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      Locked away together, they'll have to decide if love is enough...

      

      ...and if they're willing to promise forever.
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      Vivienne held her hat in place with one hand, squinting against the sand that blew up from the downdraft of the helicopter blades.

      Don’t look back, don’t look back.

      Solomon was on the beach, wearing nothing but a pair of low riding, loose pants. He’d called out to her, and that stupid romantic part of her had wanted to turn around and run dramatically across the sand into his arms. Last night felt…different. Toward the end she'd felt more connected to him than she ever had.

      And that was exactly why she had to leave.

      The side door of the helicopter opened and a man leaned out. That surprised her.  She glanced at the curved glass windscreen, confirming that the helicopter pilot was still in his seat. Perhaps this man was some sort of flight attendant.

      “Mademoiselle Deschamps.” The man who’d opened the door from inside took off his helmet with connected headset, setting it on the seat behind him as he scooted forward.

      He knew her name so this was definitely the helicopter Aldric had ordered for her. Why then, did she feel so uneasy? Her instincts were telling her that something was wrong.

      “Did your cousin tell you I was coming?” he shouted. “It rather takes the fun out of it.”

      “My cousin?” she yelled back.

      The man smiled. He wasn’t unattractive—with sharp, angular features, and hair that seemed to be a mix of ten different shades, ranging from silver to a deep brunette. It wasn’t exactly salt-and-pepper hair, but it was a very distinct feature due to the coloring.

      “Do you mean my assistant, Aldric?”

      She wished the helicopter weren’t so loud; the whump whump whump sound of the blades was contributing to her anxiety, and having a conversation while yelling wasn’t helping.

      “No. Ah, were you expecting someone else?”

      What was going on? Vivienne narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?”

      “A friend.” He smiled.

      Vivienne took several steps back, ready to turn and run. Her instincts were now screaming at her that this was a dangerous situation, and she wasn’t such a fool that she would ignore that. She hadn’t gotten the confirmation she expected from Aldric, and that—combined with the way all the hair on the back of her neck was standing on end—put her firmly into flight mode.

      “I’m going to take you someplace where you can make sense of everything.”

      Take her someplace…

      She was being kidnapped.

      Kidnapping was something she’d been lectured on since she was a child, and was a very real threat to someone in her situation. Luckily, she was not so famous or high-profile that she needed a regular security detail. Back when she’d been traveling, when she and Solomon had been together, she would occasionally have to hire a local security firm depending on the kidnapping risk assessment of a particular country or region. But she’d lived in, and spent most of her time in, Paris, where there was a very low risk of being taken.

      All those thoughts passed through her head, almost as if her logical mind was trying to reason away what her gut was telling her.

      As she turned to escape, she saw the man leap out of the helicopter, arms reaching for her. Whatever disbelief she was holding onto, that sense of “surely this isn’t really happening,” evaporated the instant he moved.

      She screamed and started to run. Without conscious thought, she started racing down the beach towards Solomon. He was her safety.

      Strong arms wrapped around her middle, trapping her elbows against her sides.

      Her attacker lifted her off her feet and she kicked back, hoping to take out his knee. He grunted in pain as her heel connected, but it wasn’t enough to make him release her.

      Her attacker hauled her backwards toward the helicopter.

      Solomon was running towards her, but he wouldn’t make it. Good. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if he was hurt trying to save her. Kidnappers, despite needing their victims alive, too often, and too early, became killers. Not that long ago Carolina Herrera’s nephew and his partner had been found dead after being kidnapped. The families paid the ransom, but that hadn’t been enough to keep the men alive.

      She knew once her kidnapper got her on that helicopter, her chances of surviving were slim. She didn’t want Solomon’s blood on her hands too.

      “No!” She screamed to Solomon. “Go back!”

      He kept coming. Had he heard her? The sound of the helicopter’s engine and the displaced air from the rotating blades drowned everything else out.

      Even if he had, she doubted he would listen. After all, in his heart he was, and always would be, a knight, ready to defend and protect.

      Her kidnapper managed to keep a hold of her as he climbed into the helicopter, dragging her with him. She braced a foot against one of the four plush seats and pushed back, slamming him into the edge of the door.

      The man’s breath escaped in a rush of air she felt against her temple and he released her.

      Vivienne wasn’t expecting that, and didn’t have her feet under her. She landed on her butt on the floor, momentarily stunned.

      “I do hate it when things don’t go according to plan,” the man wheezed. “Perhaps I should have done as James suggested and waited, or at least had your cousin call you. I thought it would ruin the surprise.”

      Vivienne scrambled away from him, which unfortunately meant she was as far from the open door as she could get, with her kidnapper between her and safety.

      She stared at the man, considering her options. Solomon, when she’d last seen him, was still a good ways down the beach. It would take him several more minutes to reach the aircraft.

      She swallowed, then said, “I won’t fight if you promise we leave right now.”

      The man looked up from rubbing his shin—that must have been where she kicked him. Rather than looking angry, or villainous, he looked smugly amused. At her words the expression changed and softened to one of…understanding?

      He leaned to the side, looking between the seats and out the front window, no doubt tracking Solomon’s position. “You want us to leave before he gets here?”

      Vivienne nodded, and then to show him how willing she was to comply, she carefully rose from the floor and sat calmly in one of the seats, folding her hands in her lap.

      She would save Solomon.

      Her kidnapper reached into a small case positioned between two of the seats and pulled out a set of black leather cuffs.

      Vivienne’s blood turn to ice in her veins. Her fingers curled tight until her nails dug into her palms.

      The man held up the cuffs, one eyebrow raised. It took more courage than she knew she possessed to hold out her hand. The man passed her the bundle of leather and metal. She set it on her lap, then very carefully unclipped the carabiners that held together two leather wrist cuffs and two larger ankle cuffs.

      Her stomach was clenched so tightly she could feel bile rising up her throat as she bent forward and fastened the first cuff around her left ankle. Before that well of courage ran dry, she fastened the second cuff to her right ankle.

      Her kidnapper watched, his expression bemused.

      With that done, she turned to look out the front windscreen of the helicopter. Solomon was still several dozen meters away, but he was moving fast. Faster than she thought anyone could run across the soft sand beach.

      Quickly she fastened the cuffs around her wrists, buckling them in place.

      Why would your kidnapper have BDSM cuffs instead of police handcuffs or zip ties?

      She could think of several answers to that question, none of which were good. Oily, stomach-churning fear coated the inside of her mouth and throat.

      “I did it. Now we leave,” she demanded.

      Her kidnapper took a knee in front of her chair. “Forearms here.” He pointed at the armrests.

      She knew what was coming.

      Short leather straps dangled from each of the cuffs. He looped those around the armrests, buckling them back on themselves to restrain her. Rather than binding her legs to the floor or the bottom of the seat, he fastened them together.

      Vivienne was lightheaded with fear as he finished making her his prisoner, but once he was done, she relaxed a little. She was fairly certain that she’d be able to twist her hand and arm in such a way that she could unfasten the straps on her wrists if the opportunity to escape presented itself.

      The man reached into his bag once more, pulling out a molded piece of black leather with four straps dangling off of it.

      He held it up, one eyebrow arched in what was both a challenge and a question.

      She felt sick with fear, and she wrapped her fingers around the armrest so they wouldn’t visibly tremble. That bit of molded black leather was a muzzle.

      More specifically a BDSM muzzle.

      She raised her chin and met his gaze.

      The man nodded in what looked strangely like respect, then raised the muzzle to her face. He pressed the black leather over her mouth, fastening the first set of straps at the back of her neck, the second set wrapping up the sides of her face and fastening at the crown of her head.

      Tears made her eyes prickle so she closed them, fighting against the panic-induced need to struggle and scream. The faster she let him make her captive, the faster they’d take off, leaving Solomon safely on his island. The muzzle didn’t hurt, and he hadn’t fastened it tightly. With a bit of determination she’d be able to open her mouth enough to scream, though the sound would be muffled behind the leather.

      Something pressed down on her head, but she didn’t open her eyes. If he was applying a full hood, it would be easier to just keep her eyes closed and pretend the darkness was her idea.

      She felt rather than saw him shift away from her. That helped her calm down enough that she once more dipped into that well of courage and opened her eyes.  She wasn’t blindfolded, and relief made her skin tingle.

      Her kidnapper resumed his seat, putting his own helmet back on. It was then she noticed that the sound of the helicopter engine was no longer overwhelming. She shook her head, feeling the weight of the helmet he placed on her. At the bottom of her field of vision she could see the silver and black microphone positioned in front of her lips. Given the muzzle, the careful positioning of the mic was deeply ironic.

      “I’ve scared you,” the man said.

      She could clearly hear his voice through the speakers in the built-in helmet headphones.

      “It wasn’t my intention.” He seemed to consider that statement and smiled slightly. “Well, not entirely. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say I didn’t intend to frighten you to the point of panic, and I fear I’ve done that.”

      Vivienne looked pointedly at the pilot.

      “Ah, yes. You agreed not to fight as long as we took off before Solomon Carter got here to rescue you.”

      He knew Solomon’s name. It was then Vivienne realized she’d made a terrible mistake.

      This was Solomon’s island. Solomon was an executive of RedBall, which alone would be enough to make him a target for kidnapping, but he was also the son of the founder.

      What if this man hadn’t come here to kidnap her, but to take Solomon, and she’d been stupid enough to walk right up to that damn helicopter?

      She jerked in her bindings, panic making her forget that just moments ago she’d been sure that if she concentrated and twisted she’d be able to undo the buckles. Panic was riding her. She wasn’t thinking straight.

      The man held up his hands, palms out. “I know this will sound rather cliché but I’m not here to hurt you.”

      Vivienne channeled Celeste and raised one eyebrow.

      “Oh, I am most definitely here to kidnap you,” he said. “But I’m only kidnapping you in order to take you to your intervention.”

      Vivienne blinked at him. Her what?

      “Your cousin Edmund supports the intervention, though he doesn’t know about the kidnapping.” Her kidnapper winked like they were friends. Vivienne just stared at him.

      “Edmund and James Nolen had this rather complex and convoluted plan to get you and Solomon both to Miami, and onto my ship. That was before anyone had realized you were, conveniently, already with Solomon. Edmund and James wanted to call the whole thing off, figuring that if you two were together, you might be working it out. However, I knew better.”

      Vivienne stared at him, trying to figure out if he was telling the truth or if invoking her cousin Edmund’s name, and that of Solomon’s friend James, was some sort of elaborate ruse, or emotional manipulation.

      “I decided we would move forward with the original plan, which was to get the two of you alone on my yacht. Based on everything I’ve been told about your relationship, you and Solomon are most definitely in need of an intervention. I saw you together in Paris at the club. There’s something between you that is unique and special.”

      An intervention? Was this man delusional? He sounded alarmingly reasonable, if arrogant and amused.

      And he was a member of the Orchid Club. That shouldn’t have made her feel less afraid, but somehow it did.

      Movement drew her attention to the open side door. Solomon was here.

      She tried to shout a warning, but the words were muffled by the damned muzzle.

      He looked like an angry Viking warrior—his mouth was set in a snarl aided by the scar that marred his lip. If the kidnapper had any sense, he would have looked terrified at the sight of Solomon.

      He didn’t.

      Vivienne twisted her face toward her shoulder trying to work the muzzle down off of her mouth so she could warn Solomon.

      Before she could manage anything helpful, a man appeared behind Solomon, seemingly out of nowhere. He shoved Solomon hard, throwing him off balance. Solomon fell forward into the helicopter.

      The newcomer jumped in and closed the door. Solomon rolled and kicked, but his assailant twisted and then escaped up to the cockpit where he took the copilot seat. The man she’d been talking to remained passively in his seat through all of it.

      She felt rather than heard the engines begin to work harder, the blades spinning faster in preparation for lift off.

      Solomon was snarling at their kidnapper. Vivienne looked out the window, watching in fascinated horror as they lifted off the ground.

      “I’m going to get us out of this, Vivi baby.”

      Solomon’s words brought her attention around. He’d put on a helmet while she was looking out the window, and his voice was clear and comforting in her ears.

      He met her gaze, and damn it but she wanted nothing so much as to throw her arms around him and hold him. Be held by him.

      For a moment she was glad the bindings prevented her from doing that. He shifted so his big body was between her and their kidnapper.

      “Mr. Carter, welcome to your intervention,” their kidnapper said.

      “My what?”

      “Actually, it’s not just your intervention. This is for both of you. You’re welcome to release her. I needed to focus on getting you into the helicopter; I didn’t want her to either bolt or say something that might prevent you from coming up to us.”

      Damn it, she’d thought she was saving Solomon. Instead she all but guaranteed that he would end up with her.

      Keeping his focus on their assailant, Solomon reached back with one hand and undid the buckle on one wrist. Vivienne lifted her wrist the moment she could and started freeing herself.

      “What do you mean, intervention?” Solomon asked. “And where do I know you from?”

      Solomon recognized him? Vivienne reached up under the helmet and yanked the upper strap of the muzzle forward and down, then reached around and undid the one at the back of her neck, making sure to keep the helmet on as she did so, so she could hear the conversation.

      “I don’t think we had the pleasure of meeting in Paris.” Their kidnapper held out his hand. “Nerio Deniaud.”

      “In Paris?”

      “He’s a member of the Orchid Club.” Vivienne said.  She shoved the restraints and muzzle to the floor, then touched Solomon’s shoulder. His naked skin was hot. She needed the connection.

      “I am,” Nerio said. “And I’m also the man who’s going to help you two save your relationship.”

      “What?” Vivienne asked in unison with Solomon.

      “As I said, welcome to your intervention.”

      There was a beat of silence after that statement. Finally Vivienne cleared her throat. “I think Edmund and James tried to arrange for us to meet, and somehow he got involved. The kidnapping seems to have been his idea.”

      “Remind me to kill James.” Solomon’s tone was conversational, but at that moment if James Nolen had been present, Vivienne would not have been surprised if Solomon strangled the man.

      “It was,” Nerio confirmed. “As I was telling Vivienne before you joined us—”

      “Joined you? Call a spade a spade, asshole.”

      “—James and Edmund hoped to arrange for both of you to come to Miami and board my boat where you would—in a moment no doubt worthy of a romantic comedy—unexpectedly see one another. And, of course at that point, we would have secretly left the dock and you would be trapped together on the boat, where you would work out your issues and get back together.”

      Vivienne’s heart clenched. “Edmund was trying to get me back together with Solomon?”

      “That’s how it appeared to me,” Nerio said. “I’m a bit of a romantic myself, a flaw I know, but after seeing you two scene in Paris, I admit I too feel the urge to play matchmaker.” He held up his hands, fingers spread as if to indicate the helicopter which was now speeding over the ocean away from the safety of Luca Cay.

      “So you kidnapped us…” Solomon shot a quick glance at Vivienne’s direction.

      “Well, you see they came up with this plan several days ago, and approached me about it. After we’d had our initial discussions, you, Vivienne, took matters into your own hands and went to Solomon.”

      “So why did you kidnap us?” Solomon asked through gritted teeth.

      “As I said, I’m a romantic. You two have a great tragic love story. However, left to your own devices, the ending of the story would be exactly that, tragic.” Nerio smiled again. “I’m going to help you prevent that.”

      “We don’t need your help,” Vivienne said softly. “Solomon and I know exactly what we’re doing. We were a tragic love story, but not anymore.”

      “Oh?” Nerio asked.

      Vivienne didn’t look at Solomon as she said, “We had our night together. We got closure. Our love story ended and not tragically.”

      “Oh?” Nerio said again, before glancing from her to Solomon.

      “It was sweet, if terribly misguided, of James and Edmund to involve themselves in our relationship. Once I get home, I will be sure to have a long talk about boundaries with my cousin.”

      Nerio seemed to be ignoring her. He was looking at Solomon. “Is that how you feel, Mr. Carter? Am I truly too late?”

      Vivienne looked at her former lover, expecting him to say yes.

      Solomon rubbed his hands over his face.

      “Solomon?” Why wasn’t he saying anything? “Solomon.”

      Finally, he looked up, carefully not looking her direction. “Vivienne’s done. She called for a ride off the island. I’m guessing she thought this was it. If you drop me back on Luca Cay, I’ll call George Town and let them know she’s on her way.”

      Solomon didn’t sound angry any longer, he sounded tired, and defeated. As if what she’d said hurt him.

      “Solomon, why aren’t you… why do you sound as if…” She didn’t know how to finish those questions.

      That wasn’t accurate. She knew how to finish them. What she was asking was, “Why aren’t you happy I’m leaving? You never wanted me on your island. Why do you sound like I’ve broken your heart?”

      But she wasn’t about to ask those questions.

      “It seems to me,” Nerio said briskly, “that I was right. You two are in need of my help.”

      Solomon’s shoulders tightened. “Like hell. Take us back to Luca Cay and I won’t report you.”

      Nerio glanced pointedly out the window. “I assure you we are in international waters.”

      “And you think that will protect you?”

      “I think that you two aren’t really done with each other.”

      “We are,” Vivienne insisted.

      Solomon hesitated, clearing his throat, before saying, “Yes. We had our last night together. Closure.”

      Vivienne stared at him in shock. Solomon didn’t believe what he was saying. What did that mean?

      That it hadn’t been their last night together? Hadn’t been closure?

      Her breath caught on the start of a sob. No. She’d found the strength to walk away and now he was pulling her back in, intentionally or not, because his hesitation, his body language, made it seem as if…

      He didn’t want her to leave.

      He still had feelings for her.

      He might still love her.

      A new voice came through the speakers in the helmet. “Ten minutes out, Mr. Deniaud.”

      “Thank you, Carlos.” Nerio looked between them, smiling in a way that made him look wickedly handsome. “I’ve decided our guests will, most definitely, be spending a few days with us.”

      Solomon snarled. “Like hell. Take us back to Luca Cay right now.”

      Nerio tipped his head to the side. “No.”

      “Enough,” Solomon’s voice rang with authority. “This is kidnapping, and, while James and Edmund are both fucking morons, I doubt they agreed to having you forcibly kidnap us.”

      “They would not have, if I told them the entirety of my plan. I informed them that I was planning to come to your island to see if Vivienne’s unexpected visit had resulted in a…” He grinned. “…love connection. If it hadn’t, I would lure you onto my yacht, and the same plan would take effect, except instead of being off the coast of Miami, we’d be in the Bahamas.” He craned his neck, looking out at the water. “As you heard my pilot say, we’ll be there shortly, and the plan will commence.”

      “Except you kidnapped us,” Vivienne said softly, knowing the mic would still pick up her words.

      “The opportunity presented itself. You seemed to be leaving.” Nerio pointed at her. “And he was watching you leave while looking heartbroken. It seemed the love connection hadn’t been made, so here we are.”

      Solomon and Vivienne both started to speak—something about Nerio’s snide tone just begging for a sharp reply—but the helicopter banked hard and then started to descent. Vivienne’s stomach flipped upside down as her inner ear lost track of where the ground was.

      A moment later they evened out, and then the helicopter started to descend again, dropping straight down. There was a thump as they touched, and Vivienne’s stomach stopped trying to crawl up out of her mouth.

      The sound of the blades slowed, and Nerio reached out and grabbed the door handle, opening it.

      She hadn’t been paying attention to where they were, concentrating as she had been on keeping herself from getting horrifically airsick.

      They’d touched down on the aft part of a super yacht. The chrome and brass accents of the ship glittered in the morning light, that sparkle echoed in the way the sun bounced off the ocean. There was nothing else but this ship as far as the horizon.

      Vivienne looked at Solomon. She didn’t speak, not wanting anything she said to be overheard. She hoped Solomon could read her expression.

      His gaze met hers, and some of what she was feeling was reflected in his eyes. Fear and anger, worry and confusion.

      He reached up and took off his helmet, then held out his hand. Vivienne removed her own headgear, then placed her fingers in his palm. Solomon drew her to her feet, though they had to remain bent at the waist, and led her past Nerio, out of the helicopter. He stepped down first then turned, putting his hands on her waist and lifting her out.

      They were the first ones off the aircraft, and it was a statement. Nerio had brought them here against their will, but they weren’t afraid.

      Surprisingly, in that moment, she really wasn’t afraid. Holding Solomon’s hand, their fingers intertwined, gave her a sense of security.

      Solomon led her to the edge of the helipad. They looked out over the endless expanse of ocean.

      “Do you think he’s telling the truth?” she asked quietly. The helicopter blades hadn’t fully stopped yet, and the noise they made gave them a moment of privacy.

      “About who he is? Yes. I recognize him from the Paris event.”

      “And you think James and Edmund…?”

      “It’s one of the many questions I intend to ask James.” Solomon’s hand tightened on hers. “Don’t worry, Vivi baby. We’re leaving this boat today.”

      Vivi baby. Oh how she wished he hadn’t called her that. It shook the foundation of her resolve to leave this man.

      “Mr. Carter, Mademoiselle Deschamps, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your rooms.” Nerio stood a few meters back, looking at them. He looked suitably dramatic, the wind blowing his black shirt against his chest and abdomen.

      Solomon tugged her to follow as he walked towards the stairs that led down off the helipad. She stayed close to him, taking comfort in his presence.

      Don’t be a fool.

      Vivienne closed her eyes, reaching deep inside and firming her resolve to walk away from this man. In a matter of hours they’d be off this ship. This was all some elaborate combination of misunderstanding and lack of boundaries on Nerio’s side. Once they were out of the current predicament, she had to go back to Paris.

      She couldn’t, wouldn’t, let Solomon break her heart again.
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      Solomon kept a hold of Vivienne’s hand as they followed Nerio through the interior of the super yacht. As someone who owned an island, he had a special hatred for yachters, and nothing about Nerio’s boat was changing his mind.

