t
notice that Ari had moved from the safe spot behind me. One minute
he was safe and the next he was standing next to me, glaring at the
three men like they really were nothing more than bullies, instead
of Russian mafia like I feared they were.

“What in the hell could
you possibly want from me?” Ari snapped. “Better yet, what in the
hell could you possibly want from me that you couldn’t have picked
up a phone, dropped a letter in the mail, or sent an email
for—instead of trying to have me kidnapped?”

“Get behind me, angel,” I
ordered.

At the same time I spoke, the man said, “You
are so much like him—the beauty and the fire.” He smiled. “His eyes
are closer to blue than green, but your features are identical.
Seeing you makes me happy and saddens me at the same time. It’s a
strange combination and I’m not sure how to handle my feelings.” He
laughed sadly. “I’ve been like that so much lately. I’ve lived my
life having everything a person could possibly want. Money, I
thought, could buy you happiness. I’ve found out the hard way that
it isn’t so. All the money in the world is useless if you can’t
protect the ones you love.”

And now we were in the twilight zone. What.
The. Fuck?

“Who are we talking
about?” I demanded. “Stop talking in fucking riddles. Tell us what
you’re after and get the hell out of here.”

“Your brother, Ari. You
look like your brother.”

“Brother?” Ari and I asked at the
same time.

“I don’t
have a brother,” Ari countered. “That’s absolutely ridiculous. My
father would have told me. If my mother had another child…it
has nothing to do
with me. I never met her and I don’t care to meet her now. End of
story.”

The man’s eyes turned an icy gray. “It isn’t
the end of the story, Arizona. It can’t be. You not only have a
brother, but he’s your twin…and he’ll die soon if you don’t agree
to a bone marrow transplant for him. It’s his last hope. I can give
you more money than your heart could ever desire. Name your price.
Anything.”

 


 


 


 


The End
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