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      Billionaire. Swamp gator. Former special ops. And current pain in her a—.

      

      Law student Gina Banks knows that getting in bed—literally—with billionaire Austin Long is just plain trouble. Sure, she’s taken a few risks to try to stop the expansion of Skipjack Bay. And yes, okay, the first time she met with Austin to plead her case, she’d technically been trespassing.

      

      But this? His bed, his rules, his massive, let’s just say confidence. Not to mention his uncanny ability to make her come...completely undone. It’s all beyond crazy. Still, the chance to help the families in her hometown is something she can’t turn down. So, she agrees to his terms.

      

      Total surrender. Hers. To him. A simple business deal where they both get what they want.

      

      The absolute last thing Gina expects is for Austin to want her to surrender her heart to him, too.

      

      Previously published as Black Gold 1 & 2, (c) 2012 & (c) 2014 revised throughout with newly added content and an extended ending.

      

      Note: This is an extra steamy Far Too Tempting standalone with character cameos from the hot & sweet standalone, Tempted Beyond Reason, formerly titled Waking Up Her Curves, which has similarly been republished with revisions and new content.
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      Clothed in a clingy emerald green dress that stopped two inches above her knees, Gina Banks stepped away from the line of trees backing the Boudrot estate. Glancing to her right, she noted she was a football field away from the big house and conveniently close to what looked like one of two guest cottages.

      Gina memorized the distance from the nearest cottage to where she stood, then returned to the tree and retrieved a plastic bag from the local grocer. The bag contained a dollar store flashlight, an empty champagne flute and a pair of suede pumps that perfectly matched her short, sleeveless dress. She took off the hiking boots she'd bought for five bucks at a thrift store then slid the pumps on.

      After checking one last time to make sure her car key remained wedged down the front of her bra, she grabbed the champagne flute then hid the bag and boots behind the tree. With little natural light and no mirror, she ran a hand over the upswept braids, smoothing here and there until it no longer felt like she had just walked half a mile through branches and brambles with snakes slithering through the underbrush.

      With a smile, she headed toward the back of the big house. Tea lights sparkled along the veranda like fireflies attracted by the sounds of a string quartet drifting across the dew laden lawn. Schubert played if she wasn't mistaken. Her stomach knotted when the fortissimo broke violently to a pianissimo chorale and she recognized the composition as Death and the Maiden.

      Her grip on the delicate stem of the champagne flute tightened. "That song's not for you, girl."

      If anything, the song played for Austin Long, the man she was risking snake bites, navigational errors and arrest to speak to. She had exhausted all conventional means. Half a dozen subordinates at the Long Shore Oil Development headquarters had hung up on her multiple times each; registered letters had been refused at the front desk; and security had forcefully escorted her from the building more than once.

      She had been ready to chain herself to the front steps—a questionable strategy for a third-year law student—before she luckily caught a scrap of office cross-talk on her last phone call to the company's executive suite.

      Nine p.m. this Sunday at the Boudrot estate…yes sir, Mr. Long will be in attendance.

      Reaching the back of the house, Gina frowned. The building was beautiful. Massive, with two-story pillars and a porch that wrapped all the way around the house, it exemplified antebellum architecture. She had loved the look of such homes as a child until she learned the ugly history surrounding them.

      Forcing the frown back into a smile, she stepped onto the rear porch. She walked toward the center of the building, her free hand trailing along the wall in bored elegance, slowing only occasionally to test the handle on the double glass doors until she found one unlocked.

      The smile turned genuine as she slipped inside. The host had security checkpoints at the front of the house and the long oak-lined drive. Filthy rich, Rory Boudrot had plenty of paid help to keep people like her out.

      Smart and determined, she didn't need an invitation.

      Following the music led her to an oversized, candlelit parlor. There were a few men in formal dress milling around. The women on the arms of those men startled Gina. They looked—delicately put—like high-class call girls.

      Chill, Gina. It's a party filled with trophy wives, not hookers. Don't look shocked or you'll get kicked out before you even find Long!

      She moved around the room, smiling and looking for the familiar features she had studied a hundred times over in the local papers and on the internet. Seeing that he wasn't among the men there, she put her champagne glass down and grabbed one that was full. She pushed hers to the back so no one would notice it didn't match the others then walked through the open double doors to the next room, where more couples lingered. At the third room she stepped into, couples sat on couches and…

      What the heck?

      Gina turned away from the too ardent and far too public embrace of the nearest couple. Opening the closest door to her, she stepped through and found herself in a long hall. Closing the door behind her, she rested against it, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      Okay, maybe crashing the party was a bad idea. Maybe Long wasn't even there.