      The other man extolled its many “virtues”—it was clear from the way he talked about the features, he found them to be virtues. One hundred and ten meters long, with a twenty meter beam. There were ten ensuite state rooms, housing for up to twenty crew members, four different levels of deck, two of which had pools, a dive platform, a variety of watercraft stored in custom water line docking pods that meant visitors could arrive via helicopter or be brought in by speedboat. Smaller boats would slide right into the belly of the yacht, and guests could board via an internal staircase. The central receiving area was as large as a hotel lobby, and circular, with a bar on either side and long, curved couches.

      Solomon let Nerio talk, only half listening. He was focusing on what he was going to do first. Much to his regret, sucker punching Nerio was, no matter how he worked it, not the logical first step.

      Off the central receiving room was a grand staircase that went both up and down. They went down, into the heart of the ship. The landing at the bottom of the stairs boasted an inlaid floor. Directly across from the staircase was a set of black lacquer double doors. Two hallways branched off, and Nerio led them to the one on the right.

      Solomon took careful note of the route they’d taken, and he caught a glimpse of Vivienne doing the same. The hallway they walked down was teak paneled and smelled like lemon and ocean. There were evenly spaced doors labeled one to four on the left, interior side. On the right there were only two doors, with brass plaques bearing the names of what he thought might be endangered coral species.

      Nerio stopped, gesturing to one of the lefthand doors. Number four. The door itself was elegant, glossy wood with a brass handle. “Your accommodations,” he said, playing the gracious host.

      “Phone,” Solomon demanded.

      “There’s one in your room.” Nerio opened the door and gestured.

      “And is that your helicopter we came in on?”

      “Yes. It stays with the ship.”

      “Good. Tell the pilots not to get too far away.”

      “Oh? You’re planning on leaving?”

      Solomon didn’t really want to have this conversation standing in this narrow hall. Vivienne was at his back, which meant that anybody coming at him from behind would be able to get her first.

      Ignoring Nerio’s question, Solomon peered in past the open door. The stateroom was lush, if not particularly large, given the scale of the rest of the boat. The walls and floor were done in the same glossy paneling as the hallway. A huge dark blue and cream oriental rug covered most of the interior floor space.

      The bed was a massive fourposter affair. Rather than freestanding, the bed posts went floor to ceiling, bolted in place by glossy brass L brackets. The presence of the trunk-like posts gave the room an almost forest-like feel.

      There were three doors besides the entry door, two in the wall opposite the head of the bed, and one directly across from the entrance. There was no other furniture in the bedroom, not even a chair. Inset brass ring pulls showed where the flush mounted closets, drawers, and hidden desk were.

      Solomon walked in, keeping Vivienne beside him. Earlier, Nerio had said “rooms,” implying they were both going to get their own cabin. There was no way to discuss it with her privately, but Solomon didn’t think that they should separate. Perhaps she had the same thought because she stayed with him, though once they were into the bedroom she stepped up beside him rather than remaining at his back.

      Nerio stood in the open door, hands braced on the jamb. “I’ll give you a moment to get settled, though our unorthodox departure means I don’t have overnight bags for either of you, as was planned.”

      “Let’s cut the crap,” Solomon said. “We’re not staying here. The only question is how much hellfire do you want to rain down on you for kidnapping us.”

      Nerio dropped his arms then leaned one shoulder against the doorway. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Yes, you dumb fuck. I am.”

      Beside him, Vivienne snorted out a laugh. When she pressed her face into his shoulder to stifle the noise, he felt instantly calmer.

      Don’t forget, she was leaving you. She thought Nerio was the helicopter she ordered to walk out of your life.

      “Your threat is…what?” Nerio asked conversationally. “That you will call the authorities in the Bahamas and report your own kidnapping, unless I return you to your island?”

      “Pretty much. A boat like this, you can’t go more than what, fifteen knots an hour? You’ll never out run them.”

      “Very true, I wouldn’t.”

      Solomon had expected Nerio to get upset, make counter threats, or in some other way react. Instead he just seemed amused.

      “Let’s think this through,” Nerio said. “You call the Royal Bahamas Defence Force. You report that you, Solomon Carter, U.S. citizen and executive of RedBall, and Vivienne Deschamps, French citizen and CEO of CRD Beauvalot, have been kidnapped. You tell them you are being held against you will. Oh, and don’t forget to tell them who kidnapped you. Make sure to give them my name.”

      Solomon’s internal monologue became a steady stream of curses. He didn’t say anything aloud though.

      “I would guess it will take no more than ten minutes for the first major news corporation in the U.S. to pick up the story. A single bit of gossip or phone call from somebody at the Royal Bahamas Defence Force office to a well-connected Twitter user is all it will take. Word will spread fast when the news is this delicious.”

      Beside him Vivienne begin cursing under her breath in French.

      Nerio raised one brow and then switched to that language, demonstrating that he had understood when Vivienne called him literally, a knot-head badger, which more accurately translated to dickhead asshole.

      “My understanding is that simply being seen together on the street in Paris was enough to cause major upheaval both within your company, Mademoiselle Deschamps, and to a lesser extent for you, Mr. Carter. A single paparazzi photo would be nothing compared to the international incident that would result from the two of you informing a foreign government that you had been kidnapped and were being held aboard a ship in international waters flying a Cayman Islands flag.”

      They were trapped and not by Nerio. Physically he’d managed to corral them on this floating monument to capitalism, but they were really trapped because the other man was right. Any sort of official complaint or report would result in a huge international incident.

      If he called anyone official, word would spread. There would be a huge reaction by both governments, and the cooperation that managed RedBall corporate security. All that in turn would cause upheaval and drama within Vivienne’s family, making her life hell.

      If this had happened yesterday morning, before their life-changing night together, Solomon might have gone for it. He might have said fuck it and let the chips fall where they may. Not that he wouldn’t do his best to minimize the impact to her, as he’d done by having RedBall issue a press release after that photo of them was posted.

      If he hadn’t realized that she was his goddamn soulmate, he might have gone for it. Old familiar anger tightened his gut, but he didn’t let the anger take control. He’d used anger to hide his pain when it came to her, but he couldn’t do it anymore.

      Solomon turned his back to Nerio. The skin between his bare shoulders itched in response to the feeling of both being watched and of having his vulnerable back to his enemy.

      “He’s not wrong,” Solomon said softly. “So it’s your choice.”

      “My choice?” Vivienne wouldn’t meet his eyes. She was staring at his chin. “Your mother would panic too, not just my family.”

      “Yes, but my mother wouldn’t use it to stage a coup.”

      Vivienne flinched as if he’d hurt her. She took a step back, untangling her fingers from his. “Enough,” she said softly.

      “Vivienne, I didn’t say that to piss you off. I’m being honest.”

      “Honest… Yes. You never lied. You were always good at being cruel with the truth.”

      He straightened. “What does that mean?”

      “You know what it means.” Vivienne took a step to the side, looking at Nerio. “Please, I’m not sure what my cousin, or Solomon’s friend James told you, but this is a terrible idea.”

      Solomon’s eyes slid closed.

      “Why?” Nerio asked bluntly.

      “I came to Solomon’s island when he didn’t want me there. We talked, really talked, for the first time in a long time. I realized some things about our breakup that I hadn’t before.”

      “And what were those?” Nerio asked.

      “They were, and are, none of your business.”

      Despite the emotional pain that felt as real as a bullet wound in the gut, Solomon smiled.

      “But please,” Vivienne’s voice shook. “I need to go home. As was made so clear to me, my life revolves around my family’s business. If I unexpectedly disappear for several days, the results could be chaos, even if we don’t speak to the authorities about what you’ve done.”

      Solomon hadn’t missed the bite of anger in her words when she said, “as was made so clear to me.” He looked over at her, ready to argue, but she kept speaking.

      “Solomon and I agreed to a final scene for closure. We did that last night. What we had is gone.”

      No, it wasn’t. He still loved her. He’d never really not loved her. He’d just learned how to live without the one he loved by his side, his hard outer shell, his armor, made of anger.

      “If that’s true,” Nerio said, “why do you look so sad, and why does Solomon look heartbroken?”

      Solomon whipped around to glare at Nerio at the same time that Vivienne twirled on the balls of her feet to stare at him. Solomon took a half step toward the other man but stopped when Vivienne put a hand on his forearm. “Solomon?”

      He didn’t want to look at her. He didn’t want to see pity in her gaze. Anger. That was always safe.

      You self-destructive ass.

      “You were going to leave without saying goodbye,” he accused, finally glancing at Vivienne.

      “Last night was goodbye.”

      “No, last night was, according to you, closure. This morning should have been goodbye, but you decided to sneak out.”

      “You are angry at me for leaving?”

      “Ah, yes,” Nerio said. “Well done, and continue. I’ll leave you to it. If you need anything, go through that door.” He pointed to the door directly opposite where he stood. “Best of luck.”

      “No wait! You can’t keep us here,” Vivienne said.

      Solomon didn’t bother with words but raced the few steps across the room, needing to take some of his anger out on the other man.

      He hadn’t been standing that far from the door, but it was far enough that Nerio was able to easily step back into the hall and pull the door closed. Solomon listened for the sound of a lock but didn’t hear one. He grabbed for the handle…

      … and realized why there was no lock. There was no handle on the inside of the door.

      He slammed his fists against the wood. “Nerio, you fuck, open this door.”

      “Talk to each other!” their kidnapper yelled in reply. “And if that doesn’t work, touch each other!”

      “You sadistic son of a bitch,” Solomon snarled.

      “Of course I am. Aren’t you?”

      Solomon could faintly hear the sound of footsteps receding.

      “We’re locked in?” Vivienne asked.

      “Sort of.” He stepped back so she could see the door. “I don’t think it’s locked, but there’s no handle on this side.” Closed, the door blended in, the inside paneled with the same wood as the walls.

      “We’re stuck here?”

      Vivienne wrapped her arms around her waist. It wasn’t from the cold, though the room was a tad chilly.

      “Let’s find the phone. I’ll call Jalen, see if he can find us without having to alert anyone official.”

      Solomon stalked over to the wall where small brass latches secured the hidden and built in compartments. Vivienne straightened her shoulders and joined him at the wall, beginning to open and close the various doors and drawers.

      He found empty drawers, a small closet cabinet with a double bar and elegant wood hangers. He found a booklet with emergency information including the location of the closest life raft.

      Vivienne chimed, “Eureka!” as she lowered a large panel that folded down to form a desk. In the space behind were a variety of office supplies including stationery, fountain tip pens, a book of world maps, an ocean atlas, and several controllers with neatly printed labels on the back.

      Solomon and Vivienne bent in unison, peering into the dark recesses of the desk space.

      “There’s no phone,” Solomon growled.

      Vivienne picked up one of the controllers. “Maybe this is… no, it says lights.” She checked the other four. “Television, stereo, and this one seems to be for a video conference.”

      Solomon grabbed the video conference one. “Maybe this has a line out feature.”

      Vivienne took the lights controller and started pressing buttons. The recessed lights in the ceiling clicked off a moment before ambient light at the top of the walls, masked by crown molding, clicked on. As she pressed buttons, the light went from blue to green to red and pale daylight yellow.

      Another click and yet more hidden lights illuminated. These were pin prick spotlights concealed in the bedposts. They lit up the bed like it was a stage.

      Solomon looked at the bed and the lights, and a suspicion as to what exactly this boat might be used for flared to life.

      “Vivi,” he said softly. “When I saw you on the helicopter, you were tied up, with bondage restraints.”

      She set the remotes down, once more wrapping her arms around her stomach. He wanted to hug her, to kiss her hair and tell her everything would be okay.

      But she’d said goodbye. She was done with him. She wouldn’t welcome his touch.

      Solomon paced to the other side of the room. “Did he have those or did he take them out of your bag?”

      “I was not carrying cuffs and a muzzle with me.”

      “I didn’t think so but I needed to ask.”

      She regarded him quizzically, then glanced warily around the room. “What are you thinking?”

      He looked once again at the illuminated bed. “You told me that because I’m a hammer, everything looks like a nail to me.”

      “I was rather proud of that. I read it somewhere.”

      “You hit the nail on the head with that one—see what I did there?”

      Vivienne snorted out a laugh. That’s what he’d been hoping for—to make her laugh. And that the laughter would banish that hollow-eyed look of fear she’d had a moment ago.

      Her mirth dissipated. “Why do you ask?”

      “It just seems odd for those particular items to be what he was carrying.”

      “I thought that too. I was worried for moment he…” Vivienne shook her head, as if to dispel the thought. “But when he said he’d seen us in Paris, that he was a member of the Orchid Club, I realized it was a matter of convenience.”

      She’d been worried for a moment… Solomon cursed himself, imagining exactly what she might have been thinking—rape, human trafficking.

      He started towards her, but Vivienne had turned back to the desk. She set the lights back to the way they’d been, then closed up the desk compartment. Solomon stopped short of touching her.

      She cleared her throat. “You were saying?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We’ll come back to it. Are you all right?”

      She tried to smile but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Besides being trapped in the middle of the ocean?”

      “We got kidnapped. I was terrified when I saw them grab you. You fought and were in that helicopter for longer than I was. You were tied down. Muzzled. That had to be…” He didn’t want to put words in her mouth. “Maybe I’m projecting. Sorry.”

      “You’re trying to say that the experience was more…intense…for me, than it was for you.”

      “I guess I just want to make sure you’re okay. I want to—”

      Hold you. Run my hands over you. Check every inch of your perfect, treasured flesh. I want to kiss your wrists and your ankles and your lips and take away the feeling of the restraints that were forcibly used on you.

      Vivienne pressed one hand hard over her mouth, her fingers digging into her cheek. Her chest spasmed, and he realized she was trying not to sob.

      Solomon wrapped his arms around her, lifting her up against his bare chest. Vivienne dug her forehead into the crook of his neck, and he could feel the dampness of her cheek on his chest and jaw.

      “Let it out, Vivi baby.”

      “I was so scared, so scared.”

      With nowhere else to go, he sat on the foot of the bed, her knees on either side of his hips.

      “I was too,” he murmured. “I was too.”

      “I agreed to it. I put the cuffs on myself.” Her whole body was starting to tremble.

      He was going to murder Nerio.

      “Okay, okay, it’s okay,” he murmured. She wasn’t making a ton of sense, and it was hard to hear her muffled words.

      “No, it’s not. I’m so stupid.” She lifted her head, pressing her cheek to his, her lips now close enough to his ear that he could hear her frantic, whispered words.

      “He showed me the cuffs and I should have run, but you were coming and I didn’t want him to hurt you so I said I’d submit.” Her voice caught on the word. “I put them on, because he promised we’d leave before you got there. You’d be safe. But then he strapped me down and we didn’t leave. I’m so stupid because I trusted him.”

      Solomon was abruptly lightheaded from a rushing mix of emotions. Mingled awe and panic that she’d sacrifice herself for him. Terrified frustration and a deep need to shake some sense into her, force her to promise to never do anything like that again.

      “If I’d tried to get away, I could have warned you. You wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t be here with me. Instead I just…did what he said. Gave in. Let other people dictate my life.”

      He rested his head on her shoulder and she held on tight. She was no longer talking about this morning’s kidnapping.

      “You made the best decisions you could, with the information you had.” He ran a hand soothingly up and down her back.

      “They were still bad decisions. Bad decisions that cost me…”

      He waited, but she didn’t finish. “Cost you what, Vivi?”

      Say “me.” That your decisions cost you me and that you’ve changed your mind. That you’ll abandon your responsibilities and family and come live with me on a little island in the middle of the sea.

      And if she agreed to that she wouldn’t be Vivienne.

      She sat back, her butt on his knees, and wiped her face. When she glanced up, it was with a rueful smile. “I needed to let that out.”

      Solomon hid his—very selfish, he was aware enough to know it was selfish—disappointment that she hadn’t said what he’d hoped.

      “Some part of me did wonder, when I saw the restraints, if I wasn’t being kidnapped because I’m a submissive.”

      He peered at her. “You know that it would still be rape, right?”

      “Yes, I know. Intellectually. But I’m not quite emotionally healthy enough to not feel some strings of ‘I asked for it’ or ‘I deserve it’.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “As I said, intellectually I know that. If it were done to someone else, I wouldn’t hesitate to use the word.” She shrugged.

      Solomon stared at her. “Vivi, have you been using BDSM to…to punish yourself?”

      She didn’t look at him. “Isn’t that what we’re all doing?”

      “No.” He stopped. “Maybe. But that isn’t… Last night…” He was stammering like a moron.

      “No,” she said softly as she climbed off his lap. “With you, it was never punishment. It was release.”

      Solomon felt like he’d been put through the wringer. Twice. He braced his elbows on his knees, head in his hands. “Jesus Christ, we did a number on each other.”

      To his surprise, Vivienne sat beside him. “We did. But we’ve acknowledged it. That’s healthy. We told each other how we felt, five years too late, but we did it.”

      He sighed. “Now that sounds like goodbye.”

      He thought he felt her hand on his hair, but maybe he imagined it, because a moment later she stood. “We need to get off this boat.”

      Solomon swallowed hard, as if that physical action could stuff down everything he was feeling. He too rose. “Yeah, step one is get the hell out of here.”

      “That door, he said?” She pointed to the door opposite from where they’d entered.

      “Yeah.”

      Vivienne walked over to the door—which was clearly a door, with a handle and everything—and opened it. Solomon wanted to race over and open it first, throw his body in front of hers if the place were boobytrapped like an Indiana Jones movie.

      He didn’t. He gave her the space she needed. The space he needed.

      Vivienne was still for a moment, looking out. Then she began to curse, the resigned sadness that had been in her voice melting away in favor of anger. That was enough to snap him out of it, and Solomon walked over to stand behind her, looking into the massive room beyond.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he snarled, though it was more from disgust at having his hunch confirmed than actual surprise.

      “A dungeon,” Vivienne snapped. “This stupid boat is a BDSM dungeon.”
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      The yacht dungeon was both striking and imposing, done in creamy dove gray, with accents of blood red and glossy black. He took a step deeper into the dungeon and caught sight of the double black lacquer doors he’d seen at the bottom of the steps, confirming his suspicion that this massive chamber took up most of the square footage of this deck of the boat.

      “Come on, let’s go find this fucker,” he said to Vivienne.

      She pushed the door of room number four closed, then pointed at it. “It wasn’t a sleeping room. It’s an aftercare room.”

      Solomon snorted. “He locked us in an aftercare room. Asshole.”

      The door they just exited bore the same small plaque—with the number four on it—that they’d seen on the entrance off the hall.

      “I bet the door we came in is supposed to just be for cleaning staff,” Solomon commented. “That’s why there’s no handle on the inside. Normally you have to get in and out of the rooms via the dungeon.”

      Vivienne was looking around, and he couldn’t tell from her body language what she was thinking or feeling.

      Maybe, like him, she was trying hard not to feel anything. Since the moment he’d woken up, he’d been ping-ponging from one strong emotion to the other. No, it was more than that. It had started last night, during their scene, built to a crescendo in those hours he’d sat beside her in bed, realizing that she was more than a lover, more than his beloved, that she was his home.

      Then to wake and find she was leaving him. Then the terror when he saw her being taken. Then—

      He was jerked from that downward spiraling thought pattern by the sight of Vivienne running her fingers over a pale gray whip hanging from the wall. It was a six foot single tail whip, a barbarically cruel implement when wielded incorrectly or to purposefully cut and scar the skin. A deliciously cruel impact tool when wielded correctly.

      “Did you ever learn to use one of these?” Vivienne asked softly.

      Solomon forced himself to stay still. To not walk up behind her, crowd into her personal space, and slide his hand under her hair to cup the back of her neck. “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Did you like it? Like using it?” Vivienne kept her back to him as she asked the questions.

      “It takes focus. If I fuck up, I could really hurt a sub.”

      She nodded, dark hair shifting around her shoulders. “Of course. But that’s not really an answer to my question.”

      “Why are you asking?” Solomon demanded.

      “I… I really don’t know. Masochism?”

      Vivienne stepped away from the whip, weaving her way around freestanding St. Andrew’s crosses, spanking benches, stocks, pommel horses, and various styles of chairs, from the ever useful ladder-back wooden chair, to a glossy black vinyl club chair.

      Solomon watched her, aware that she was in a strange mood. He was too. How could they not be?

      But they were in this together, and they had to get out of it together. If she was feeling masochistic—emotionally masochistic—the faster they got off this godforsaken boat the better.

      “Come here,” he commanded, lowering the tone of his voice and sinking some authority into it.

      Vivienne stopped as if she’d reached the end of a leash. For a moment Solomon thought he’d miscalculated. He’d thought she needed him to take control and break her out of the strange mental space she was in. However it was possible he’d read the situation all wrong, and now she was simply pissed.

      With her back still to him, Vivienne reached up, gathering her hair and pulling it forward over her right shoulder, where she twisted it into a thick rope.

      His heart ached. It was such a familiar sight. She used to do that while she was studying. Sometimes she’d sit there and braid and unbraid her hair while reading.

      She turned, gliding elegantly around and through the various pieces of dungeon equipment until she stood in front of him.

      “Vivi baby, I need you to talk to me,” he commanded softly. “I need to know what’s going through your head.”

      “How can I tell you when I’m not even sure?” Her gaze slid to the door of aftercare room number four, and then to the St. Andrew’s cross beside him. “I’m feeling too many things to name, but I also feel hollow.” She shook her head, some of her hair sliding back behind her shoulder. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe not, but I understand.”

      “You always did understand me.”

      “But you’re done.” He tried to say the words as neutrally as possible. He didn’t want to accuse her, didn’t want to lash out. He also didn’t want to sound whiny or pathetic.

      She folded her arms below her breasts, chin down, gaze on the floor. “Are there things we both still need to say?”

      “There are things I want to say.” He wanted to tell her that she was his home. He wanted to tell her that he was going to come back to Paris, that he’d like to live with her but if she was uncomfortable with that, he’d get his own place not far from her. He was going to confess that he was desperate enough to settle for taking whatever scraps of her time and attention her family left.

      He was formulating a way to start this conversation, when she jerked her face up, eyes narrowed as she looked at him. “Wait a moment. You said I was done… but you’re done too.” She inhaled audibly, almost but not quite a gasp. “Aren’t you?”

      The double doors of the dungeon opened, the hinges squeaking. Solomon and Vivienne both turned to look.

      Coward that he was, Solomon felt a little bit like he just been saved by the bell, despite the fact that he did want to talk to her about the future of them, however fucked-up and pathetic that future might be.

      Vivienne, apparently snapped from her morose mood, adjusted her stance, raising her chin a fraction of an inch, placing her hands on her hips, elbows slightly back, in a way that said confident and prepared rather than aggressive.

      “That certainly didn’t take long,” Nerio said. “Or perhaps you’re curious by nature? Couldn’t wait to open the door.”

      Solomon started walking towards the other man, Vivienne at his side. “I had my suspicions when I saw the spotlights for the bed.”

      Nerio nodded, then looked at Vivienne. “All the better to see a lovely sub with.”

      Solomon saw red. “Don’t even look at her. You fucking terrorized her.”

      Nerio pursed his lips. “Regrettable, but unavoidable. You should know she willingly placed herself in bondage to save you.”

      “She told me. Also told me that you’re a fucking liar.”

      “Truth and lies, black and white, these are arbitrary concepts.” Nerio gestured around the dungeon. “I prefer shades of gray.”

      “How poetic,” Vivienne said dismissively.

      Solomon hid his smile. She looked like a disappointed queen. Regal, and so far above it that the current situation wasn’t even worth being angry about. He remembered Celeste, and she was channeling her great aunt to a T.

      “I believe you may have hurt my feelings,” Nerio said.

      “Do psychopaths have feelings?” Solomon asked no one in particular.

      “I’m not a psychopath. I’m actually, to my own detriment, a romantic.”

      “And that’s how you justify kidnapping us? Because you believe you can fix us?” Vivienne asked.

      “Do you need to be fixed?” Nerio countered.

      “Everyone needs to be fixed. Everyone is broken. Putting the pieces back together, finding whatever you can to use as glue, that’s not something someone can do for you.” Vivienne’s voice lost some of the haughty quality as she spoke.

      “Well said,” Nerio exclaimed. “And I agree. However, if we use your broken pieces analogy, I am perhaps the master craftsman. I can provide you space, a workshop if you will, and suggestions for the best way to go about reassembling your relationship.”

      “There is nothing to reassemble. We made our peace with our past.”

      “Is that so?” Nerio looked at him, and Solomon rolled his shoulders, aware that he was half naked, and hadn’t showered or brushed his teeth. He didn’t like the feeling of being underprepared.

      “Solomon?” Vivienne asked.

      “What will it take to get us off this boat?” Solomon asked Nerio.

      “Ship,” Nerio said. “I consider her a ship. After all we keep smaller vessels onboard. A ship can carry a boat as they say.”

      “Solomon, could you take him in a fight?” Vivienne asked coldly.

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Would you hold him so I can hit him?”

      “Anything you want, Vivi baby.”

      Nerio, apparently unconcerned by the threats of violence, grinned. “That right there is what I mean. You two are good together.”

      “What we are, is none of your business,” Vivienne snapped.

      “And yet, if I wasn’t here, the two of you wouldn’t still be talking.”

      “We said everything we needed to say.”

      Nerio looked once more at Solomon. “Maybe you did. But Mr. Carter isn’t ready to let you go. Isn’t that right?”

      A pregnant silence gripped the air around them. Through the open doors at Nerio’s back he could hear the sounds of the ocean—wind and waves.

      “Solomon?” Vivienne asked.

      “You’ve had your fun,” Solomon snarled at Nerio. “Now take us home.”

      “‘Take us home’? Does that mean your island is her home now too?”

      “Shut up.”

      “You hesitated, Solomon,” Vivienne breathed. “When we were on the helicopter, I said we were done. You hesitated before agreeing.”

      “Not now, Vivi.”

      “Yes, now. Why did you hesitate?”

      Solomon stalked towards Nerio. “Let’s go. You’re going to walk us up to the helipad and tell your pilot to take us home.”

      “Don’t walk away from me.” Vivienne’s voice was laced with anger. “Don’t walk away from me again. Answer.”

      He turned to her. “I’m not going to talk about this with him here.”

      “We were alone a minute ago. I cried in your arms. I was vulnerable, told you what I had been feeling. Why can’t you do the same?”

      Anger, familiar and comfortable, surged inside him. He ignored the little voice warning him that getting angry with her would mean repeating the same mistakes he had in the past. If he was going to make it work with her, if he was going to find a place in her life, he’d have to let go of his anger.

      He couldn’t do it here. Not with the stranger looking on. A stranger who had taken away Solomon’s precious control.

      He would humble himself for Vivienne, but he couldn’t do it in front of this man.

      “I’m not having this conversation with you right now,” he snapped.

      “When then?”

      “I would have had it this morning if you hadn’t decided to sneak out.”

      “Sneak out? I left, because that was always the plan. One more night together. Closure. Then I’d leave.”

      “Closure… I really fucking hate that word. What does that even mean?”

      “Are you angry with me because I used your signature move—walking away, or apparently sneaking out—on you?” The derisive pity in her voice made Solomon see red.

      He opened his mouth, ready to fight with her, when Nerio stepped between them, arms out.

      Solomon snarled and smacked the other man’s hand away. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

      “I had no intention of touching you.”

      “And stay the hell away from her.”

      “Angry with her one moment, protective of her the next?”

      “Don’t touch me,” Vivienne said coolly. “I was willing to…be in your custody…when I thought it meant protecting Solomon. You lied to me in order to gain my compliance; I will not make that mistake again.”

      “You have my apologies for any lies I’ve told.”

      “Does that mean you’ll tell us the truth from now on?”

      Nerio smiled. “Absolutely not. As I said, I don’t believe in the binary definitions of truth and lies.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?” Solomon snarled. “You sound like some fourteen-year-old wannabe philosopher.”

      The wry amusement that defined Nerio slipped a bit, and the hairs on the back of Solomon’s neck stood on end. It was as if the person they’d been dealing with was a mask, and for a moment Solomon saw the beast beneath the facade.

      And what he saw scared the shit out of him.

      He’d told Vivienne he’d been terrified on the helicopter, and he had been…for her. Not for himself. Looking at their captor now, Solomon was once more gripped by a desperate need to protect Vivienne, but also a primal awareness of the danger he too was in.

      Once, on a family vacation to Santa Cruz, he’d swum out too far from shore. He’d turned back, but the current had been too strong. No matter how hard he’d kicked, he couldn't escape the pull of the riptide. The moment he realized that he wasn’t going to make it, that his strength was simply no match for that of the ocean, had been the first time he’d been viscerally aware of his own mortality.

      He’d survived, because while his strength was no match for the ocean’s, he’d used his head—in that moment of panic, a long forgotten tidbit of information had come to him.

      When caught in a riptide, don’t swim directly for shore, swim on a diagonal path. He changed his strategy, and made it, exhausted, and both elated at his success and terrified at how easily that could have gone wrong.

      This was another one of those moments. The situation he and Vivienne were in was obviously dangerous—they been kidnapped—but the fact that this all started as some sort of movie-worthy absurd plot by their friends had tempered that danger.

      Underestimating Nerio was a very dangerous mistake. He was the riptide, unseen, and deadly if not handled correctly.

      Solomon held up his hands, palms out. “Okay, let’s talk.”

      “I’m not going to talk to him, I expect you to—” Vivienne’s voice was hot with anger, but Solomon cut her off.

      Stepping around the other man, Solomon slid one hand under her hair, grabbing the back of her neck and squeezing just enough to make her stop talking.

      Vivienne sucked in an angry breath, but her words cut off mid-sentence.

      Nerio stared at them, and Solomon watched the mask slip back into place, a polite, if slightly wry, smile curving his lips. “Interesting,” Nerio said.

      “The conversation is going in circles,” Solomon said softly. “How about we change the approach?”

      “And what would you like to discuss?”

      “What will it take for you to let us leave?”

      Nerio’s smile widened into a grin. “Very good. Come to my office, and we’ll begin negotiations.”
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      Solomon’s hand on the back of her neck was both calming and irritating. The sense of calm it provided her was learned. The irritation was because he’d done it to stop her from talking.

      When he’d first touched her, she’d been tempted to slap his hand away and keep berating Nerio, but something about the way Solomon had placatingly spoken to the other man stopped her. She trusted him. He had to have a reason for changing the tone of their conversation with Nerio.

      Their captor led the way out of the dungeon. It opened onto the small foyer at the foot of the stairs. To her left was the hallway they’d gone down to get to the aftercare room.

      Rather than going up or down, they skirted around the stairs down another hallway with a single, frosted glass door at the end.

      Solomon’s steps slowed, allowing Nerio to pull far enough ahead of them that they could talk privately. His lips hovered near her ear, and she wished that his hand on her skin, his breath washing over the side of her face, wasn’t enough to make her nipples hard.

      But it was.

      “He’s dangerous,” Solomon said.

      That statement cooled her ardor. “We knew that. He kidnapped us.”

      “Yes, but I think that was a game to him.”

      “It wasn’t to me,” she whispered back.

      “I know, and that’s why we need to be careful. What kind of person thinks kidnapping two people is a viable way to fix their relationship?”

      She wanted, oh, she desperately wanted, to ask him if that’s what they were going to do—fix their relationship.

      Earlier she’d been sure he hesitated because he still had feelings for her, he hadn’t wanted her to leave.

      “You think he’s truly dangerous?” she asked instead.

      “I think if we piss him off, he’ll kill us and dump our bodies overboard.”

      “Mary, mother of God,” she breathed.

      “Exactly.”

      “Are you sure? He seems…eccentric, perhaps a bit mad. Not homicidal.”

      “I would’ve said he was just weird. A nutcase. But for a minute there he slipped, and I saw something in his eyes that scared the shit out of me.”

      A shiver slid down her back.

      “We should call for help. I don’t care if it’s an international incident.”

      “I think we might have to,” Solomon said. “First chance either of us gets to be alone with a phone, that’s what we do.”

      Vivienne swallowed hard. “All right. And what if we’re never alone with the phone?”

      “Then we do whatever it takes to get you safely off this boat.”

      “To get us off,” she stressed. “Do not plan some insane self-sacrifice.”

      “Like you tried to do on the helicopter?”

      “Exactly.” She raised her hands and spread her fingers. “Look where that got us.”

      He snorted. “Fine. We’re leaving together.”

      There was more she wanted to say, to ask, but they’d run out of hallway. Nerio was waiting for them at the glass door. He smiled politely, and Vivienne looked for whatever it was that had alarmed Solomon enough to cause him to change tactics.

      “This is my Dom-in-residence office,” Nerio said when they stopped a few feet from him and the door.

      His attention shifted to her, and for a moment, Vivienne saw it—a darkness inside him, lurking like a jungle cat camouflaged in the shadows.

      “No shoes allowed for submissives,” he continued.

      Vivienne’s back and shoulder muscles tensed and tightened.

      “She’s keeping her shoes on,” Solomon said. “She’s not here as a submissive.”

      Nerio grinned. “Fine then, prisoners aren’t allowed to wear shoes. Is that better?”

      Solomon’s hand tightened almost painfully on her neck. She could feel him fighting the urge to lash out at the other man.

      “After all,” Nerio continued, “you aren’t wearing shoes, or much of anything.”

      Solomon looked ready to explode.

      Vivienne reached up, tugging his hand off her neck, and lacing her fingers with his. Holding on to him for balance, she raised each foot in turn, untying the laces of her designer athletic shoes and then toeing them off. She slipped off her no-show socks and tucked them into each shoe. The glossy wood of the floor was cool beneath her bare feet.

      She scooped up her shoes with her free hand, letting them dangle from two fingers.

      She straightened, making sure her body language and expression told Nerio that she wasn’t cowed by being forced to remove her footwear. Solomon gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze.

      Nerio quirked one eyebrow at her, but didn’t comment. He opened the door, preceding them into his office. Solomon went first, and she stayed close at his back.

      For the second time in as many days, she was awed. Nerio’s Dom-in-residence office looked out over the stern of the boat. A long rectangular room, it was roughly half the width of the vessel. The wall opposite where they’d entered was made of tinted glass, offering an unobstructed view of the deck for this level, and the decks below, which stair-stepped down the profile of the ship.

      On her right, the exterior wall, with larger than expected porthole-style windows, offered a view of yet more endless blue ocean.

      The long wall on the left of the room was also made entirely of glass. Several doors interspersed along the expanse offered access to the massive “L” shaped deck that wrapped around the office. Lounge chairs were positioned in the shade offered by the overhang from the floor above—she was fairly certain they were now standing under the helipad.

      The office itself was lush and elegant, with the occasional touch of nautical whimsy. The desk and chair, positioned at an angle to take advantage of the views, were glass, brass, and blue-gray leather, but an ornate, antique captain’s desk was displayed not far from its modern counterpart. A small conference table with six chairs around it was positioned not far from where they stood. It, like the desk, was glass-topped. The pedestal base of the table was wrapped in the same blue-grey leather as the desk chair. Around the table, straight backed parsons chairs had brass nailhead accents, and sailcloth seats and backs.

      A massive rope basket held a stack of navy velvet floor pillows, a curio cabinet displayed an oddly harmonious collection of shells and antique nautical instruments, and almost every piece of furniture boasted shiny brass diamond eyeplate anchor rings—diamond shaped pieces of metal with large D ring anchors sticking out of the center.

      Vivienne swallowed against the fear creeping up her neck, her fingers tight around Solomon’s hand. He gave her a squeeze.

      There were anchor rings all around the pedestal base of the conference table, and in the center of the back of each parsons chair. There were two on each leg of the modern desk, one near the top, the other several centimeters above the floor. A bare expanse of wall beside the door boasted six anchors screwed directly into the wood paneling.

      The room was designed with an eye to restraining submissives, offering a variety of bondage options.

      “How about we sit over here, and enjoy the view?” Nerio motioned to the pair of club chairs facing the window.

      Solomon led Vivienne towards the conference table. “We’ll sit here, where everyone gets a chair.”

      “Are you sure? You could have seen to her comfort.” Nerio motioned to the basket of floor pillows, making it clear he’d expected her to kneel while they sat in the chairs.

      “She can see to her own comfort, by sitting in a chair, you misogynistic asshole.”

      Vivienne let out a peal of laughter. Solomon’s words had been exactly what she needed to hear to snap her out of it. When he held out her chair, she graciously accepted, taking her seat and calmly folding her hands on the tabletop. Minus the fact that she was barefoot, and that her view was of the back half of the super yacht and the open ocean, she could pretend this was any other meeting.

      Solomon waited behind her chair. For a moment she thought he was going to remain standing. Nerio sighed and shrugged, then wandered over, taking the seat at the head of the table, to Vivienne’s left. Once he was seated, Solomon circled around, sitting opposite her. She was surprised—she’d expected him to sit beside her if he was going to sit at all. A second later she realized he’d chosen the seat so that he was within grabbing range of Nerio. If he had sat beside her, he would have been too far away to intervene if Nerio tried something.

      She was not helpless, or afraid to defend herself, but she also had no pretenses about her own physical prowess. Her physical activity was geared more towards keeping her body shape compliant with the sizing of the designer clothes she wore, not strength or self-defense.

      If it came to physical confrontation, she would back up to give Solomon room to work, then hit Nerio from behind with whatever heavy object she could find.

      She’d never been at a table negotiation where she was barefoot and wearing casual, flowing clothes designed for the beach, her opponent was in a black T-shirt and jeans, and her associate was naked from the waist up. Nevertheless, this was a negotiation.

      She was particularly good at dealing with the emotional aspect of a situation—the people. It was rare, especially in the fashion and luxury wine industries, for a business to be conducted without some ego on the part of the participants.

      Retailers wanted to feel worthy of carrying a luxury brand. Designers wanted to feel like they were both innovative and accepted by the status quo. Logistics based businesses such as distribution, transport, and import and export, all wanted their unseen but difficult work acknowledged. Managing that was her specialty. She was good at business, but she was excellent at people.

      Solomon was excellent at business.

      She looked at him and inclined her head in a slight nod, acknowledging that he should take the lead.

      He smiled at her and winked subtly, then turned to Nerio. “What’s your opening offer?”
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      “My opening offer?” Nerio pursed his lips. “My offer is the time and facilities you need to repair your relationship.”

      “That offer is built on three assumptions,” Solomon said, settling into the negotiation. “First, that you have the ability to guarantee us time, which you don’t.”

      “James and Monsieur Beauvalot are taking care of making sure you won’t be missed.”

      “Then they’re offering that guarantee, not you. And that isn’t valid until we’ve spoken with them to understand how it is they’ve gone about securing the time you claim to offer.”

      Nerio sat a bit straighter, seeming to take this more seriously. “What is my second assumption?”

      “That we need your facilities. We don’t.”

      “Ah, but you do.”

      “An entire wing of my house is a BDSM dungeon. If that’s what we need, we had access to it. You aren’t offering anything we didn’t already have access to.”

      “But my dungeon is neutral ground. Very neutral, given that we’re in international waters.”

      “Follow up,” Solomon said quickly. “You assume we need a dungeon to work on our relationship. We don’t.”

      “Don’t you? I’ve found that once people have become accustomed to the structure and rules of BDSM, they are much more able to express themselves in that space.”

      The bastard wasn’t wrong, though Solomon would never admit it.

      “Third assumption—”

      “I thought my third assumption was that you needed BDSM?”

      “No, that was a follow up to the second assumption.”

      “Ah, I see. It was assumption 2B.”

      Vivienne pressed her lips together as if hiding a smile, but quickly schooled her features.

      “Assumption three is that we want to fix our relationship.”

      Vivienne’s politely neutral expression went blank as if she were a wax doll. Dammit, he hadn’t meant to hurt her.

      Had he hurt her?

      She’d been the one walking away this morning. He was the one who wasn’t done.

      If he could just get ten uninterrupted minutes with her—no, wait, that wouldn’t be enough. If he could get two hours with her, alone in a room, with no distractions, he could tell her what he’d decided last night.

      No, you ass, not tell her, ask her.

      Right, two hours alone with her and he would stop using anger as a shield and tell her how he really felt. That she was home to him. That he needed her and would accept whatever she was willing to give. That he would stop bringing up the past and live in the moment. That he’d be there for her whenever she was able to come to him.

      All he needed was two hours.

      He was opening his mouth to say something else when he stopped, struck dumb by a realization. “Holy shit,” he said.

      “Solomon, what’s wrong?” Vivienne asked.

      “They’re right.”

      “Who’s right?”

      “James. Edmund.”

      “Right about what?” she demanded.

      Nerio was grinning like the cat that ate the canary. “About this. About you needing to come here.”

      Solomon turned on him with a snarl. “No. This is fucking bullshit, and you’re a nut job.”

      Vivienne pointedly cleared her throat, widening her eyes at him.

      Right. Don’t piss off the crazy guy who had them trapped in the middle of the ocean.

      Luckily, Nerio just laughed.

      “They were right about us needing time and space to talk,” Solomon said softly.

      “I don’t disagree. It’s why I came to you.” Her tone was a match for his. “We talked.” She looked away. “We’re done.”

      The last word tipped up at the end, landing somewhere between statement and question.

      It was time to stop being such a fucking coward.

      Solomon took a deep breath, braced his forearms on the table, and said, “I’m not.”

      Vivienne went still, her eyes a little too wide. She met his gaze, and for a moment he thought he saw something there—hope? Maybe that was his wishful thinking.

      She looked down at her hands, her fingers tightly laced. “You’re not what?”

      “I’m not done.”

      “With…me?”

      “With us.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Solomon could see Nerio. He expected the other man to look smug, but instead he was intensely following the conversation, brow furrowed.

      “I hurt you,” Vivienne said. “More than just the scar on your face.”

      It was shocking to hear her say the words so bluntly.

      “I was selfish in our relationship, and I didn’t even see it until you pointed it out two nights ago.” She took a deep breath and looked up. “Solomon, we need to be done. We hurt each other. We’re bad for each other.”

      His stomach clenched. “Yeah, we are. But we’re also good together.”

      She shook her head. “We have chemistry. It’s not the same.”

      “We have more than that.” He softened his tone, cajoling. “Look me in the eye and tell me that you’re okay walking away after last night. What we have is… People go their whole lives without finding the kind of connection we have.”

      Vivienne exploded up from the table, shoving back so fast and hard that her chair tipped over.

      “No, no!” She pointed an accusing finger his direction. “I won’t fall in love with you again. You break my heart, over and over, and like a masochist, I come back for more.”

      He clenched one hand into a fist, squeezing tight as he fought the urge to respond with anger of his own. While he was gathering himself, Vivienne started to pace.

      “Do you have any idea what it took for me to walk away from you this morning? How much I wanted to stay beside you?”

      The words were balm to his battered soul. “Vivi baby, I—”

      “You don’t even like me!”

      “What the hell? Of course I do.”

      “You think I’m stupid. No, not stupid.” She shoved her hands into her hair, curling them into fists. She switched to French, continuing more quickly and eloquently in her native language. “You think I’m spineless. Weak. I let my family change who I was. I gave up my dreams to protect them.” She swallowed hard and whirled to face him. “And the worst part is you’re not wrong. You’re absolutely right. I was going to change the world for the better, and instead all I do is babysit the spoiled, insecure brats in my family. I make sure that we make money. More and more money when we have everything we could need. Collectively it would take us two lifetimes to spend it all.” She blinked rapidly and tears slid down her cheeks. “How could you want to be with someone like that?”

      What had he done? God damn it, he was such an asshole.