      Only he was.

      Gina learned that the moment she opened her eyes. Austin Long, in the flesh, and staring intently at her. As he approached Gina, she couldn't help but notice the predatory sway of his hips, his center of balance pushed low, his whole body ready to spring into action.

      A West Point graduate, eight years special operations after that before resigning his commission to run the family oil business four years ago, Long wasn't the kind of man she'd mess with if she didn't need to. Unfortunately, an entire community—the one she'd grown up in—needed her to fight for them.

      Reaching Gina, Long stopped a foot away and dropped his gaze to her hips. The dress gathered at the sides, the intentional wrinkles of fabric moving up and inward to accentuate her breasts. She'd felt self-conscious putting it on that evening. She hadn't realized she would be twice as dressed as any other woman at the party.

      Gaze sweeping upward, Long stared past Gina's shoulder and smiled.

      "You have a problem, beautiful."

      She turned, her attention landing first on a couple that had just stumbled into the hall, the woman topless and joyously squealing as a grandfatherly man chased her with a paddle and a lecherous gleam in his old eyes. Shocking as the sight was, Gina knew in a heartbeat her problem was the man standing just beyond them, one hand to his ear and the other reaching along his belt line to where a pair of handcuffs dangled.

      Despite the kinky nature of the party, the cuffs were not of the fur-lined variety. These were professional grade steel, the kind cops use. He had the look of a cop, too. That meant he was part of the expensive security team Boudrot had hired for the night.

      The man waited for the couple to disappear behind another door and then he advanced. Gina mentally ran through her story, the one she hoped would keep her from getting arrested.

      Glaring at Gina, the man stopped. "Miss—"

      "She's with me." Long's hand curled around Gina's bare shoulder. "Problem?"

      The guard's expression went blank, his eyes flicking to Long and then back to Gina. "No, sir. My apologies if she's an invited guest."

      "She is." Dropping his hand to her waist, Long steered Gina toward the entry room and a spiraling staircase. With their hips touching and his hand resting possessively on the curve of her waist, he led her upstairs.

      "I don't usually rescue gate crashers," he said as they reached the second floor. "Consider yourself lucky…for the moment."

      She cast her gaze up to find him staring at her exposed throat and bare shoulder. He must have realized she was looking at him because he peeled his eyes off and up, his smile mischievous.

      Mischievous and sexy.

      A tingle low-down in her stomach slowed her steps, but Long kept propelling them along toward a door at the end of the second floor hall.

      Her reaction surprised her. But then he looked different than all the times she'd seen him in the paper or online. His public face was polished steel, his blue eyes as dead as an uprooted cypress. The Austin Long of paper and pixel was one-hundred eighty degrees removed from this man. He stood taller, bigger, had eyes that flashed like lightning over a Louisiana bayou.

      And he smelled even better than her momma's kitchen.

      Realizing she hadn't stopped looking at him, Gina took a rough swallow and redirected her gaze ahead of her. "What makes you think I was crashing?"

      Opening the door, he pulled her closer to him and stepped inside the room. "Baby, you look nothing like the women here."

      Right as rain, Gina thought. All the women she had seen on the estate were whiter than sour cream, almost exclusively blonde with a handful of shockingly red fakes for variety. Half the bodies could have passed for pre-pubescent boys.

      Feeling anger heat her cheeks, she looked up at him. "Thank God for that."

      "Indeed," Long agreed.

      Shutting the door, he stepped further into the room.

      Not just any kind of room, she realized. He had led her into a bedroom. She took a shaky breath in, remembering just what kind of party she had crashed. Seeing him slide his dinner jacket off and reach for his top button, Gina turned toward the door and tested the handle.

      "Locked, baby." He moved down to the next button…and the next. "Gonna take security to get it open again. And you don't want to talk to security."

      Staying near the door, her hand on the knob, she watched him untuck the shirt, his hands moving to his belt buckle.

      "Why did you lock me in?" Pretty certain of the answer, she still asked the question, hoping she could keep him talking long enough to figure a way out of the situation that didn't end with her in jail. No matter what he did, he could claim he thought she was one of the hired hookers. In jail for trespassing or prostitution, she'd have a hard time convincing the bar examiners it was all a big mistake and she was the victim.

      Long folded the belt in half, pushed the ends toward one another then yanked them apart with a sharp smack of leather that made her jerk.

      "For a private conversation, Miss Banks."
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      Shit, busted! How the hell did he know?

      "That is why you're here, right? The Skipjack Bay expansion. Can I call you Gina?"

      Her fingers slid from the handle, her whole body going numb as she nodded at him. The room had a big leather chair next to the window and he slid into it, his long legs stretched in front of him.

      "If you recognized me…" She stopped, at a loss for words. She had expected an irregular talk with him, possibly heated, but this was off the scale of irregular.

      "Didn't. You recognized me. And I have just enough details about the company's current pest to put two and two together."

      For a second, she was sure he was lying, felt deep in her bones that he already had some kind of dossier on her. Long was said to be meticulous, highly strategic. It might have been fawning praise for a rich, white boy, but the articles she read had unanimously praised him for singlehandedly increasing the company's fortunes more than ten-fold since his father's death.

      Her certainty fled when he tilted his head and took his sweet time studying her. Gina felt her cheeks flush, the speculation in his eyes enough to make the devil blush.

      "Gotta say," he purred, "if they'd told me you were smoking, we could have talked weeks ago."

      The heat warming her skin started to burn. Anger crackled along her spine, forced her in an angry march halfway across the room before she stopped dead in her tracks. The man was dangerous as hell, she reminded herself. Not just rich and built like a tank, but with the upper hand.

      She needed to reason with him, not argue.

      "Mr. Long, the Plaquemines Parish will be seeking an injunction—"

      "You know the parish president is Boudrot's brother-in-law, right?"

      "A community group will—"

      He shook his head, the smile on his face tolerant and good natured. "Good luck getting a lawyer to take that up."

      Near her boiling point, Gina took a few more steps closer to Long. "I'm fully capable of proceeding pro se if—"

      Long stopped her for the third time. "Latin, love, really?"

      She took a step back. Love? Long seriously overestimated his southern charm if he thought he could sweet talk her into dropping the injunction—or her panties.

      "Excuse me?" she demanded.

      "Sorry, baby. You surprised me." His hand brushed open air, erasing his words. "The only Latin used at these parties is fellatio, and usually they just ask if I want them to blow me."

      It took a whole sixth of a minute before Gina remembered to breathe. The man had no sense of propriety!

      Long undid the cuffs of his shirt, smiling at her the whole time. "So, how do we proceed?"

      "Proceed?" Was he really undressing in front of her? It seemed so. His shirt was wide open, exposing a muscled abdomen and thick chest plates, his nipples like small, chocolate dipped nuts—the kind she liked to snack on when she was home alone with nothing more in her bed than a law book and her laptop.

      The tingle low in her belly she'd felt on the stairs returned and she had to remind herself to keep breathing.

      Austin Long was not attractive, she told her mutinous body. Not intellectually nor socially, nor—

      "Baby, either you're a gate crasher and I need to call security or you're," He paused, his smile cranked all the way up on one side. "…staff. Which is it?"

      Oh, he wanted a laugh at her expense. That was it. He thought he could intimidate her into leaving, embarrassing or frightening her before having her kicked out to ensure her calls and letters to his company stopped cold and never restarted.

      She folded her arms across her chest, determined to deny Long his moment of smug satisfaction. "If you think I'm going to have sex with you—"

      With his gaze locked on her face, he slid one arm out of its sleeve. "Are you married?"

      She shook her head. The man certainly wasn't shy. Body like that, he didn't need to be. A subconscious flex of his arm had his bicep winking at her and the warm tingle in her belly dipping dangerously lower.

      "Boyfriend, then?"

      Another head shake before she could stop herself. She should have lied, seen if he would let her off with the simple excuse of already belonging to some man. She shook her head again, annoyed at the idea of any man having rights over her or using it as an excuse.

      "I got you the first time, baby.” He turned both hands palm up, looking genuinely puzzled. "So then what's the problem?"

      She lifted her chin, eyes narrowing as she stared down at him. "You're a swamp gator."

      Stripping the other sleeve off, Long buried his hands in the pockets of his silk dress slacks and leaned back in the chair. With his legs cast wide, the position drew the front panel of his pants tight across his groin.

      Catching the direction of Gina's gaze and her wide-eyed surprise, his mouth curled up along one side of his face. "Well, now you know the Long family secret, beautiful. Want to know another?"

      Shit, the bulge between his legs was every bit as massive as the rest of him. Life wasn't fair. Austin Long was rich, good looking, hung like a bull but incapable of acting like anything other than an ass. Turning on one heel, she walked wordlessly back to the bedroom door, her only response a middle finger raised in protest.

      Reaching the door, she turned back to find him standing.

      She rattled the handle. "Open this."

      Long advanced on her with a smile and a slow, continuous shake of his head. "You want out, you gotta yell. Won't take security but a minute to reach us."

      Stopping almost chest-to-chest, he put one palm against the door behind her. "We're gonna start real slow, with a kiss. Give you time to think. Law student, right?"