      “Vivi baby,” he rose from his chair, striding quickly towards her. He needed to hold her. To kiss away those tears and tell her how very sorry he was. He hadn’t tried to be cruel, he’d tried to be honest. He’d forgotten that honesty wasn’t always a virtue, especially when the “honesty” he had to offer was his perspective, his truth. What had Nerio said? He didn’t believe in truth and lies? Maybe there was something to that.

      As he approached, she stumbled back several steps.

      Thickly muscled arms wrapped around him from behind. Solomon snarled and grabbed Nerio’s wrists, trying to pry his hands away so he could go to Vivienne.

      “Give her a minute,” Nerio said softly. “Sit down, and let her have some space.”

      Solomon should ignore him, on principle, but looking at Vivienne, who’d walked as far away as she could get without leaving the room, Solomon knew Nerio was right.

      He stopped resisting, and Nerio released him.

      Solomon pressed the heels of his hands against his eye sockets and then returned to his seat.

      Planting his elbows on the table, he dropped his head into his hands.

      He wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that, a minute or ten, but it was Nerio who broke the silence.

      “I think we can resume negotiations with perhaps a clearer understanding of what it is I can offer, and what it is you two need.”

      “Negotiations…” Solomon scrubbed his face. “For fuck’s sake, man, just let us leave.”

      Chair legs scraped against the floor, and he moved his hands in time to see Vivienne righting her chair and then resuming her seat. Her eyes were luminous, but she wasn’t actively crying.

      “Solomon asked you what your opening offer was.” Her voice was a little hoarse, but steady, as she spoke. “I’d like to approach it a different way.”

      Nerio motioned for her to proceed.

      “What is it you want from us?” she asked.

      “I told you, I’m a romantic. I want to see the two of you happy.”

      “If we agree to date, you’ll let us leave?” she asked.

      Nerio smiled. “That would be a very good deal for you, wouldn’t it? Eating dinner together a few times—you wouldn’t even have to talk, just eat—and you’d have technically fulfilled your end of the bargain.”

      Vivienne glanced at Solomon, a plea in her eyes. He straightened, forcing himself to focus on what was happening right now rather than how sick he felt for hurting her.

      This was a negotiation. His specialty. Time to prove that he was worth the stupid amounts of money he made.

      “You say you want us happy. Leaving aside the fact that happiness is a contractually undefinable concept, let’s talk about the specifics. Does your definition of happy require us to be a romantic couple?”

      “A very good question, and no. Accepting the end of your relationship, and parting ways amicably, would be a happy, if bittersweet, result.”

      “We did that, we’ve done that,” Vivienne said quickly.

      Nerio looked at her with disappointment. “That’s a lie and everyone here knows it.”

      “Let me see if I’ve got this right.” Solomon pulled Nerio’s attention. “Your end goal for us is—if I can offer a different term—acceptance.”

      “Acceptance.” Nerio leaned back and seem to consider it. “In my line of work, that’s actually a rather loaded term, but I can see from a business perspective it might be more reliable.”

      “What is your line of work?” Vivienne asked

      Nerio smiled. “I’m a forensic psychologist.”

      Solomon and Vivienne stared at one another, then turned in tandem to look at Nerio.

      “Right,” Solomon drawled. “Okay then. You’re a super-rich shrink for the extra crazy.”

      “There were several offensive terms in that statement. And I primarily focus on research and policy. I don’t have a patient roster, and my personal wealth has nothing to do with my profession.”

      Vivienne laughed unexpectedly.

      “Vivi?” Solomon asked.

      “If you’re a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” She pointed at Nerio. “If you’re a psychologist…”

      “…you force strangers into couples’ therapy.” Solomon finished. “I’ll be damned.”

      Vivienne leaned back in her chair and chuckled quietly, almost to herself.

      Solomon turned his attention back to Nerio. He didn’t doubt the man was a forensic psychologist, but there had to be more to his story.

      “Your end goal is for us to accept our relationship, whether that’s a romantic relationship, or accepting that there is no relationship.”

      “Correct.”

      “And our end goal is to not be held prisoner in the middle of the ocean.”

      “I think acceptance should also be your goal.”

      “No, I’m going to go with not-prisoner.”

      Vivienne started to chuckle again.

      “I think it’s worth noting,” Solomon said. “That forced therapy seems like a very bad idea.”

      Nerio raised a brow. “What is it you think mandatory anger management or drug counseling is?”

      “Fair point.” Solomon stared down through the glass tabletop at Vivienne’s bare feet. He remembered reverently kissing her arches. “Now that everyone’s outcome goals are established, let’s talk about the details of the contract. You can’t keep us here indefinitely.”

      “Regrettably, no. Monsieur Beauvalot said that he and his brother—Victor, I believe, could cover for Mademoiselle Deschamps until Tuesday evening Paris time.”

      Vivienne had arrived on Luca Cay Wednesday afternoon, and it was now mid-day Friday. Solomon glanced quickly at Vivienne. She considered the timeline, then gave a small shrug. Odd, he expected her to protest. To say she needed to get back to work sooner.

      How could she, when he’d made her feel like a failure—worse, unlovable—for doing exactly that?

      “We need a day for travel,” Solomon said quickly. “Which means we need to be somewhere with a good-sized airport on Monday.”

      “I will return you to Luca Cay first thing Tuesday.”

      “Monday afternoon, touching down on Luca Cay at least two hours before sunset.” That would give them time to get over to George Town that night, and catch the first flight out of the Bahamas on Tuesday morning.

      “Accepted,” Nerio said.

      “All right, Doc, that gives you tonight, Saturday, and Sunday to work on us.” Honestly, some couples’ therapy wasn’t the worse idea for them.

      “Oh, our negotiations aren’t done. You see, when people are required to attend counseling, it’s usually required weekly for months on end. That allows them to spend some time being resentful and distant. With you two, we don’t have that luxury, so I’m going to need to make sure you two don’t simply ride out the time.”

      For a moment there, Solomon had forgotten that he was dealing with a certifiable comic book super villain.

      Nerio rose to his feet and went to the antique captain’s desk, pulling open one of the drawers and extracting two folded sheaves of paper. He opened them, glancing at the top page, then walked back to the conference table. He handed one to Vivienne, and then rounded the table, holding out the second, slightly thicker packet, to Solomon.

      Before he could look at what he’d just been given, Vivienne sucked in a sharp breath. She tossed the papers on the table and they scattered. The top sheet landed at just the right angle for him to read the heading.

      SUBMISSIVE CONTRACT

      Solomon flipped open his sheaf.

      MASTER CONTRACT AND DUNGEON CODE OF CONDUCT

      He carefully and precisely ripped the papers into a thousand pieces. It took him a full minute, and that minute also allowed the rage that simmered inside him to calm down to red- rather than white-hot.

      “You plan to force us to scene?”

      Nerio looked at the contract confetti on the floor and frowned. “Force you? Of course not. I’m not a rapist.”

      “Just a kidnapper?” Vivienne asked tightly.

      “I’ve told you, I’m a romantic.”

      “You’re a—” Solomon cut himself off. Insulting Nerio wouldn’t help the situation. “Why did you hand us the contracts if not to force us to scene?”

      Nerio resumed his seat. “Let’s return to what I said before. Serious BDSM practitioners, such as we—” He gestured theatrically. “—have to be honest, both with ourselves and our partners. Communication is not only important, but vital, when a power exchange is in play.”

      Solomon had a funny feeling he knew where this was going. “Get on with it.”

      Nerio leaned forward. “Tell me, do the problems in your relationship stem from D/s?”

      “No,” Solomon snapped.

      Vivienne shook her head.

      “When you scene, do you have clarity…no, wait. Let me rephrase.” Nerio smiled. “Do you feel acceptance when you scene? Do you accept yourself, your needs? Do you accept your partner for who they are, not who you wish they were?”

      Vivienne’s lower lip trembled before she clamped her mouth closed. Solomon nodded stiffly.

      “As I suspected.” Nerio clapped his hands together, his excited manner totally at odds with Solomon and Vivienne’s grim expressions. “This, then, is the last part of our negotiation. You two will negotiate your D/s contract for the weekend—with particular attention to how often you will play, aftercare protocols, and sleeping arrangements.” Nerio went back to the desk, pulling out yet another sheaf of papers. He stopped behind Vivienne’s chair, then leaned forward to toss Solomon the new set of documents. “I will mediate, and serve as Vivienne’s advocate, in my role as Dom in residence.” Nerio laid his hands on Vivienne’s shoulders.

      The instant he touched her, she raised her chin but lowered her lashes. Her fingers, which had been fisted together on top of the table, dropped to her lap, where she lay them, palms up, on her thighs.

      It was a submissive waiting posture. One he’d taught her, back in their flat in London. He could still vividly remember ordering her to sit, naked, on one of the dining chairs, gaze down, soft palms exposed as her hands rested on her thighs. He’d been grinning, knowing she could hear, but not really see what he was up to as he shoved around their furniture to clear enough floorspace that she’d be able to get on all fours, with enough perimeter space for him to have 360-degree access to her lovely body.

      Solomon didn’t bother to go around the table. He went over it. He leapt to his feet, planted one bare foot on the seat of his chair, and launched himself at Nerio.
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      Vivienne was both impressed and alarmed when Solomon threw himself at Nerio. While one part of her was marveling at the dramatic sight he made—bare chested, snarling, and sailing through the air—her sense of self-preservation took control, and she dove out of the way.

      Solomon hit Nerio, and both of them, plus the chair she’d been sitting in, landed on the floor with heavy thumps and a cracking noise from the chair that made her think it might not survive. Vivienne crawled quickly under the glass table, out the other side, before jumping to her feet and whirling around, looking for something she could hit Nerio with.

      Casting a quick glance at the two men—they were rolling around on the floor, not really hitting each other so much as grappling and cursing—she ran to the curio cabinet. A time-worn antique brass paperweight in the shape of a voluptuous mermaid was exactly what she needed. Improvised weapon in hand, she ran back to the fight.

      Nerio was flat on his back under Solomon, who was laying half on top of the other man, hands fisted in Nerio’s shirt. He seemed to be trying to slam Nerio’s head and shoulders against the floor, a move Nerio was preventing as he had one forearm wedged against Solomon’s throat.

      “Don’t ever touch her,” Solomon wheezed. “You have no right.”

      “Flip him over and I’ll hit him.” Vivienne hefted the brass paperweight.

      Nerio caught sight of what she had in her hand, and his eyes widened. Then his gaze went steely, and he seemed to relax under Solomon. In the same moment that Vivienne thought to herself “that doesn’t seem right,” Nerio proved that he’d been toying with Solomon. He quickly, efficiently ended the battle by flipping Solomon off him in what looked to her like some sort of wrestling or judo move.

      Solomon landed flat on his back at her feet, his breath escaping in a painful sounding rush of air. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, seemingly unable to inhale again. Vivienne dropped to her knees beside him, keeping the paperweight in one hand.

      “Solomon? Solomon—breathe, my love. Breathe.” She tried not to let the panic she felt leach into her voice.

      His gaze softened as he looked up at her, and Vivienne put her palm against his cheek. When Nerio jumped to his feet, dusting briskly at his jeans, Vivienne tightened her hold on the paperweight, ready to defend her man.

      Nerio looked at her and smiled, but it lacked some of the malicious amusement she’d sensed from him before.

      “That was certainly telling, don’t you agree?”

      Solomon had finally managed to inhale. He let out a pained moan as he exhaled, but still managed to tack on a faint, “Fuck you, asshole.”

      He was okay, and that allowed her panic to dissipate. With the immediate crisis over, she was back to worrying about their overall situation.

      Nerio crouched on the other side of Solomon’s prone body. “If I could have that rather heavy objet d’art, I would appreciate it.”

      It was framed as a request, but Vivienne knew better. There was no way he was going to let her keep a hold of something that could be used as a weapon. She glanced at Solomon who nodded, then propped himself up on his elbows, still breathing heavily.

      Rather than hand it to Nerio, she leaned to the side, setting the paperweight on the conference table, which had miraculously stayed in place throughout the fight. Some part of her had been worried that the heavy glass top would break, and they would end up sliced to ribbons, bleeding out with a truly stunning view as their last sight. She supposed, given that this was a boat, everything was secured against turbulent waters.

      Nerio nodded in apparent satisfaction, then braced his hands on his knees and rose to standing. He grabbed what had been her chair, setting it upright and then wiggling it. One of the legs shifted loosely. He set it aside and grabbed a different chair, dropping into it.

      Solomon sat up all the way, turning so he was between Nerio and her. Needing contact, she scooted up against Solomon’s back, propping her chin on his shoulder while sliding her arms around his waist. She felt some of the tension in his shoulders and back lessen the moment she touched him.

      “Let’s discuss what just happened,” Nerio said.

      “How about we not?” Solomon said conversationally.

      Vivienne hid a smile against his shoulder. She’d been varying levels of afraid, from alarmed to terrified, since the moment Nerio forced her into the helicopter. But that had been hours ago, and it seemed that her previous levels of fear and tension were unsustainable, because with every moment that passed, she was a little more relaxed, feeling a bit more like a guest, instead of a prisoner.

      Maybe it was Stockholm syndrome.

      Her lips twitched again, as she imagined Solomon’s response if she’d said that aloud.

      “Two very interesting things happened,” Nerio stated. “One, and the less surprising of the two, was that you, Solomon, responded aggressively and possessively to my platonic touching of Vivienne.”

      “Platonic, my ass.”

      “The second was that you, Vivienne, behaved as a submissive when I touched you.”

      Vivienne turned her head, laying her cheek instead of her chin on Solomon’s shoulder so she wasn’t looking at either man.

      “While I pride myself on my skills as a dominant, I was not attempting to elicit that response,” Nerio continued.

      “That’s bullshit,” Solomon said.

      “I assure you it’s not. When I am not just your friendly, neighborhood matchmaker, but Master Nerio, you’ll know it.”

      “You were subtle about it, but you did it on purpose,” Solomon accused. “You keep referring to this as the Dom-in-residence’s office, the whole place is covered in dungeon ready furniture, you passed us contracts, and then—”

      Vivienne had held her silence too long. She was being a coward.

      “It wasn’t him, it was you,” she said, face still on Solomon’s shoulder.

      The tension returned to Solomon’s body, the muscle under her cheek becoming rock-hard.

      “What do you mean?” Solomon asked.

      She should let go of him, move so that they could talk face to face. But it seemed she’d used up all her courage for the day. Or perhaps it was just exhaustion. Everything she’d felt, not just today but in the past week, was catching up with her. Shock when she saw Solomon, remembered pain and regret once they started talking. The exquisite highs of sexual pleasure and emotional release she’d found when they scened. The shock, anger, and embarrassment when they’d been interrupted by her family. The determination and desperation that had led her to follow him to his home in the Bahamas.

      The list went on and on.

      She was so tired. Too tired to lie. Too tied to prevaricate.

      “I wasn’t submitting to him,” she said softly. “I was submitting to you.”

      His muscled twitched under her cheek.

      “No, please don’t get upset. It wasn’t something you did. It was the…the sum of all the parts. What happened last night, the fact that we were kidnapped together, then being in the dungeon.” She closed her eyes, though neither man could see her face. She wasn’t sure what Solomon would have seen in her gaze had he been able to look her in the eye. “When I submit to you, I feel safe. I want to feel safe. He touched me and it wasn’t about him, it was about me looking at you, and the physical contact just made my body do what my mind was already feeling.” They were speaking English and her sentences were awkward and inelegant as she struggled to express a feeling that had no name. Her throat was tight with the need to cry, though that seemed so very foolish.

      Solomon laid his big hands over her wrists, thumbs rubbing her knuckles. Vivienne went limp against him, letting her body soften, mold to the hard lines of his back.

      “I’ve got you, Vivi baby,” he whispered. “We’re going to get through this. We’re going to figure it all out.”

      He wasn’t done. That’s what he’d said. He wasn’t done with her, with them.

      That thought should have filled her with joy—when he’d mentioned the possibility of a D/s relationship back in Paris, she’d felt hope and excitement for the future for the first time in years. Then she’d come to his island, and heard his version of their relationship. That had broken her heart, wiped away hope.

      Yet, in this moment, all she felt was tired, and a little sad.

      Because you know it won't work. Not unless one of you changes.

      Vivienne slowly pulled her hands out from under Solomon’s, sliding her palms around his waist. She pushed away from his body, kneeling up so that she could look at Nerio.

      “I am not a good self-advocate when it comes to sceneing with him,” she told Nerio.

      “Vivienne, what are you doing?” Solomon twisted to look at her, one hand planted on the floor behind his ass. The movement showed off the muscles of his arms and chest, and she was tired, not dead, so she took a moment to appreciate the view.

      “How can I help?” Nerio asked.

      Vivienne looked at him. “I’d like you to represent my interests in the contract negotiations for the weekend.”

      “Are you high?” Solomon demanded in outrage.

      That startled a laugh out of her. “No, I am not high. I’m exhausted and thirsty and hungry. And I know my limitations. I want to give you everything when we play. I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      Solomon’s gaze darkened, but before he could reply, Nerio rose. “I’m being a terrible host. I hope you will forgive me.” He walked over to a hidden panel in the wall. With a press, the panel popped open and he reached in, pulling out a corded phone.

      “Yes, I’d like lunch for two in the dungeon office, and a third lunch in one of the staterooms. Also, please send someone to escort my guest.” Nerio hung up. “Someone will be here momentarily to take you to one of the rooms. Not an aftercare room.”

      Vivienne rose to her feet, feeling old and creaky as she did so. “Thank you.”

      “And I would be happy to negotiate on your behalf.” Nerio stepped closer, lowering his voice. “But first I need to know one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Vivienne asked, also sotto voce.

      “What do you want?”

      “The question is far too broad,” she said.

      “All too true. Let me rephrase. Do you love Solomon Carter?”

      She smiled sadly. “I do. I always have.”

      “But?” Nerio asked.

      Vivienne didn’t reply. There were too many ways to finish that thought.

      “Very well,” Nerio said when it was clear she wasn’t going to say anything more. “I’ll try a different approach. When you leave my ship, do you want to be in a romantic relationship with him, a D/s relationship only? Do you want to leave here wearing his collar?”

      Vivienne licked her lips and closed her eyes. How could she answer that question? It wasn’t about what she wanted.

      “Or would you like to leave here and be able to walk away with nothing but fond memories?” Nerio smiled. “And acceptance.”

      There was only one answer she could give. “I don’t know.”

      Solomon made a noise low in his throat. Apparently they hadn’t been quiet enough. He’d heard what she said.

      Vivienne couldn’t bear to face him. She turned and started walking towards the door. The universe did her a favor, and there was a polite knock. Nerio rushed ahead, opening the door and speaking quietly to the white-uniform clad attendant.

      Just before she left, she paused, not looking at Nerio when she spoke. “I love him, I don’t know if we can ever be together. We hurt each other.”

      “‘The course of true love never did run smooth.’” Nerio held the door open.

      “J’ai aimé jusqu’a atteindre la folie,” she replied.

      Nerio inclined his head, like a fencer acknowledging a hit. She knew he understood what she’d just said—I have loved to the point of madness—but apparently he didn’t know the rest of the Françoise Sagan quote.

      I have loved to the point of madness;

      That which is called madness,

      That which to me,

      Is the only sensible way to love.
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      Vivienne slid, naked, under the sheets. She was warm, clean, dry, and well-fed.

      Since leaving Solomon and Nerio, she’d spent the afternoon in the lovely suite. It was on the same level as the dungeon and aftercare rooms, but rather than opening into the dungeon, it was on the ocean side of the hall, and she had lovely views, and even a small balcony. There was a sitting room, bedroom, and massive bathroom with a soaking tub. She’d taken a long bath while gazing out at the endless expanse of ocean.

      She been served lunch and then dinner. The ship’s sommelier had accompanied the server, offering her a choice of wines. She quirked her lips in an amusement as he’d extolled the virtues of the five-year-old Château Rossolina Deschamps Chardonnay he suggested to go with her fish for dinner. She’d accepted the wine suggestion, then dined in front of the open balcony doors, the clean smell of open ocean air, distinctly different from the way salt water smelled on beaches or from a dock, adding another layer of flavor to the delicious meal.

      The man who showed her to her room had been solicitous, working to grant her every request. The one request he hadn’t been able to fulfill was for clothes. He brought her a selection, but most of it had been fet wear.

      He explained, hesitantly and apologetically, that the only women’s clothes they had on board were items they provided to guests who otherwise wouldn’t meet the dress code to use the ship’s “amenities.”

      Which meant that guests who weren’t serious, or knowledgeable, enough to have brought their own corsets, fishnet, leather, and latex garments of their own, could be dressed from the stockpile. She picked through the things her attendant had brought, hoping for a silk teddy or similar, but Nerio’s taste in fet wear was distressingly clichéd.

      The room had come equipped with robes—both a long terrycloth one she’d put on after the bath, and a shorter pale-blue satin one which she’d worn while she ate dinner.

      Not wanting to sleep in the robe, she’d shed it before sliding between the silky cotton sheets. She’d been tempted to leave the balcony doors open, but there was something terrifying about the ocean at night, even if it was terror tempered by beauty.

      She stacked up the pillows behind her back, turning on her side so she faced the balcony doors. She willed sleep to come. Since leaving the Dom-in-residence office, she did a very good job of keeping her thoughts away from Solomon, their past, and most importantly, their future.

      The click of the bedroom door opening made her turn, frowning. She wasn’t scared, though she probably should have been. Maybe she’d used up all her fear earlier.

      Or maybe part of her had sensed who it was on the other side.

      Like in a hotel, there was a light on in the hall. When he entered the living room of the suite, he’d left the hall door open, and some of the light spilled in. Solomon stood silhouetted by that yellow artificial light, while pale starlight from the balcony doors cast a silvery glow over his features.

      He stood there not moving, perhaps waiting for her to either tell him to go, or beckon him in.

      She did neither. Vivienne breathed slowly and deliberately, one hand holding the sheet in place over her breasts.

      Solomon backed up, never taking his eyes off of her, and pushed the hall door closed. This time she could watch as he approached the bed. Watch as he stepped in and closed the door behind him, sealing them in together.

      He too was silent, but not menacingly so. He looked tired.

      When Solomon walked past her towards the bathroom, Vivienne didn’t react except to adjust her pillows.

      She listened—heard the water in the shower start, the pad of his bare feet against the tile. The sound of him moving around, getting ready for bed, rather than make her nervous, lulled her to sleep.

      She roused slightly when the bed dipped as he climbed in, grumbled at the cold air that hit her naked skin when he lifted the covers, and mumbled in protest as he tugged one of the pillows out from under her head.

      “Pillow hog,” he murmured.

      She rolled away from him, but then wiggled backward a few inches. He knew what she wanted.

      Solomon’s big body wrapped around hers. In her half-asleep state, Vivienne didn’t think about all the years that had passed, all the things that happened. When he draped one arm over her hip, she grabbed one of his hands, pulling it up and settling it on her breast so he cupped her flesh. She loved the feel of him touching her intimately when it was a private, but non-sexual moment.

      Solomon kissed the spot behind her ear and settled in.

      Safe in his arms, she slept.
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      “Vivi baby, I’m leaving this here for you. See you in a few minutes.”

      The kiss on her hair, and whispered words, were enough to rouse Vivienne, though slowly. By the time she sat up, he’d already left the bedroom. She caught sight of him exiting the suite.

      She rolled over into the space he’d just vacated. It was warm and smelled like him. Relaxed and calm, she was tempted to fall back to sleep, except his words piqued her curiosity.

      Leaving what where for her?

      Vivienne sat up again and scrubbed her face, then stretched, blankets pooling around her waist as she raised her arms. As she threw back the covers, a piece of paper fluttered to the ground.

      Vivienne slowly slid off the bed, lowering herself down so she was sitting on the floor. With trembling fingers she picked it up.

      

      V -

      I’ve missed sleeping beside you.

      I miss you.

      We’ll talk about that later, but now it’s time to play. Once you leave this room, you’re mine. If you don’t want to play, or have questions about the contract, call Nerio, before you walk out the door.

      I left what you’re allowed to wear on the couch.

      Love,

      S

      

      Love. He signed it love. That arrogant, wonderful son of a bitch. She pressed the note to her chest, waiting for the sadness and the worry and the dread she’d felt yesterday to resurface. She knew exactly how dangerous it was to get involved with Solomon. How much he could hurt her.

      Trying to avoid that pain was why she’d gone to his island—hoping if she found closure, she wouldn’t spend years suffering from heartache. Desperation to get away before she crumbled was why she called for a helicopter.

      The feelings didn’t come. It was almost as if the exhaustion she’d felt yesterday, followed by a night sleeping in his arms, had muted everything.

      Or maybe seeing those four little letters changed things. He still loved her. Or loved her again.

      Buoyed by some unknown combination of well rested, happy, and hopeful, Vivienne went into the bathroom. She found a stock of hygiene products, including a razor. A quick shower, without bothering to wash her hair, and she was ready. She’d dropped her bag when Nerio grabbed her, so there wasn’t much she could do to prep. She applied lotion everywhere, and touched up her hair with the comb, taming flyaways. All the exposure to salt air had given it a nice wave. Normally, she wouldn’t have dared go anywhere without at least a layer of tinted moisturizer and mascara on, but she was going to be more than physically naked with Solomon. She was going to be emotionally naked too. That’s what he could give her—complete release. That sense of being taken care of and known.

      Most of all, he loved her. It didn’t matter if she wasn’t wearing makeup.

      He loved you before. That wasn’t enough. And he might love you, but does he like you, respect you? He thinks you’re weak.

      She winced, the note, which she’d picked up off the vanity, crumpling in her hand. Vivienne took those thoughts, locked them into a little box, and shoved it away at the back of her mind. She was sure they’d return during one of her early-morning anxiety attacks, but for now she reclaimed the calm she’d felt since the moment she woke up to his voice and kiss, his lingering scent on the mattress beside her.

      Naked, she went in search of the clothing she was allowed to wear. With each step she took, heat built within her—it was the warmth of anticipation, and the slow burn of arousal. She wondered if he’d purposely used those words “allowed to wear” because he knew they would make her hot. Maybe he used them because he was already thinking and speaking like a Dom.

      Like her Dom.

      Her Master.

      The tube dress was made of glossy black latex. A fat silver zipper ran from between the molded breast cups midway down the front. Heavy silver bracelets of wide-link chain, not unlike those Tiffany bracelets that had been both popular and eventually ubiquitous many years ago, rested beside the dress. There was also a simple black hair elastic, and a small silver cuff hair ornament.

      Vivienne gathered up all the items, taking them to the bathroom. A panicked moment of searching in the drawers eventually yielded a small, unopened container of baby powder. She sighed in relief and sprinkled it inside the dress, then coated her legs and butt. Giving the powder time to soak in—latex clothes were incredibly easy to tear if you yanked—she turned to the rest of her preparation. Though the bracelets looked like statement jewelry, the extra large rings beside the clasp made it apparent they were to be used for bondage, though the fact that they were metal and didn’t have safety releases, meant they wouldn’t be used for anything extreme.

      That was almost disappointing.

      With the bondage bracelets weighing down her wrists, she gathered her hair up into a high ponytail, glad she hadn’t spent more time on it. Securing it with the elastic band, she then slid the cuff around the base of the ponytail which made it stick up off her head another inch. It was a style that was currently popular with one particular young singer, but the presence of the silver cuff added a sense of stereotypical, and inaccurate, harem girl.

      Finally she added another quick dusting of baby powder to the inside of the dress, unzipped, and then stepped into it. The fit wasn’t perfect, as it hadn’t been custom made for her, but it did what it was meant to.

      Vivienne zipped the dress closed before reaching down into the cups and adjusting her breasts. Then she took a dry washcloth and dusted away any remnants of the baby powder from the glossy exterior finish of the latex. She backed up and turned, examining herself from all sides.

      Her body looked tightly held and constrained by the dress, though it was actually fairly comfortable, at least compared to the same effect yielded by a leather corset. With her hair up, her neck looked very pale and slender. She wished she had big silver earrings, and a blood red lipstick.

      Instead her face was bare, which made her look younger. The dichotomy of her bare face and the obviously fetish outfit and hairdo, was erotic rather than unfinished.

      She walked out of the bathroom, aware of the way the rough interior of the latex rubbed against her hard nipples, and the fact that her pussy was already damp with need.

      Without hesitating she opened the door, expecting to see him waiting for her on the other side.

      Instead there was another piece of paper taped to the wall opposite.

      

      Meet me in the dungeon, and mind your manners.

      Love,

      Your Master
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      Solomon waited in shadow. He still didn’t trust Nerio as far as he could throw the other man—but the dude had very cool toys. A complete tour of the dungeon, and a tutorial on how to work the high-tech aspects, had been part of yesterday’s negotiation.

      One such toy, and the first one Solomon had gotten to play with, was the app that controlled the lights and music in the fully integrated “smart” dungeon. Purple, pink, pale blue, and iridescent green lights flashed and danced in time with the thumping techno music. He’d engineered the light show to leave several areas of the dungeon in full darkness, one of which he was standing in. A spot of pink light slid across the floor several feet from his feet, briefly illuminating and then hiding a matte gray sawhorse, a glider, and then an eight-foot tall metal frame dripping with chain. The light paused for a moment before darting off in another direction.

      Watching the lights could only distract him from the anxiety of waiting for so long.

      She might not come, that miserable little voice in his head whispered. You hurt her. Or maybe you didn’t hurt her, and she’s just done with you. She’s ready for someone else, someone better. Someone stronger. Someone who is a real Dom.

      His back teeth started to ache as he clenched his jaw. Solomon forced himself to relax before he broke a tooth. He was her Dom. Her Master, as he’d said in the note he left her.

      He waited, as calmly as he could. Wearing nothing but a pair of leather pants—and unlike the leather style but made-of-cloth ones he wore in his dungeon, these really were leather—he crossed his arms over his bare chest. How long had it been since he’d had on a shirt? At some point this weekend, he really needed to put on a damn shirt. Or find something heavy to lift so his pecs looked better.

      The dungeon doors opened. He saw her pause, though she was just a shadowed outline, given the bright sunlight that filled the small foyer behind her. He wasn’t close enough to see her expression, but he watched the line of her shoulders. She hadn’t hunch them anxiously, and they didn’t droop in disappointment.

      She stayed in the doorway, and he could see her turning her head, trying to find him. Even if he hadn’t been in shadow, the light pattern he designed never illuminated anything for more than a moment.

      Finally, she accepted that she was going to be walking in blind. Vivienne stepped into the dungeon and pulled the doors closed behind her.

      He picked up the tablet, which he’d balanced on the top of a spanking bench, and used his body to shield the light from the screen so it wouldn’t draw her notice. He lowered the volume on the music and slowed the dizzying pace of the light show.

      He waited for her to get accustomed to that, saw her once again looking for him. When the time felt right, he turned on a single spotlight. He grinned with satisfaction as she was suddenly haloed in a cone of bright white light, a moment of stillness among the shifting colors.

      She looked slick and sexy in the latex, her hair gathered high on her head, but still long enough that the ends brushed the top of her deliciously naked shoulders.

      He double-checked the screen, then hit the play button, initiating a preset sequence of lighting changes.

      A second still white spotlight, about five feet from where she currently stood, turned on. She slid her palms down the curve of her hips, then tapped her fingers on her thighs. Solomon realized she was nervous. Something inside him relaxed, his own nerves disappearing when he saw and sensed her uncertainty.

      When the first spotlight began to dim, she finally moved, coming deeper into the dungeon until she stood beneath the second one. A moment later a third light switched on, even as the first went completely dark. Again she crept forward, advancing ever deeper into the dungeon with the lights as her guide.

      Solomon started towards her, walking between pools of shadow as she moved from light to light. All doubts and uncertainty were gone, now that she was here.

      She stopped under what he knew was that last spotlight. She’d ended up right where he wanted her.

      Vivienne was looking around nervously, her palms sliding along the dark, glossy surface of her skirt. He’d turned down the volume of the music, but it was still loud enough to cover the sound of his footsteps. When he was in position, he stopped, mentally reviewing his plan for the scene, though this wasn’t going to be any kind of traditional BDSM play. That had been part of what Nerio had insisted on—a variety of play, focusing on intimacy and physical contact.

      “I’m going to fuck you,” he stated from deep in the shadows.

      Vivienne jumped, turning on one heel towards the sound of his voice. For a moment she searched the shadows, but then she lowered her gaze, her fingers still and calm at her sides.

      “I want you to fuck me, Master.”

      “Are you wet?” he demanded.

      She shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Yes, Master.”

      “Good.”

      Solomon stalked forward, his cock, which had been semi-erect since the moment she arrived in the dungeon, hardening inside the restriction of the leathers.

      Emerging from the darkness, he slid into the light. He knew when she saw him by the way she twitched, her spine straightening at the same time her shoulders relaxed.

      Solomon moved like a train that was gathering speed. When she was within arms’ reach he didn’t pause, but grabbed her, lifting her off the floor, one arm around her waist,  the other around the top of her thighs, under that sweet ass. He crushed her against his chest, her head higher than his, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, as he kept right on walking.

      He lifted her higher and her breasts were near his mouth. He wasn’t one to let an opportunity pass him by.

      Solomon buried his face in her cleavage, breathing in her scent, then turned his head and bit the inner curve of her left tit, just above the neckline of the dress he’d selected for her.

      He felt rather than heard her gasp. Her fingers slid into his hair, and she tried to turn his head. He nipped her again, in the same spot. She whimpered and her fingers softened, the touch cajoling.

      “Please, Master.”

      “Please what?”

      “Please bite me again, on the other breast.”

      Solomon went lightheaded with the sudden rush of desire. Not just the physical desire to sink his cock deep into her warm body, but the desire to mark her, claim her.

      He’d carried her no more than ten feet before they arrived at their destination—a section of wall padded with large dove-gray mats, similar to what could be found in a wrestling gym.

      With more force than he ever would have used if the vertical surface weren’t padded, Solomon slammed her back against the wall. Vivienne yelped, fingers tightening painfully in his hair. Pinning her in place with his hips, Solomon grabbed her wrists, yanking them away from him and forcing her arms beside her head.

      With quick, hard movements, he grabbed the dangling loops of black strapping he’d hooked into eye bolts near the juncture between wall and ceiling. She hadn’t moved her arms when he released her, and she didn’t resist when he slid the loops over her wrists. He stepped back, allowing her body to slide down the wall. She stood on toes, her arms raised but not fully stretched.

      “Hold on,” he commanded. “I’m going to fuck you hard and fast.” He jerked on the laces of his leathers.

      She made a little mewling noise of need. “That’s what I need. Please, please.”

      “You’re missing a word.”

      “Please, Master.”

      He didn’t bother to push the pants down, merely opened the lace front fly enough to pull his cock out and roll on a condom. Dick leading the way, he grabbed her thighs, sliding his hands up, raising the hem of the short dress. For a moment it caught on the sweet curves of her ass, but then it gave up, yielding to his desire to expose her naked flesh.

      Grabbing her hips, Solomon jerked her up. Her legs came around his waist without him having to issue the order, and in the next breath his cock slid down the valley of her pussy. He felt the nub of her clit as he grazed it with his dick, heard her gasp of pleasure even over the thrumming music. She was wet and ready, her pussy lips plump and warm as he positioned himself, ready to thrust into her.

      Behind him the dungeon was a world of light and sound. He’d wanted to create the heart-racing, overwhelming, and darkly thrilling environment of a Berlin rave. They’d gone to one once, gotten caught up in the music and the darkness, and nearly fucked against the wall, before a bouncer threw them out.

      He’d succeeded, at least partially, in recreating that moment. His plan had been to force her against this wall and fuck her hard and fast. To overwhelm her, take her quickly and aggressively, without the slow buildup that was typical of a BDSM scene.

      Instead, time seemed to slow as he readied himself for that first thrust. The rest of the world faded away, the music forgotten as he listened to the sound of her breath, the lights no longer mattering as he closed his eyes and buried his face in the curve of her neck. The next moments played in slow motion. He hiked her hips higher, Vivienne arched her back, arms tense and breasts thrusting up and out. Solomon tightened his hold on her, fingers digging into her ass.

      The moment crystallized and froze, as if they were trapped in amber. He inhaled, smelling the chemical scent of the latex, the soft feminine fragrance of either some lotion or perfume, and below that the earthy smell of her arousal and his own sweat.

      Solomon thrust, forcing his cock deep into her warm, willing body.

      The overwhelming perfection of the moment made him shiver, and then, as if their crystalline moment had been shattered by a hammer strike, the sense of stillness evaporated, burned away by the heat of their need.

      “Again,” Vivienne demanded.

      Solomon snarled soundlessly and bit her neck, a small punishment he softened when he licked and sucked the flesh between his teeth. He felt her arms strain as she pulled against the straps. Her heels dug into his ass, her chest rose and fell, breasts swelling temptingly above the neckline.

      Solomon withdrew and thrust in again, her pussy so slick and hot that he knew he wouldn’t last if he kept going like this.

      As tempting, as fucking hot, as the idea of finding his own satisfaction and then making her beg to come was, he wouldn’t do that. It would be hot, and in the long run she would enjoy it, but his whole plan hinged on him showing her he could, and more importantly would, take care of her.

      With a strength of will and purpose he didn’t know he possessed, Solomon withdrew his cock from her warm pussy and dropped to his knees.

      Hands under her ass, he guided her thighs onto his shoulders, and then buried his face in the slick folds of her sex.

      She tasted warm and a bit salty. He sucked her mons into his mouth, testing her flesh with his teeth. When that wasn’t enough, he sucked, drawing blood to the already swollen and sensitized skin. Her hips shifted, her thigh muscles working as she tried to force her clit against his chin or mouth. He wouldn’t reward bad behavior so he turned his head, nipping her thigh in warning. Over the thrum of the music he heard her whimper, but she stopped trying to take control, once more submitting, though he knew need and desire were riding her hard. It was the same for him, and his cock was starting to physically hurt he was so erect.

      Relenting, for the sake of both their sanities, Solomon adjusted her position and dipped his tongue between her labia, finding her clit. The first pass of his tongue caused her to jerk, nearly unseating herself. He tightened his hold on her ass, forcing her hips back against the wall so she was pinned still like a captured butterfly.

      Later there would be time to spread her open, to examine every sweet soft fold of her sex. But now it was about raw heat and desperate need. He buried his face in her pussy, swiped his tongue over her clit. Again and again he licked her with hard passes of the tip of his tongue. Soon she was jerking each time he did it, hips bouncing back against the wall. He knew her, knew her body. Those little jerks meant she was so sensitive that the hard flicks were actually too rough to make her come. Switching tactics, Solomon stuck out and flattened his tongue. Rather than lick, he moved his whole head up and down in a tiny nodding motion. The broad flat of his tongue rubbed up and down her clit, leaving no part of her untouched. For the first minute of this new technique she held perfectly still, though he could feel the trembling of her thigh muscles against his ears.

      Again and again he rubbed his tongue, backed by his teeth, over her clit. Though he sensed she was trying, soon she wasn’t able to hold still. When she inhaled it was a gasp of pleasure, the exhale a moan of need. Soon her movements became frantic, as if she couldn’t help but lift her hips, and if he hadn’t held her tight, hands forcing her back against the wall, she would have bucked him off.

      With her thighs around his ears, he couldn’t hear well, but even without her reedy, “I’m going to come, Master,” he knew when she was close. Knew in the way she suddenly held perfectly still and barely seemed to breathe.

      Solomon slid his hands from her hips to her knees, jerking her legs open. He let her feet fall to the floor as he rose to stand. Panicked, wide eyes met his gaze. The tight latex was bunched around her waist, and her thighs glistened.

      “Master?”

      Ignoring her query, Solomon reached for her breasts. He cupped and squeezed them before grabbing the zipper between them and jerking it down six inches. Her breasts spilled free, naked and vulnerable. It was lewd, and sexy as fuck, with her standing there tits and pussy exposed. At any time she could have simply slid her wrists out of the strapping loops, but she didn’t, because the physical bondage was just a representation. The power exchange was about something far more complex than being unable to move.

      That thought, and the emotions that went with it, had their place, but it wasn’t here in the middle of a rough, hard fuck.

      Solomon grabbed her by the waist, lifting her once again. Vivienne wrapped her legs around him, hooking her feet together at his back. Solomon stepped into her, letting his body weight press her hard against the padded wall. Her nipples were tight pebbles against his chest, her breasts soft and yielding.

      Cupping her ass, he angled his own hips, and then his cock once more slid down the valley of her pussy, finding the entrance to her body.

      For the first time since she entered the dungeon, Solomon kissed her. Her mouth yielded, and he swept his tongue inside, letting her taste her own arousal. He licked her lower lip, kissed the corner of her mouth, then once more thrust his tongue into her, at the same time as he shoved his cock deep into her warm pussy.

      Vivienne jerked her mouth from his and screamed as she came, and the sound of her climax pushed him over the edge. He wanted it to last longer than three thrusts, but they were both primed and ready to ignite. Her pussy clenched on his cock, he buried his face in her neck, and shuddered as pleasure wracked him.

      Around them the lights danced, the music pounded, and Solomon’s doubts about what he was about to do disappeared.
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      Vivienne groaned in protest as Solomon forced her to stand up. He adjusted her skirt, pulling it gently down to cover her. She was sweaty, and the latex was stubborn. He tugged it down enough to cover her pussy in the front, but she could feel cool air on the bottom curves of her ass where he hadn’t been able to tug it back into place.

      In a small act of rebellion she slumped back against the padded wall where he’d so recently fucked her. When was the last time she’d come that fast? Been fucked so perfectly?

      “I’m not done with you yet,” he murmured.

      Her body, wanton thing that it was, perked up at those low words. Her pussy muscles clenched. She shifted her weight from heel to heel, and that small movement was enough to have her slick labia rubbing against itself. Solomon had left her leaning against the wall and walked off. Probably to dispose of the condom, since when he came back, his lovely cock was tucked away and his leathers were laced up once more. He’d also turned down the music a bit, so it was a pleasant background thump, thump, thump, and the pace of the lights had slowed to match.

      Solomon held out his hand and she slid her fingers into his. As he drew her away from the wall, she became aware of the aches he’d left her with. He’d bitten her neck, breast, thigh, and pussy. She’d probably have bruises. She hoped she did. She wanted to wear the proof of what had just happened between them on her skin.

      “I’m going to inspect you. Get in inspection position,” Solomon ordered, drawing her into a static pool of white light.

      She hadn't expected the command and it took her a moment too long to react. One dark brow arched, and then the crop she hadn’t noticed he was holding snapped through the air, striking the side of her left thigh. Vivienne gasped at the sudden, unexpected spark of pain. Followed on the heels of that was a deep satisfaction.

      She craved this—giving up control, and being reminded of that delicious helplessness in the most primal physical way.

      “Inspection,” he ordered.

      One-word position commands were common in high protocol BDSM play. She learned the positions back when she was first exploring the lifestyle after he introduced her to it. They’d never really engaged in high protocol, and she hadn’t sought out that kind of play in the five years since they broke up. That meant it took her a minute to remember what the “inspection” position was. The delay earned her a second crop strike, this time to her right thigh.

      Vivienne raised her hands, lacing her fingers together at the back of her head under the long fall of her hair. She spread her legs hip distance apart, which was a sort of middle ground because she was fairly certain some Doms preferred inspection where the submissive’s legs were spread wide, while others expected their ankles together. Because they hadn’t often used it, she didn’t remember what Solomon liked.

      His gaze ran over her hot and ready, and she realized that she did know what he liked.

      He liked her.

      If his note was to be believed, he loved her.

      Before that train of thought could distract her from the moment, Solomon reached out grabbing the bodice of the latex dress. His arm muscles bulged, and the latex ripped, with a shockingly loud squeaking tear.

      She jerked forward as he split the material. There was a zipper, but she knew why he’d ripped the dress off her rather than unzipping. She knew and she liked it.

      The useless dress fell to the floor, his statement clear. He wanted her naked so she would be naked. He’d destroyed the only garment he’d allowed her to wear, ensuring that she had no choice but to remain nude and vulnerable.

      Vivienne let her eyes slide closed, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. His knuckle tapped the underside of her chin, tipping her face up. Vivienne kept her eyes closed, but bit her bottom lip, letting it slide from between her teeth.

      “Vivi baby, you should be very—” He kissed her forehead. “—very scared—” The corner of her mouth, “—of the things I want to do to you.”

      She opened her eyes. He was so beautiful. “I’m not scared. Not of this. Not of being with you like this.” The way he was looking at her, with such tender longing, made her throat tight with tears. She was about to drop her hands and wrap her arms around him, hold him tight.

      Solomon’s gaze shifted, sliding down her face, lingering on her lips for a moment before dropping down her naked body. When he raised his gaze to hers once again, there was a hot darkness in the depths of his eyes that burned away those tender feelings, leaving something far more primal in its place.

      He lowered his face to hers, his fingers trailing down the line of her throat.

      “Then get on your knees, sub.”

      Vivienne sank to the ground, her body responding to his command without a conscious decision by her mind to obey.

      He traced the curved of her cheek with the tip of the crop, and she didn’t bother to hide the small noise of excited fear that prompted. The fear wasn’t real; it was the fear before skydiving, before a rollercoaster drop—fear but with a safety net. Solomon wouldn’t strike her face—that was one of his hard limits, a line that he wouldn’t cross.

      It was why he hadn’t hit her back when she’d given him that scar.

      “Open,” he commanded.

      She parted her lips and he placed the crop between her teeth. “Bite down.” His lips quirked in that half-smile of his. “I want you to hold this for me. In case I need it.”

      She closed her teeth carefully around the shaft of the crop. She could taste the leather, and it was light enough she thought the core was probably fiberglass rather than cane.

      Solomon wrapped her ponytail twice around his palm, then tugged, forcing her face up. She stared up at him from her knees, hoping he could see how willing, how eager, she was to be used.

      How much she wanted to believe in his love. But love hadn’t been enough. Not for them.

      “Damn, you’re beautiful.”

      She mumbled something around the crop, just to make him smile. It worked, and his smile pulled her from the dark place her thoughts had gone.

      “And you’re mine.”

      Solomon gave her hair one controlled jerk. Her scalp tingled with pain, and that wiped away the last of the stomach-clenching thoughts that had been doing their best to pull her out of the moment.

      She stared into his eyes, then deliberately lowered her gaze to the floor.

      He released her hair and stepped back.

      “Crawl to me.” He growled the command, and the tone of his voice made her pussy clench. If she hadn’t just come, she would have been desperate with arousal.

      Crop still between her teeth, she dropped her hands from behind her head and started to crawl. The thump, thump, thump of the music matched the beat of her heart. She crawled out of the circle of still, white light into the shadow and swirling colors. For a moment she was blind as her vision adjusted, but she didn’t need to see, all she needed to do was follow him.

      To obey.

      To submit.

      “Kneel up.”

      She straightened, her arms soft at her sides, her shoulders relaxed. He took the crop from her mouth and traced the tip along her collarbones. She got only glimpses of his expression as the colored lights swiped slowly over his face. What she saw made her long for him, desire him, and fear him just enough to add a bite to that arousal.

      The crop trailed down one arm, then jumped to her stomach, tracing up from there to tap the underside of her breasts.

      “Up,” he commanded.

      Using only the muscles of her legs, she stood.

      “Bend over the barrel. Face down, ass up.”

      It wasn’t until he pointed that she noticed a pair of ale casks about three feet to his right. They weren’t large enough to be wine barrels—and Vivienne Deschamps knew wine barrels. One was set up on blocks, a spigot tap bored in to the side. The other was standing on its end, with a circular cushion fit into the top to make it a stool.

      The one on its side was raised up high enough so the top was roughly level with her hips. She could play dumb and ask him which barrel, but that would just elongate the foreplay.

      She sauntered over to the tapped barrel and lay facedown over the curve. The wood was smooth and cool under her belly. Her toes barely stayed on the floor, and she reached out blindly, searching for something to brace her hands on. There was a thick dowel connecting the supports holding the barrel up. She wrapped her hands around the dowel, holding tight, and letting her bodyweight slide her forward a little bit. It lifted her ass higher, and she wouldn’t be able to stay inverted like this for long, but she trusted her Master to know that.

      The music changed, sliding from a thumping techno to a classical piece. The low, almost mournful notes of a cello solo slid through the air, and a moment later the lighting changed. Instead of the club-like shifting colors, the whole dungeon was lit by uniform pale gold light. Vivienne shook her head, trying to get her hair out of her face so she could watch him. She didn’t manage to catch sight of him, or any new toys he might have grabbed, before his hand landed on her thigh, then slid up to her butt cheek. He gave it a playful squeeze, then ran his fingers lightly up and down the crack of her ass, hinting that soon he would venture further.

      “I want to remind you of something,” he said, surprising her.

      “What’s that, Master?”

      “I want you to remember what it’s like to let me take care of you.”

      Vivienne twisted, trying to catch sight of him, but he was behind her and between the angle and the barrel she couldn’t see him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I want you to remember that I can give you release.”

      “I never forgot what you could make me feel,” she whispered. “I went looking for it, but I couldn’t find it.”

      His lips skimmed her back and he nipped her ass. He said something, but she couldn’t quite make out the words. Then the strange turn the conversation had taken was forgotten as she heard the familiar click from the cap of a tube of lube being opened.

      He spread her ass cheeks, slick cool liquid dripping between them. His fingers stroked over her anus, spreading the lube.

      “I’m going straight in with the plug. You relax.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      The cold, blunt tip of a plug poked at her, teasing, but he didn’t apply pressure yet. “Do you want to know what I’m planning to do to you?”

      “Only if you want to tell me, Master.”

      “Hmm, well, I did tell you to mind your manners. Relax.”

      The plug pressed in, invading her ass. She yelped as he kept pressing, forcing the plug in with hard, steady pressure.

      “Too much?”

      “No, Master. I like it. I like it when you hurt me.”

      He shoved the plug in, and her body closed around the neck. Pain pulsed from her ass, heat that spread from her butt to her pussy. A sweet sense of peaceful submission swept over her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he murmured. He huffed out a laugh, toying with the plug. “Well, I do, but…” He spanked her, five quick smacks to each cheek. “You’re making me go out of order.”

      “There’s an…agenda?”

      “Yes, and next up, I’m going to take some time exploring what’s mine.”

      Her pussy clenched at the possession in his words. “Explore?”

      “Just like this.” Solomon started to stroke her, his broad, warm palms covering every inch of her back, ass, and thighs. His hands were firm, sure, and intimate. He left no hollow or curve untouched, his fingers dancing along her underarms, skimming the sides of her breasts and her ribs. His thumbs traced up the inside of her thighs, coming close, but never touching her pussy.

      “I love it when you touch me like this,” she whispered.

      “I’m glad, though you should know that this is just for me. I’m a selfish man.”

      “You’re not, Master.”

      “Oh, but I am. Let go, I’m going to flip you over.”

      She released her grip and he rolled her onto her back. Her stomach muscles stretched as she was arched back over the barrel and she let her hands dangle, nearly brushing the floor.

      He spread her legs, helping her brace her heels so her knees were bent. “How does your ass feel?” he asked.

      “Full, but not as full as I’d like.”

      He circled around to her head, squatting down. It was dizzying to look at him upside down. He stroked her cheek. “Trying to tempt me to fuck your ass?”

      “Is that on your agenda?”

      “It’s not, but maybe it should be.” Still crouching, he reached for her breasts, casually toying with them the way some people idly clicked the cap of a pen. She gasped as he pinched her nipples, plucking and twisting them with casual cruelty.

      He gave each breast a friendly pat and rose. She made a frustrated noise, hating to lose the contact. Solomon brought over the other barrel, setting it down by her legs. Once he sat, she couldn’t see him, but she felt him. Felt his hands slide from her knees to her inner thighs. His thumbs spread her labia, exposing her core. She was still wet from their first rough fucking and his fingers slid easily over her slick flesh.

      She was settling in, preparing to enjoy the slow torture of having him rub her pussy the way he rubbed her back ass and legs, when he applied the first clamp.

      Because she couldn’t see, she didn’t at first know what it was. There was a bite of pain and she jumped, almost sliding headfirst off the barrel. He grabbed her thigh, wrapping an arm around her leg to keep her in place.

      “Shhh, Vivi baby,” he soothed. “Just a little clamp.”

      “Hurts,” she whimpered. “A…weight?” It wasn’t just the pinch of the clamp but the way it pulled down that was causing those little lightning shocks of pleasure-pain to rip through her.

      “Not a weight. A chain and strap.”

      Cool leather slid around her thigh, like a garter.

      “Spread your knees wide. Wider.”

      As she obeyed she felt the chain between the garter strap and the clamp first pull taut and then pull on her pussy lip, spreading her open.

      Solomon made a pleased noise. “That’s a pretty sight. Now for the other side.”

      This time she was ready for the bite of pain as he applied the clamp, and without the distraction of the surprise, the pain was perfect. He added the strap to that thigh.

      “You tell me if you start to feel lightheaded,” he ordered. “And I want you to rest your hands on your stomach so they don’t start to hurt.”

      Carefully she moved her hands, aware of just how helpless she was, bent backwards over the barrel—and now that she thought about it, there was an expression in English about “over the barrel” being a bad thing.

      She wouldn’t call her current situation “bad” but it certainly made her feel vulnerable.

      “Spread.” He barked the command, shocking her into opening her thighs.

      The chains pulled tight, her pussy lips stretched. She felt flushed with both need and embarrassment at being so lewdly spread.

      “Stay like that. I’m going to take my time on your pussy. Your clit.” Something tickled the inside of her calf. “With this.”

      She raised her head until she could see what he held aloft. A single black feather. It wasn’t a fluffy plume, but simple and straight, the type of feather that would have in the past, been turned into a writing instrument.

      “I’m going to play with you until you come. But I’m not going to make it easy on you.” He brushed the tip of the feather back and forth over her knee in little sweeping motions. “And as soon as you start coming, I’m going to start fucking you. I expect you to come on my cock. It was one of the things Nerio added to the contract. That we come together, with my cock in your pussy.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “And then, when we’ve both come again, I’m going to put you in bondage so tight you’ll never get away.”

      He was leaning in, she could tell from the sound of his voice. She held her breath in anticipation.

      “And then, Vivi baby, there are some things I’m planning to say.”

      That sounded rather ominous, but his words were forgotten the moment his tongue touched her sex. He licked her, slow, languid strokes from her entrance all the way up to her clit. He licked her like an ice cream cone, and she wanted to wrap her legs around his head the way she had when he’d had her against the wall, but she couldn’t. He ordered her to spread, ordered her to keep not only her legs but her labia parted, which she did by virtue of the clamps and chains he’d applied to her most intimate flesh.

      He pulled back and blew on her wet sex. It felt shockingly cold, and her fingers clenched together atop her abdomen.

      “Cup your breasts,” he commanded. “But you’re not allowed to touch your nipples. I want your nipples to poke out between your fingers, so I can see them. But when you need to, you squeeze your tits.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Cupping her breasts without touching her nipples was wildly frustrating. It also made her aware of how uneven her breathing was, how each time he touched her, she first gasped, then held her breath, and finally moaned as she exhaled. The cello music was still playing, the low, rich notes a counterpoint to her porn-soundtrack breaths.

      A feather-light touch to one nipple made her open her eyes to find that he’d risen to his feet, and was, in fact, teasing her nipple with the feather. He petted her with the very tip, his gaze wicked and teasing.

      “Please, Master. More.”

      “More? Oh, I plan to do more. Do you want to know what I’m going to do to your clit?”

      Arousal left her lightheaded and she begged him, unashamed of her need for this man. “Yes, Master, please. Tell me how you’ll play with my clit.”

      “I thought about using the soft part of the feather to stimulate your clit, but you’re so wet I don’t think you’d feel it. You need something firmer.”

      He raised the feather aloft again so she could see it, and then reversed his hold, so the bare quill end was facing her. Holding it like a pen, he brought it down, then dragged the hard tip across her nipple, as if he were drawing a line.

      The quill felt almost sharp, and the precision of the touch was nearly painful. She yelped and covered the abused nipple with her palm.

      Solomon snarled at her, jerking her hand away. “Don’t hide from me, Vivienne. I can’t take care of you if you hide.”

      “I’m sorry, Master.”

      “I’ll let it go, this time, because I don’t want to stop and punish you. But I expect you to hold still while I use this on your clit.”

      “You’re going to do that to my clit?” She couldn’t stop the tremble of fear from shaking her voice.

      He dropped back to the stool. “Keep your legs spread. I expect you to keep yourself exposed for me.”

      Vivienne held her breath, but she wasn’t prepared. If she hadn’t known what he was using on her, she would have sworn it was a needle, the touch was so sharp and precise. He ran the tip of the quill around the circumference of her clit, then directly over the tip. The nerve endings, used to the more blunt touch of fingers, tongue and cock, lit up, sending wildly conflicting signals of pain and pleasure to her brain.

      He used the quill to push back the hood of her clit, and she sobbed. If she hadn’t been such a masochist, it would have been nearly unbearable.

      “Shhh,” he murmured. “Don’t fight it. You can’t stop me. Not unless you safe word out, but I don’t think that’s where this is going. You have no control right now. I’m going to torment your pretty clit however I want. For as long as I want. You can’t change my mind. Can’t stop me. Let go, Vivi baby. You’re not in control here.”

      At his words something inside her relaxed, finally fully yielding. Her body was still tight with tension, and her thighs were starting to quake in response to the intense stimuli. Every time she felt the urge to close her knees, to hide her clit from his focused attention, she instead spread them wider, feeling the pull of the clamps on her labia. Her body was overwhelmed but her mind…her mind was at peace. She was safe here, safe but in danger. That wonderful dichotomy of existence that seemed perfectly sane in moments like this, and perfectly insane the rest of the time.

      “Master,” she whimpered. “Please, please.”

      “Are you ready to come?”

      “Yes. No. I want to, but I don’t know if I can.”

      He traced the quill delicately over her clit with a light touch that she felt with aching clarity. Her whole body jerked spasmodically in reaction. She was spread and helpless, suffering and elated.

      “You can.” He breathed the words against her skin before his tongue replaced the feather. A single soft stroke of his tongue was all it took.

      She screamed, eyes flying open, hands clenching her breasts so hard that her nail beds went white. Pleasure wasn’t a strong enough word, nor was pain. This was bliss, in the most monumental sense. Every muscle in her body went tight as if she’d been hit by an electrical current and she stayed there, as tense as a drawn bow string. The cello music reached a crescendo, and as if he were moving in time with it, Solomon shoved to his feet, grabbed her hips, and slammed his cock into her.

      She was full—his cock in her pussy, the plug in her ass, and that broke the tension. Her muscles released and she let out a sob as pure pleasure flooded through her body. His cock slammed into her, the penetration prolonging her orgasm. His hands on her hips were the only thing that stopped her from sliding helplessly to the floor.

      She heard his breathing change, knew he was close.

      As Solomon’s own orgasm claimed him, he jerked her up, so she was sitting atop the barrel, his cock still buried in her pussy. And as he climaxed, he fused his lips to hers in a kiss.

      Vivienne kissed him back, and held on to him, knowing that this moment was something special, something life changing.

      Though what the change would be, she didn’t know.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Solomon carried her to the aftercare room they’d been in yesterday, except this time they were there to actually use it. He lay her facedown on the bed and gently removed the plug. He’d taken the clamps off in the dungeon, and massaged her labia to help ease the ache. The satisfied little noise she made as he worked the plug free was enough to make his cock twitch, despite how fulfilling and passionate that scene had been.

      He used a warm washcloth to wipe the lube from between the cheeks of her ass, and a second one to clean between her legs. She’d have bruises in the morning from where he’d bitten her, so he applied some Arnica gel to her neck, since they were a bit too old to find hickies attractive. He didn’t put any on her breast or the inside of her thigh. He wanted her marked there, in places only he would see.

      Vivienne lay quiet beneath his hands as he took care of her. She obligingly turned when he nudged her, and made happy little sounds as he removed the bracelets and rubbed lotion into her forearms and wrists where the straps had left small patches of irritated flesh.

      When he was done, he brushed her hair back from her face and kissed her forehead. Vivienne turned into it, her lips sliding against his. He was tempted—very tempted—to simply gather her in his arms and take her across the hall to their room, though they’d have to go around the long way thanks to the lack of doorknob.

      Coward.

      That word, repeated over and over in his head, stopped him from taking the easy way out. He returned Vivienne’s kiss, but then pulled back. As he did, he tugged on her shoulders, forcing her to sit up.

      She frowned at him as he walked to the foot of the bed.

      “I want to talk to you.”

      Her spine stiffened, tension tightening the line of her shoulders, and he realized how that had sounded.

      “Not like that. Not exactly.”

      “Solomon, whatever it is you have to say, perhaps this would be best—”

      “Come here.” He deliberately used a deep voice, his Dom voice.

      Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “I need you to listen to me, and our conversations have a tendency to go…sideways. Not this time. So come here. Sit on the end of the bed.”

      Vivienne hesitantly scooted down, propping her heels on the bed frame, her toes pointed to the floor, her arms folded over her bare breasts.

      Solomon opened the drawer he’d stashed supplies in earlier and pulled out three long black satin ties. He felt Vivienne watching him as he tied the ends of the first two around the bedposts at the foot of the bed. He looped the third one around his neck to keep it out of the way as he grabbed the first one and drew the long, wide band of silky satin towards her.

      Vivienne said nothing as he grabbed her arms and looped the tie twice around her wrist and tied it in a simple knot. It wasn’t even a double knot, and the moment he let go the slick fabric started to come undone.

      “This isn’t about physical bondage, it’s about making sure we can have this conversation.” He tied her second wrist.

      She was no longer covering her breasts with her arms, her hands now resting on the bed, and he saw her shiver.

      “You think I will…run away?” Her gaze slid to the corner of his mouth. “Or that I will do something unforgivable again?”

      He sighed and slipped the third tie from around his neck. “You had every reason to hit me. That was a fucking doozy of a fight.”

      “No, there’s no excuse for physical violence,” she replied softly. “I was scared.” Her lips quirked in a sad smile. “My life was falling apart.”

      The words ripped at him, and Solomon closed his eyes. “Vivi baby, I… No. I have a plan. We’re sticking with the plan. Open.”

      She blinked at him, then opened her mouth. He had a feeling she’d been about to say “Open what?” when he slid the satin between her teeth. She jerked back, but he followed her, quickly wrapping one end around the back of her head, sliding a second pass into her mouth and then tying it off. This time he used a quick double knot.

      “If I weren’t such a bastard, I’d be able to do this without gagging you. But I need to tell you something and I can’t trust either one of us.” He stepped back, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms. “I read this book that says most people listen to respond, they don’t listen just to hear. I think we do that. I think when we talk to each other, sometimes all we’re thinking about is a witty reply. But we can’t do that. This is too important.”

      The decidedly pissed off look faded from Vivienne’s face. She nodded once.

      Solomon inhaled, put his hands on his hips, exhaled, and crossed his arms again. It was only when he saw her expression soften that he realized he was fidgeting.

      “I should have tied myself up, too. Okay, here goes.”

      Solomon knelt at her feet, grabbing the bed frame on either side of her heels.

      “I love you, Vivienne Deschamps. Actually, I more than love you.”

      Vivienne’s expression softened and she leaned down towards him.

      Solomon took a breath and kept going. “Love wasn’t enough, isn’t enough, I think. For some people loving just means you can hurt each other. And we know how to hurt each other. But after our night together in my dungeon, I realized that I don’t just love you, I need you, and I’m willing to make sacrifices to be with you.”

      Vivienne had gone utterly still. That had to be a good thing. She was shocked by what he was saying, but in a good way.

      “I’m going to move to Paris. I’ll be there for you…whenever you can be with me. I’d like every weekend, but I understand that’s not realistic. And if you have to leave to deal with your family—” The words were like acid but he forced them out. “—all I ask is that you allow me to provide aftercare at some point.”

      He dropped his focus to her knees. He didn’t want her to see how hard it was for him to say these things.

      The words had sounded better, more eloquent, in his head. He’d considered and then dismissed telling her she was his soulmate, telling her that she felt like home, but that was too amorphous. This was a practical discussion about what he was willing to do to be with her.

      “It will take me a while to actually move, but after this, I’ll head back to Paris with you, maybe start looking at real estate.”

      He forced himself to smile, though it felt a bit hollow. He reminded himself how it had felt to lie beside her that night on Luca Cay. Reminded himself how she’d come apart in his arms.

      “I want to take care of you. I will take care of you.”

      I’ll love you until the day I die. I’ll do anything for you. I couldn’t five years ago, because I was too proud, too hurt, but now I’ll compromise.

      He opened his mouth, but all that came out was, “That’s…that’s all I have to say.”

      Finally he looked up. Vivienne’s face was flushed, her cheeks two bright spots of pink. Their gazes met and instead of happiness or relief, both of which he’d expected, he saw rage.

      She jerked her wrists free of the restraints and raised her hand. Solomon instinctively jerked back, falling onto his ass.

      Vivienne yanked her hand to her chest, as if she hadn’t realized what she’d done. She tore the gag from her mouth, pulling it down so it hung limp around her neck.

      “Comment oses-tu. Connard égoïste .”

      How could you. Self-righteous bastard.

      She swiped at her cheeks with both hands, brushing away the tears.

      “Fuck, Vivienne. No, I didn’t mean to—”

      She snarled at him, soundlessly, and scrambled backwards on the mattress. Before he could get to his feet, she’d rolled off the side of the bed and dashed out the door, back into the dungeon.

      Solomon stared at the empty doorway, wondering vaguely how he’d managed to fuck that up. He hadn’t thought it would be possible to feel worse than he had after that last fight, the one where she’d given him the scar, but the current sick feeling in his stomach overshadowed what he’d felt back then. Then he’d been heartbroken, but the feeling had been insulated by anger.

      Now he was hollow, as if the life had been sucked from his body.

      Solomon thunked his head back against the wall and covered his face with both hands.
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      Paris—six years earlier

      

      Vivienne dropped her bag and stepped out of her shoes, leaning back against Maison Delphine’s tall, ornate front door. Looking at the stairs made her unexpectedly teary. It had been a terrible day, and somehow having to climb all those flights of stairs seemed like unnecessary punishment.

      Leaving her bag, which included her laptop, beside her shoes, she gave into the weariness and headed for the small elevator that had been installed sometime in the 1930s.

      She latched the door and hit the button, leaning back against the wall, while pressing her hands over her eyes. It was Thursday night, but she’d worked last weekend, and the weekend before that. Eighteen days straight of work, most of those sixteen-hour days, and there was finally a break. She’d been looking forward to tonight, looking forward to collapsing in Solomon’s arms and not have to get up again at five the next morning. She wasn’t going into work tomorrow, or over the weekend. She could sleep, and once she’d finally rested, she could get on her knees for Solomon and he’d touch her, make her forget everything that was wrong.

      She’d get to be his submissive, and in doing so, find just a little bit of peace.

      That thought—the promise of his touch, of being in his arms, and kneeling at his feet—was what had kept her going.

      The elevator stopped and she wearily opened the door, heading barefoot into the little living space they’d carved out of the otherwise ridiculously huge mansion.

      She headed for his office. Most days that’s where she found him when she eventually made it home, but tonight it was dark. She flipped on the light, glancing around at the heavy wood furniture. Her gaze lingered on the desk where more often than not she’d get her badly needed spanking.

      She turned the lights off before closing the door and heading for their bedroom. Solomon was sitting on the bench at the end of their bed, pulling on his shoes.

      “Hi,” she said softly.

      He finished tying the lace before he looked up. His gaze swept over her, assessing, and it seemed like he was slow to smile. “Did you eat anything today?”

      Irritation made her teeth clench. “I don’t remember.”

      “Vivienne, you need to remember to eat.”

      If she’d had the time to eat she would have. Why did he have to do this? Lately every time she came home it felt like he was interrogating her, and her answers were never right.

      He rose from the bench and ducked into the closet. Her heart stopped as she saw two small weekend sized suitcases packed and waiting.

      “Where are you going?” she asked. The words were calm and cool but inside she was screaming. Was he going on a business trip now? When she finally had a day off and she needed him?

      “Not me. Us.”

      “Us?” She looked at the suitcases and the idea of going anywhere made her exhausted. “Solomon, I need to be in Paris.” What she needed was to spend a weekend doing nothing, but that seemed pathetic, so she didn’t say it.

      Solomon walked over, and finally put his hands on her, cupping her shoulders in his palms. “I’ve booked us a weekend away, in Germany. We’ll be back Sunday night.”

      “And you didn’t think to check this with me?” Part of her was thrilled by the idea of the weekend with just him, but that part was dwarfed by her exhaustion.

      Solomon pulled his hands back. “Maybe I would have if I’d seen you for more than ten minutes at any point this week.”

      “I have to work. You know that.”

      “And you think I don’t?” He crossed his arms. “Tell me, Viv, what country am I negotiating with right now?”

      Viv. He only called her Viv when he was pissed. Tears made her throat tight, which in turn made her angry.

      “I don’t know.” She shook herself, trying not to let her anger get the upper hand. She stepped into his personal space, running her hands up his arms. “How about we don’t talk right now? How about we do something else?”

      Solomon sneered and stepped back. “Get what you need first, right?”

      She reeled as if he’d slapped her. “What does that mean?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like. Have an itch you need me to scratch for you?”

      Damn it, she needed him, needed him to let her fall apart in his arms. She was only able to hold it together because at the end of the day she could always come home to him.

      “Please don’t do this right now, Solomon.”

      “Don’t do what?” He motioned to the suitcases. “Don’t try to get out of this godforsaken city? We’ve been trapped here for months. Don’t try to take my fiancée away for a weekend?” He grabbed her left hand, raising it as if to force her to look at the engagement ring. She’d lost weight and the ring was loose. Most of the time the heavy stone slid around to her palm.

      “Don’t lash out at me,” she shot back. “You know I’m barely able to make it through each day.”

      “And I’ve told you how you can alleviate some of that stress. Stop letting them jerk your chain.”

      “You’re the only one allowed to do that?” she shot back.

      Solomon sneered at her, and for the first time since she’d met him, he looked at her coldly, with none of the love and humor she’d come to expect.

      “You like it when I yank your chain. You like it when I’m in charge—as long as it’s on your very narrow terms—because then we don’t have to talk about what’s going wrong with our relationship.”

      “What’s going wrong?” A very different kind of fear settled in Vivienne’s stomach. Things had been bad between them lately, but only because her entire life had been bad. “Solomon, now you’re starting to scare me.”

      He slumped. “I’m not trying to scare you, Viv.” He glanced up. “For me to scare you, I think you’d have to give a shit, and you don’t anymore.”

      “How dare you? You’re the only thing that matters to me.”

      “And that right there is a big fucking lie.”

      “It’s not. Solomon, I need you.”

      “You need me to what? To spank you or fuck you until you’re so high on either submission or pleasure that you get a nice little break from reality?”

      Vivienne pressed a hand over her mouth to hold back the sobs.

      “Or you need me to be there to listen when you bitch about your family? God knows you don’t need me here to give you advice, and you won’t let me take care of you. You never listen to me. This is the Vivienne show and I’m just a fucking bit player.”

      “You’re being deliberately cruel.”

      “No, I’m telling you the truth, and you just don’t want to hear it.”

      Vivienne stomped into the closet, yanking off her uncomfortable but chic dress. She needed a minute away from him. She stripped to the skin and pulled on a pair of sleep shorts and one of his T-shirts. She looked down at herself, crinkling the Stanford cardinal-red fabric in her hand. She ripped it off and tossed it on the floor, finding the tank top that matched the sleep shorts.

      When she walked out of the closet, Solomon was still in the bedroom, and for a moment that made her hope.

      He looked her over and shook his head. “Let me try this a different way.” He walked towards her slowly, giving her every opportunity to move.

      With each step he took, something inside her relaxed, because she knew he was going to put his hands on her, and once he did that everything would be okay. Solomon caged her against the wall, bending his head to kiss her temple. Vivienne turned her face up to his. They kissed but it felt little a awkward; every time she changed the angle, he too was moving and their teeth kept clicking together.

      Frustrated she grabbed his hand, forcing it up to the back of her neck.

      Instead of taking control, of tilting her head, holding her still to make sure the kiss was perfect, he reared back.

      “Enough, Viv. No more fake submission.”

      The word cut her. “Fake?”

      “Yeah, fake. If you really wanted to be my sub, you wouldn’t fucking argue with me about going away for a weekend.”

      “I’m your fiancée and, yes, your sub. Excuse me for thinking that we would talk about something like that.”

      “Talk about it? We don’t talk about anything anymore. You bitch and then expect me to spank you until you get your rocks off.”

      How dare he minimize everything they had. How dare he make her feel this way, sick and small, disgusting for needing him to touch her in ways that other people might find disgusting.

      “You’re the one who taught me to crave a spanking,” she shot back.

      “So this is my fault.”

      “This right now, it is your fault.” She gestured around the room, at him dressed and ready to leave, while she was in pajamas, at the bags he’d packed without talking to her. All she wanted was to come home, crawl into his arms, and finally rest. Instead he was forcing her into what felt like her twentieth confrontation of the day.

      This was her home, her sanctuary, and he was ruining it.

      “You know what, Viv. I’m done.”

      Her heart froze. “What?”

      “I’m done with this. I’m done with your bullshit and your family’s bullshit.”

      “My ‘bullshit’? My life is bullshit?” She looked down at herself. Why wasn’t she bleeding? He was tearing her apart, so why wasn’t she bleeding?

      “I love you, and I’ve done my best. But I can’t watch you do this anymore. I can’t watch you kill yourself for them. I can’t be nothing more to you than a comfort fuck.” His shoulders slumped and he looked defeated.

      Vivienne ran up to him, sure that this could be fixed. “I love you too, Solomon. That hasn’t changed.”

      “No. You don’t love me.” He stepped back at the same time as he pushed her away.

      Panic and pain clawed at her. She reached for him with her right hand. “Solomon, please don’t do this.”

      He grabbed her wrist. “Enough.” The word was a command, and the knee-jerk reaction to obey was right there. That reaction, the fact that he’d spoken to her like her Master, like her Dom, in the same conversation where he’d decided to leave her, was too much. The promise of the peace she found only in their D/s scenes had been the thread of hope she’d been holding onto all day, and he’d just turned it against her.

      “Figures you only listen to me when I use my Dom voice.” A cruel smile twisted his lips.

      Vivienne saw red. With her right hand still held in his, she raised her left and slapped him, as hard as she could.

      Solomon released her and stumbled back, hand over his face. She watched as blood appeared between his fingers.

      The sight of what she’d done shocked her into action. Vivienne ran to the bathroom and wetted a towel, racing back to him. He lifted his hand from his face and she gasped in horror at what she done. The stone in her engagement ring had opened up a long horizontal cut on his cheek, running to the corner of his mouth.

      “Solomon, I’m so sorry. Oh my God. I’m calling 112.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m leaving.” Solomon held the wet towel to his face, the corners of his eyes tight with pain.

      “Let me get you help, and then we’ll talk. We’ll go away for the weekend, once they stitch you up.” She gestured desperately at the suitcases he’d packed.

      “I’m leaving, and I’m done.”

      No, this wasn’t happening. Solomon stalked out of their bedroom, grabbing his laptop bag as he passed through the living room. Vivienne raced to the phone on the hall stand. Rather than calling emergency services, she dialed the number for the private doctor her family kept on retainer. They promised to have a private ambulance at the door within minutes. By the time she finished, Solomon was already halfway down the stairs.

      Frantic, she chased after him, calling his name. She caught him on the second floor landing.

      “Solomon,” she sobbed, breath heaving with tears. “Solomon, my love, I’m so sorry.”

      “And why are you sorry?” He turned on her, his eyes cold. “Sorry you hurt me? Sorry I’m leaving? Or sorry that you’re losing your security blanket.”

      It was in that moment she realized that she’d just lost him. That this couldn’t be fixed. She started to shake. “Please, don’t.”

      “Funny I thought the same thing about you—please don’t ruin what we had. Please don’t treat me like crap. I hoped, I really hoped, you would come back to me, but you didn’t. D/s held us together for longer than was healthy.” His lips quirked in a cruel smile. “We were always good together as Master and sub.”

      Was that all she’d been to him? She’d wanted a future. Wanted to have children with him, grow old with him.

      An insistent pounding on the door signaled the arrival of the ambulance. Vivienne had two choices, she could sink down to the floor and sob hysterically, or she could gather the tattered shreds of her dignity. Her great aunt Celeste would rise from the grave if she shamed the family by collapsing like some weak-willed fool.

      Vivienne raised her chin and swallowed down her feelings, shoving them deep inside. “I called the private ambulance for you. They’ll give you the best possible care.”

      Solomon jerked, as if she’d shocked him. It was hard to read his expression when he was holding the towel over half his face. Finally he nodded. “Thank you for that.”

      Vivienne watched silently as he walked down half a flight of stairs. He stopped just before he would have passed out of her view, turning to look back up at her. “Goodbye, Vivienne.”

      “Goodbye, Solomon.”

      She waited until she heard his murmured conversation with the paramedic, and then the door closed behind them. She waited until she walked back upstairs, waited until she was in the privacy of their elegant bathroom.

      Only then did she slide to the floor, back against the wall. She pressed a towel to her face and sobbed as her heart broke and her world fell apart.
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      Somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean—present day

      

      It was a long time before Solomon got up off the floor. He splashed some water on his face, changed out of the leathers into a pair of sweats and a plain white T-shirt. He’d intended to put those on after they had “hooray-for-our-future” sex in the aftercare room. There was a second T-shirt, large enough it would fit her like a nightshirt, that he’d brought for Vivienne to wear, since he’d planned on ripping that latex dress off of her, and hadn’t wanted to make her walk back to their room naked.

      He left her shirt in the drawer.

      The dungeon looked no less dark and elegant now than it had before, but he ignored everything, heading for the exit. It was still light outside, though given the angle of the sun, he thought it was late afternoon.

      He stood for a moment in the foyer, unsure where to go. Vivienne was no doubt in their room, which was now her room. He wouldn’t intrude.

      With a heavy sigh, he headed for the Dom-in-residence office, since it was the only other place on the ship he was confident he’d be able to find, and where he was also sure Vivienne would not be.

      Both assumptions proved correct, though unfortunately, the office wasn’t empty. Nerio was stretched out on one of the loungers on the private deck, a paperback book in his hand. He looked up when Solomon entered.

      “Ah, you look terrible.”

      “Fuck you,” Solomon replied, but there was no heat in the words. He was still empty.

      Nerio carefully placed a bookmark between the pages and set his book down on the side table next to a tall glass of fruit-infused water.

      Solomon walked out through the open sliding glass doors onto the deck. There was nothing but water as far as he could see. It was hardly an unfamiliar view, but without the security of land beneath his feet, it didn’t seem peaceful. It seemed lonely.

      “I gather your conversation didn’t go well.”

      Solomon glanced over sharply. “You talked to Vivienne?”

      “I did. And before you leap at me again, she came to me.”

      “What did she say? Is she okay?” Solomon ran a hand through his hair. “Is she even still here? I want…”

      He wanted to hold her again. He wanted to wrap his body around her.

      “Yes, she is still onboard.” Nerio rose from his chair, sliding into the office and picking up the phone. “Do you want anything?”

      “No.” That wasn’t true. He wanted Vivienne. She, clearly, wanted nothing to do with him. He’d offered to give up everything for her, and she’d thrown it in his face. That should have made him angry, but he still just felt empty. Maybe he hadn’t explained it right. The words in his head and the words he’d actually said hadn’t exactly matched. Did she understand he had been offering to be not just her Dom but her romantic partner? He hadn’t said that because he knew she didn’t have space in her life for a relationship, but he could be there for her, not just as her Dom, but as a vanilla lover, a boyfriend, though he found the word juvenile.

      Nerio returned, joining Solomon at the rail of the deck.

      “I think perhaps you and Vivienne need a…facilitator…for your conversations.”

      Solomon slanted a glance at him, trying not to find that comment hopeful. “What did she tell you?”

      “We did speak briefly. Both immediately after she left you, and later, when she came back to me for advice.”

      Solomon thought it was a bit odd that she’d gone to their kidnapper for a chat, but there was no denying Nerio was good at reading people, and she had allowed Nerio to negotiate on her behalf.

      Solomon heard a sound behind him, and watched as two staff people entered, one of them carrying a tray.

      “I reminded her that she knows you. Though it seems you’ve spent as long apart as you were together. In some relationships, time doesn’t matter. It’s why friends, good friends, can be separated for months or years, and when they meet again are able to pick up where they left off. I think it is the same for you, which is why I suggested she apply a critical lens to the conversation that distressed her so violently.”

      Solomon gripped the balcony railing so hard he was surprised either the wood, or his fingers, didn’t break.

      “What did she say to that?” His voice was hoarse from suppressing his feelings.

      Nerio turned, motioning to the staff in the office. Solomon heard their footsteps on the deck behind him.

      “She had a rather creative suggestion. One I was all too happy to help her with.” Nerio glanced back. “Grab him.”

      Solomon frowned in confusion, the moment before hands closed around his wrists and shoulders. He tried to yank free, but they had a good grip on him.

      The last thing he saw was Nerio’s smile as the other man slipped a bag over his head.
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      Solomon was chained up.

      Vivienne paused, breath catching in her throat as she saw him. Nerio had done as he’d promised, and gotten Solomon back to the dungeon and restrained.

      Solomon was bound to one of the freestanding metal frames interspersed around the dungeon. It looked like something that belonged in a gym for use with suspension training or TRX straps. Instead, chains attached midway up the vertical supports were locked to heavy leather cuffs around Solomon’s wrists. There was another set of cuffs around his ankles, and more chain, though this was loose enough to snake along the floor, led from those restraints to the base of the frame.

      In addition to being restrained at wrist and ankle, a leather gag covered the bottom half of Solomon’s face. It was the same style Nerio had used on her in the helicopter, and because it didn’t actually force the jaw open, it could be worn for longer periods of time.

      Nerio was perched on a gymnastics horse not far away from the frame, keeping an eye on Solomon. An hour ago Nerio had called to let her know Solomon had finally left the dungeon. He’d been in there by himself for hours. Thirty minutes ago, Nerio had called once again to tell her that he had done as she asked and forced Solomon back to the dungeon.

      The plan had made a lot of sense when she’d been enraged. Now looking at what she could see of Solomon’s face, she was doubting the wisdom of having her man essentially kidnapped for the second time in thirty-six hours. The absurdity of that thought surprised a little laugh from Vivienne. She must’ve made a noise, because Solomon’s head jerked around.

      Unlike when she’d entered the dungeon this morning, the lighting scheme didn’t hide anything. Everything was washed in a pale white light, with the area directly around Solomon several degrees brighter.

      Vivienne straightened her shoulders, shook her hair back, and walked confidently towards the men.

      She knew how to bluff, how to seem calm and in control when inside she was quaking. Celeste would have been proud, because though she was outwardly composed, inside the knowledge that her entire future rested on what was about to happen made her nauseous.

      “As you requested.” Nerio gestured to Solomon. “I was explaining to him that it was at your request that we brought him to the dungeon and restrained and gagged him.” Nerio hopped off the piece of equipment. “Your wish is my command.”

      “Thank you, Nerio.”

      Chain clanked as Solomon surged forward, only to be forced to a stop— his flexed arms pulled down and back—by the restraints.

      Vivienne’s mouth went dry, and it wasn’t from fear. He was so beautiful, so wonderfully primal. His somewhat rough nature was at odds with his high tech, networking-based job. But he was more than his brusque nature. He was kind and funny, smart and caring.

      And he could also be a complete asshole.

      “Now that you have him here, it is your turn to have your say. I’d like to make one suggestion, and this is for both of you.” Nerio looked between them.

      Vivienne had yet to meet Solomon’s gaze, and she could feel the weight of his stare.

      “Be honest with one another,” Nerio said, “but more importantly be honest with yourself. Assuming you know what the other person wants and needs is a particularly insidious mistake, rooted, as it is, in both caring and hubris.”

      Solomon tensed, glaring daggers at the other man.

      Vivienne, however, nodded. “I will.”

      “Despite the locale, this conversation isn’t taking place within the confines of BDSM. You two are highly dysfunctional, so some extreme management measures are being used to ensure Vivienne will have a chance to fully express her feelings.” Nerio nodded, and started walking towards the door. He paused as he passed her. “He loves you.”

      “I know he loves me.”

      “But love isn’t always enough?” Nerio asked with a sad smile.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Then make this about something else. Make this about future Vivienne. Future Solomon.”

      She swallowed hard. “I will try.”

      “Have your say, then let him have his. If it starts to go awry, call me. We can turn this into a scene, where you have no choice but to be honest with one another.”

      “And if it comes to that? If we prove we can’t communicate without the power exchange?”

      Nerio glanced at her sadly. “Then I think you have your answer.”

      Vivienne waited until she heard the double doors close behind the other man before looking at Solomon.

      She forced herself to hold his gaze, seeing anger and confusion there but also a hint of betrayal paired unexpectedly with a bit of hope.

      Hope.

      She hadn’t felt any when she’d run out of the aftercare room. She’d been angry and felt small and stupid. Then she’d talked to Nerio. He’d asked her about Solomon, about why Solomon in particular would use those words or phrases. In doing so, she started to dissect what he’d really said, and she’d heard meaning hidden behind the clumsy, painful words.

      Vivienne walked until she was just inside the perimeter of the brighter light. She’d rooted through Nerio’s selection of clothing, finally finding beach gear amid all the fet wear. She’d opted for a retro-style bikini with high-waisted bottoms and a full-coverage underwire top, under a black caftan-style coverup. The coverup was sheer in bright light, but she was hoping that in the dimmed dungeon lights, it wouldn’t be too transparent.

      Now that she was here, she was tempted to go off-script. To simply start talking. That would be easier, because if she did that she would say surface level things. Things that didn’t really matter.

      Vivienne closed her eyes and gathered her thoughts. She wouldn’t take the easy way out, wouldn’t be a coward.

      “I’m sorry, Solomon. I’m sorry for lashing out at you. Both today, and years ago, when I slapped you so hard I cut your face. You’d hurt me, and so I hurt you. I had no right, and I’m so very sorry.”

      Solomon’s stiff posture softened, and he mumbled into the gag. His eyes darkened with frustration.

      “Nerio was telling the truth. I asked him to get you here, and make it so you couldn’t interrupt, and couldn't walk away. I know I’ve accused you of always being the one to leave, but today I left. I left because each word you said was like a knife in my heart.”

      Again he mumbled, shaking his head vehemently.

      “Nerio asked me about you, about why you might have said the things you did, and I realized, and should have realized at the time, what you were doing.” She smiled though she knew it trembled. “You were trying to give me what I needed, to find a way to take care of me, even if it meant giving up your house, your island, weren’t you?”

      He nodded, looking relieved that she understood.

      “But what I heard was that I wasn’t worthy of anything more.” This was the hard part, the idea that she been struggling with in the hours since she’d left him. “You said you’d come to Paris, to live there, and be with me whenever I was able.”

      Another nod, and he was watching her carefully.

      “But what you described sounded so… sad. For both of us.” She swiped at her cheek, hating that she was crying, but her voice remained steady. “You said you love me, and more than that you need me, but how can that be true if you also accept that you’d only spend a handful of days with me?”

      Solomon started to speak, but the muzzle prevented any legible sound. With a grunt of frustration she could hear, he yanked at the chains.

      Vivienne took a step forward. “I know exactly how frustrating it is to not be able to reply.” She arched a brow. “I know because you just did it to me.”

      Solomon relaxed then had the grace to look chagrined.

      Vivienne paused, needing a moment to gather herself before she continued. She grabbed a straight back chair, and brought it over, perching on the seat, heels braced on the cross bar, elbows on her knees.

      “I spent hours thinking about what you said, and why it made me so angry. Finally I realized something.” She took a deep breath and looked up. “I was angry, because I was depending on you to make what we had a relationship.” She curled and uncurled her fingers, unable to maintain her calm composure. “If you give up, if you accepted some truncated affair, something less than a real romantic or even a proper Master and submissive relationship, then there was no hope for us.”

      She had to pause for a moment and swallow against the tears. She was looking at her hands, not at Solomon. The only sound coming from him was the noise of his breathing through his nose.

      “If you gave up on us, then all hope was lost.” Again she wiped tears from her cheeks. “When I thought you were punishing me by leaving me on the spanking bench, I realized I wouldn’t survive having you break my heart again. It took everything I had to walk away that morning. I almost changed my mind a thousand times. I sat in the shower and cried and cried.”

      Solomon made a pained noise and she looked up. His eyes were bright, and he raised one hand beckoning her to come to him.

      She shook her head. “No, I have to do this on my own, because you see I’m weak. I’m weak and I expected you—both before and now—to be strong for both of us. You said at the end you were taking care of me. That you were my therapist. You weren’t wrong, as hard as that was to hear.

      “You said I let my family bully me, and you were right. I was weak. I didn’t stand up to them. I was trying so hard to please them, that I neglected you.” She raised her head, meeting his gaze. “I neglected us. You left because of that, because I wasn’t willing to do what was needed to make our relationship work. I needed you, relied on you, but it wasn’t fair of me to expect so much, and give nothing in return.

      “I don’t blame you for walking away. I did, for a long time, but now I don’t.”

      Again Solomon motioned for her to come closer.

      Vivienne’s lips twitched. “Even without words you’re pretty good at giving commands.”

      Solomon narrowed his eyes, crooked his finger, and then pointed at the floor. The submissive part of her wanted to kneel at his feet.

      “That would be easier than saying the rest of what I need to say.”

      Solomon’s hand dropped to his side.

      “You walked away because you expected me to be a partner in our relationship, and I wasn’t. At the club in Paris you suggested we might try a purely D/s relationship, but I left a scene for a fake emergency, and even after it was clear there was no immediate threat, I didn’t come back to you. I didn’t let you take care of me, as was your right. I wasn’t a good submissive. I didn’t hold up my side of that relationship either.”

      It was painful to admit her own failings, but sitting on the ship balcony, with nothing but the sun, water, and her own thoughts for company, Vivienne had realized a few hard truths.

      “I think, if I hadn’t been made CEO, we would have been fine. I let my family come between us, because I—”

      She stopped. This wasn’t part of her planned speech, but she suddenly knew how to finish that sentence. She popped up from the chair, pacing back and forth as thoughts and feelings shifted and slotted together, letting her understand something about herself for the first time.

      “I sacrificed you, our relationship, my own life plans, because…I wanted to fit in.”

      Solomon’s brows rose up his forehead.

      “I…I never felt like I was one of them. I was an outsider. I thought I was okay with that, but then there was a chance for me to be a part of my families, an important part. For me to save them.”

      Stunned by the realization, she dropped to sit cross-legged on the floor. Solomon got to his knees, peering anxiously at her.

      “I don’t know why it mattered. I had you. We were a family.” She looked at Solomon, who couldn’t respond with words; however the soft look of understanding and acceptance in his eyes was all she needed. Vivienne let out a sad little laugh and hugged herself. The moment passed, and she realized there was still more she had to say.

      Gathering herself, she pulled her legs under her, until they were both kneeling.

      “Twice, I was a bad partner.”

      Solomon shook his head, but she held up her hand to stop him. “I’m not accepting all the blame. You can certainly be an asshole.”

      Solomon nodded, and his eyes crinkled at the corners with a smile.

      “Earlier, when you said you’d move to Paris for the chance to maybe see me on the weekends, when you accepted so much less than you should have…I realized you’d given up on me. Accepted that I couldn’t be better. And that broke my heart. It made me so scared that I got angry.”

      Solomon stared at her, then slowly motioned her to come to him with both hands. It wasn’t a command, but a soft offering of comfort. One she couldn’t turn down, not now when she felt like she was going to break apart. Gathering the long skirt of the caftan, she held it in one fist and crawled to him. The moment she was close enough, Solomon gathered her against his chest. The chains were too short to allow him to wrap his arms around her, but he stroked her back and laid his cheek on her head.

      “I need you to want me more than that. I need you to think I’m worth more. I need you to expect more from me. I’m already weak, and if you give up on me…”

      Solomon mumbled something. Needing to hear his voice, and knowing the time for this to be a one-sided conversation was done, she reached up and unbuckled the gag. It fell away from his face and the first thing he did was kiss her—gentle, lingering kisses to her forehead, each eyelid, her cheeks, and finally her mouth. He kissed away her tears, murmuring softly as he did. Finally, he pulled back, cupping her face in one hand, forcing her to meet his gaze.

      “You were never weak. I never thought you were weak. You’re the strong one.”

      “I’m not, I’m—”

      “You’re strong, Vivi. You’re the strongest person I know. That’s why they came to you. That’s why when the whole fucking thing was about to fall apart, your family expected you to save them. Because you’re strong. So strong that you gave them everything, and then gave them more. You took care of everyone but yourself.”

      “I didn’t take care of you.”

      “And if I’d been more mature, less frustrated by everything, I would have handled it better. I would have known how to talk to you.” His gaze was tender as his fingers moved over her cheek. “We were young, and we broke before we bent.”

      “You really think I was strong.”

      “I think you are incredibly strong. You were then, and you are now.”

      “Don’t give up on me,” she pleaded.

      “I won’t, baby, I won’t.” His shoulders slumped. “I owe you an apology, because I fucked up earlier. I thought I knew what to say, but it went wrong. What I should have said was that you’re my soulmate.”

      “Soulmate?” she whispered.

      “As corny as that sounds, yeah. I sat up that night, after you fell asleep in my bed and I felt…peace. I felt at home, for the first time in a long time. You’re my home, Vivi, that’s why I’m willing to have you however I can.”

      “No, please, don’t let me do that to you.”

      His head tipped to the side, and he smiled that crooked smile. “What if I said I needed you to take care of me?”

      She made a pained noise. “I didn’t, before. I didn’t take care of you. I used you.”

      “But I don’t think you will this time. I think this time we’ll take care of each other. That is, if you’re willing to try.”

      “I don’t know how to change the way things are now, but I know that more than anything, what I want to do is go back to your island and never leave. Just disappear with you.”

      “We have enough money that if we want to, we could do that.”

      For a moment she was tempted, but she shook her head. “We can’t. Neither of us. It would hurt too many people. If we’re happy, but others suffer, is it worth it?”

      “Honestly, fuck other people, but I see your point.”

      Vivienne rested her head against his chest as she laughed.

      “This is what we’re going to do,” Solomon declared. “You’re going to let me loose. Then I’m going to fuck you, right here on the floor.”

      “I thought you were going to say something about our future. Nerio told me to think about future Vivienne, and future Solomon.”

      “I was going in chronological order. Nerio is, for all that he’s a complete lunatic, smart. In ten years, twenty years, I want you by my side. You’re home for me.”

      “Home. That’s just right.” Vivienne cupped his beloved face. “You are my home too.”

      Solomon smiled, his forehead against hers. “I love you.”

      “And I love you.”

      “We’re going to figure this out. I promise you that. I’m not going to give up on us, which means I’m not going to settle. You’re going to be my sub, my wife.”

      “You’d marry me, even after what happened the last time you gave me a ring?” She touched his scar.

      “How do you feel about a nice necklace?”

      Vivienne laughed, and once she started she couldn’t stop. Amidst her chuckles she unlatched one cuff, then sat back. Solomon freed himself, then pounced on her, bearing her back onto the floor. He stripped off her clothes, kissing every inch of her skin as he whispered words that healed wounds in her soul.

      I love you.

      I’ll never give up on you.

      You’re home to me.

      And when he came into her, sliding deep when she was wet and aching, for the first time in years, she was looking forward to the future.
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      Paris—four days later

      

      “You’re not angry with us?” Edmund asked, walking towards Vivienne with outstretched arms.

      “Not at all.” Vivienne pulled away from Solomon, stepping into her cousin’s embrace and kissing his cheeks.

      “You brought him with you?” Victor asked, eyeing Solomon.

      “Yes, of course.” Vivienne forced Victor to look away by embracing him.

      Victor and Solomon shook hands, while Edmund and Solomon embraced. With the greetings done, they allowed the hostess to lead them to a small table in Salon d’Été at the Ritz Paris, where Solomon had managed to secure them a reservation for brunch.

      Once they’d ordered coffee and a bottle of sparkling wine, Edmund leaned forward. “I’m so sorry, about how you ended up on the yacht. When you told us that you’d been kidnapped...”

      “It was rather alarming at the time,” Vivienne said. “But it was what we needed.”

      “Kidnapping is kind of our thing now,” Solomon said. “Your cousin actually had me kidnapped again, a second time, while we were on the ship.”

      Vivienne hid her smile and gently kicked Solomon under the table. He reached for her hand, lacing their fingers together.

      Victor stared back and forth between them. “As long as I don’t somehow end up the villain of the story.”

      “I promise you won’t,” Vivienne assured her cousin. After their first break up, Gerard had started the rumor that Victor had wounded Solomon while defending Vivienne. Vivienne had done her best to counteract the rumors, but her protests had the opposite effect, and Victor had earned a reputation as dangerously violent.

      Edmund was looking back and forth between them. “Are you two together now?”

      Vivienne considered her cousin. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “What I wanted was for you to be happy. And I didn’t think you could do that as long as there was so much unfinished between you.” Edmund smiled slightly. “And I knew you still loved him.”

      “I did,” Vivienne said, unashamed. “But love wasn’t enough.” She glanced at Solomon. “We figured it out. We know who we are, what we need.”

      Unexpectedly, Victor grunted. “Good for you. You two were always good together.” The rest of the table looked at him in surprise, but Victor just shrugged.

      The server returned with a silver coffee carafe and an icy bottle of sparkling wine. The popping sound of the cork always made her think of celebrations. Vivienne glanced at Solomon. Today was a celebration, or at least it would be if everything went according to plan.

      “A toast,” Solomon said, raising his glass.

      “To love.” Edmund lifted his flute.

      “No,” Solomon corrected. “To home.”

      Victor and Edmund shared a bewildered look, but when Vivienne teared up as she raised her own glass, the brothers dutifully said, “Santé.”

      They drank champagne and waited for their first course. Victor asked Solomon about the logistics of owning his own island, Edmund demanded an invitation to visit, and Vivienne sat back, listening to these three people who were all so important to her, enjoy a morning in one another’s company.

      As the meal came to a close, Vivienne cleared her throat. “There are things, business things, I want to talk to you about.”

      Edmund seemed to slump, but wasn’t surprised. “Of course, of course. Anything you need.” He looked at his brother, then back to her. “You’ve done more than enough.” From his tone, it was clear Edmund had some idea of what she needed to change.

      “We will handle Mother and Father,” Victor added, proving he too could read between the lines. “Whatever you need, we will deal with them. Before we would not have been able, but now…” He shrugged.

      “None of us are the same people we were six years ago,” Solomon said.

      “No, we are not,” Vivienne agreed, and after five days of Solomon telling her she was strong and beautiful and worthy of love, she had no hesitations about making some changes in her life. He was right, she was strong, and that’s why they’d come to her. She’d been strong for everyone but herself, made everything but her relationship a priority.

      “Why don’t we go to my apartment so we can talk about the details? I have draft papers ready to print out for your review,” Vivienne said.

      Solomon had been holding her left hand through most of the meal. Now he raised it, kissing her knuckles.

      Edmund sucked in an outraged breath grabbing her right shoulder. “You didn’t.”

      Vivienne’s stomach clenched. “Edmund?”

      “You would not have done something like that to me. You would not have gotten married without me.” Edmund stared accusingly at her left hand. An ultra-thin gold band resided on her ring finger, so slender that it was easy to overlook.

      Vivienne shared a soft look with her husband. The word felt both foreign and right. “We got married in Miami yesterday. It was the fastest option. Everywhere else required days of notice and preparation.” She’d been bitterly disappointed to learn that the captain of Nerio’s ship hadn’t been able to marry them.

      “No,” Edmund said shortly. “It did not happen. You did not get married without me. I refuse to accept it.”

      Solomon squeezed her hand. “If you don’t approve, then go fuc—”

      “For god’s sake, Vivienne, what were you wearing?”

      Vivienne relaxed, even as she tried to look contrite. “If it makes you feel better, we can have a ceremony here in a few weeks.”

      “Eight months. It will take six for the dress.”

      “Four months, and we have it at Maison Delphine.”

      “Seven months and you will be married at Château Rossolina, of course. My God, woman, where is your sense of occasion?”

      “Do I get a say in this?” Solomon asked.

      “No,” Edmund said.

      “Is this what you wanted to talk to us about?” Victor asked.

      Vivienne didn’t really care when or where they had a second ceremony. She’d married him in a judge’s office in Miami, Florida, neither of them dressed for the occasion, and with no witnesses of their own.

      It had been perfect.

      She’d have an elaborate ceremony because Edmund would want to make her dress, because probably Solomon’s mother would care. She’d have it so photographic evidence that they’d made it, that they’d grown up enough to make it through everything life had thrown at them, could be splashed across the front page of gossip sites.

      Vivienne rose, and the men followed suit. “We have much to discuss.”

      As they walked out of the restaurant, Solomon leaned in to whisper in her ear. “You can still change your mind.”

      “About marrying you?”

      He pulled her against his side. “Oh no, you’re mine now.”

      She smiled. “I don’t want to change my mind, about any of it.”
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      The next morning they met at Maison Delphine. Her family members arrived in fits and starts. She’d called the meeting for ten a.m., but Edmund and Victor arrived well before then, Victor looking serious, but happy, Edmund anxious.

      Her mother arrived around nine. She’d driven in with Uncle Alain. Alain looked at Solomon with surprise, and no small amount of distaste.

      Vivienne pulled her mother aside. They’d never been particularly close, but she was, after all, her mother. Vivienne held up her left hand, then quietly assured her mother that she was both happy and very sure about her decision to marry.

      By the time they walked back into the meeting room, the final two attendees, Tempeste and Gerard had arrived. They were glaring daggers at Alain, having never forgiven him for the merger of the companies, despite repeated explanations that, from a business perspective, it made sense.

      The current plan, the one she was about to explain, also made sense, and a third of the room—Edmund and Victor—were already on board, yet as she walked to the head of the table, Vivienne’s palms were damp.

      She took her place, staring down the long conference table. Solomon was sitting at the other end, arms folded, but his eyes were soft when he looked at her. Suddenly, she was eager to get this done, eager to move on.

      The six guests she called to this meeting had arranged themselves along family lines.

      Her mother and Alain—the Deschamps—sat on her left, while Edmund, Victor and their parents, Tempest and Gerard, sat on her right.

      “The purpose of this meeting is to give you advance notice of the structural reorganization of CRD Beauvalot.” Vivienne was proud of how calm and cool her voice was.

      “What do you mean?” Gerard snarled, slapping his hands on the table. As always he responded aggressively.

      “No reorganization is necessary,” Alain said coolly. Though they’d never talked about it, Vivienne was sure that he had to harbor resentment over the fact that the merger had been his idea, and by right he should be the CEO over both companies, rather than the president of only the winery.

      “For you, perhaps there is not. However, I am unwilling to continue as CEO.”

      She let that statement hang. Tempeste glared at Solomon, Gerard looked stunned, but then pleased—surely he didn’t think he would be named CEO in her place? The man’s hubris was staggering. Alain also glanced at Solomon, though without malice, and her mother…

      Her mother smiled proudly.

      She hadn’t even known she wanted that approval, that part of her had been waiting for her mother, who had always seemed so content with her role within the family she’d married into, to be okay with Vivienne’s decision. She hadn’t known she wanted it, but now that she had it, something inside Vivienne relaxed.

      She gave them another moment to absorb, then went on. “I am stepping back from day-to-day operations, and going forward I will hold the position of president of the new board of directors.”

      “Unnecessary,” Alain barked.

      “It is necessary. I will repeat myself—I am unwilling to continue as CEO.”

      “Then someone else will do it,” Gerard asserted.

      Alain snorted. “You?”

      “If you hadn’t lied and made me sign—”

      “If you weren’t so stupid it—”

      Solomon rose, then banged one fist on the table like a gavel. It had the desired effect of shutting everyone up. Vivienne went on as if there hadn’t been an interruption.

      “There will be seven members on the board. Myself, and three people from Deschamps, three from Beauvalot. The lead executive of each business will hold one of those spots. Alain, as CEO of Château Rossolina Deschamps, one spot is yours.”

      “I am not the CEO, I am the president of the company.”

      “We’re changing that.” Vivienne looked at her mother. “You are now CFO, and on the same level with the same power, as the CEO.”

      Alain stiffened, “You cannot—”

      “If she were on the board, and still your subordinate, she would be obliged to vote with you.” Without giving that side more time to protest, Vivienne turned her attention to the Beauvalots. “From now on, Victor will serve as CEO of Beauvalot Fashion, and sit on the board. As the creative director, Edmund takes the second spot. Gerard, you will have the board member third spot.”

      “And what of me?” Tempeste demanded. “I am the only one with no vote? I am a Beauvalot by blood!”

      “You will serve as an ad hoc board member, and have deciding vote in case of a tie. Your ad hoc position gives you the right to attend all meetings, and speak at those meetings.”

      Tempeste look mollified. It wouldn’t take her long to figure out that with seven voting members, a tie was impossible. Hopefully her aunt wouldn’t realize that until after Vivienne was not only out of this room, but off the continent.

      “Who is the last member?” Alain asked. “There are only two people from Deschamps. I would like to nominate—”

      “As of right now, and by design, the board of directors is limited to family. It’s why the CFO of Beauvalot isn’t included, when the CFO of Deschamps is.” Vivienne met each person’s gaze in turn. “The final member of the board, representing Deschamps for the sake of equality, is Solomon Carter.”

      Everyone at the table, even Victor and Edmund, who’d known this was coming, twisted to look at Solomon. He grinned and waved.

      “He’s not—” Tempeste started.

      “As my husband, he is family.” Vivienne couldn’t help but smile as everyone swiveled back to her, shock evident on Alain, Tempeste, and Gerard’s faces.

      “Board meetings will take place once a month, here at Maison Delphine,” Vivienne went on. “All members are expected to attend in person. Our first order of business will be to finalize the scope of duties for the board. Between now and then I will be handing off day-to-day decision making strategies to Victor and Alain.”

      She thought they’d made it, that the hard part was over, but Gerard piped up at that point. “You’ve made him your enforcer.”

      Vivienne found it was easy to remain calm, to see Gerard’s outburst for what it was, a tantrum. “No, he is my strength. He reminds me of who I am. Makes me better than myself.”

      “Brava!” Edmund cheered.

      Solomon chuckled.

      Tempeste’s lips were quivering. “I see what you’ve done. You’ve kept all the power but expect my son to do the work.”

      “Your sons are more than capable, and I am under no illusions as to how much work this will be.” She gestured to the conference table. “I gave years to this family. I will not be made to feel ashamed for taking back my life.”

      “Brava,” Edmund exclaimed again, with even more feeling.

      “I love you all,” Vivienne said, more softly than she’d been speaking before. “And I love what we do. Who we are. I would not sacrifice that, but I also won’t sacrifice myself.”

      She glanced up and Solomon rose from his chair, coming around to her end of the table. He held out his arm, and Vivienne slipped her fingers around his elbow. She smiled at her family. “There are packets for each of you. I’ve engaged the services of a management consulting firm to aid the transition, once we agree upon a date. Take your time; we’ll meet again in a month to finalize the changes. Until then, Alain and Victor have full decision making power, as I’ll technically be on a leave of absence.”

      Together she and Solomon started walking towards the door.

      “Where are you going?” Alain asked, tone more curious than accusatory.

      Vivienne looked back over her shoulder without slowing her steps, then back to Solomon. “I’m going home.”
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      Did you notice Solomon mentioned a BDSM club called Las Palmas? It’s the location of the BDSM Checklist series, where a sexy new game forces members to push their limits, and try out every kink, toy, position…
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        G is for…
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        I is for…

        J is for…

      

      

      Each book a stand alone story and they do not have to be read in order. A is for… is free as part of the Lila Dubois Starter Library.
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