      Feeling like a hamster staring up at a King Cobra, Gina nodded.

      His free hand came up, brushed gently along her jaw as he studied her face. "How is getting caught at this party going to look to the bar examiners and hiring committees around town? You're either out interviewing for a job after the bar exam or for a summer associate position."

      He dipped his head closer, his thumb rhythmically stroking her jaw, just his index finger under her chin to keep her in place. "It's only a kiss, baby. Scream when you want me to stop."

      Hell, he was really going to do it.

      She swallowed, her bottom lip bobbing up and down as he slowly zeroed in on her mouth. She wasn't afraid. She could scream for security or go jujitsu all over his billion dollar ass.

      Billion dollar, West Point, spec ops ass.

      Ooh...

      She swallowed again, still not afraid but jumpy as a nun in a cucumber patch and shocked as hell by the way he was looking at her. The gazes of most men bounced off her, jumping straight to the closest woman with a narrower face, smaller lips and shallow cheeks. Not to mention lighter skin—even when it was a black man looking at her.

      Those men who wanted Gina for her looks were invariably intimidated by her mind.

      Austin's lips touched hers, the thumb still caressing the line of her jaw with a mesmerizing slowness. She knew then that he wasn't intimidated by anyone. He wasn't intimidated and he wanted her, his warm, moist breath landing against her lips with an excited pace that matched her own.

      He claimed her mouth.

      She let him.

      His hand dropped to her shoulder, the fingers firmly gripping her soft flesh as the kiss deepened. A groan bubbled up her throat. When it did, he pulled her away from the door and wrapped his arms around her. Lifting up on tip toe, the fabric of her dress dragging over his bare chest, Gina circled her arms around his neck.

      She kissed him back as another moan broke free.

      Long's hands drifted to her ass, his fingers digging into the flesh and tugging her against him. The outline of the big cock she'd seen earlier pushed against her lower stomach. Done with the kiss, his lips surfed gently across her cheek then down her neck to the top curve of her shoulder.

      Hearing him growl in appreciation, she ran her fingers down his muscled back, her lacquered nails lightly scraping his skin. Another growl and he dipped his knees, forearms bracing along the underside of her bottom as he lifted her off the floor and carried her to the bed.

      Realizing his intent, she tightened in his embrace. “Mr. Long—"

      “That’s Austin to you, baby." He placed Gina in the center of the mattress, quickly stripped her shoes off then ran his palms up the outside of her legs. “Let me hear it.”

      She couldn't breathe. Needed time to consider what she was doing—who she was doing.

      Swamp gator, girl. Don't go swimming in those waters unless you want bit.

      Good advice, but not nearly as good as the feeling running through her as he pushed her dress up her hips and spread her legs. Seeing his big body settling between her thighs, his expression intensely focused on her lacy black panties, Gina pushed at his shoulders. "Austin, w-we shouldn’t.”

      "You're not screaming, beautiful." His hands fastened around the top band of her underwear and started to peel them down. "So I'm not stopping."
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      She started to protest again, started to beg for just a few seconds to decide whether she in fact wanted to scream…and then she saw him blink slowly, his gaze completely unfocused for a moment as he stared at her exposed pussy.

      "Baby, when did you get so wet?"

      Busted for about the tenth time that night, she closed her eyes. She was drenched, her pussy soaked and twisting in knots. She knew it—and now he knew it, too.

      Feeling the soft flutter of contractions deep inside her core, Gina pressed her ass against the mattress and wiggled. No relief. The movement only made her burn hotter.

      "Please…" Logically, her brain probably meant to say please don't, please go ahead and call security, please arrest me, just don't make me want to surrender. But none of the other words would come. Just that single word, over and over. "Please…"

      Her ass pressed harder against the mattress. Air whipped in and out of her lungs.

      “Austin, please…"

      "Oh, baby, I intend to." Removing her panties, Austin tossed them over his shoulder. With strong, capable hands, he took hold of her outer labia, pulled them to the side to expose the dark red line of her sex. His tongue uncurled from his mouth to stroke the line—up, down, circling the swollen pearl hiding within the hood of her clit.

      Her hands drifted down her body to tangle in his hair. Four years out of the Army, he had grown the strands long enough for her to run her nails through and tightly grip a handful of the thick waves.

      She tugged at him, lifted her mound as he teased her with his nose and tongue. Tension pulsed deep inside her, the muscles coiled tight and aching with each throb. Her pussy needed something to grip. His fingers, that big cock that had pushed against her stomach, anything solid enough for her muscles to clutch and stop twisting around their own center.

      Her hips began a thrusting, bobbing dance, her tight throat strangled little whimpers of need. His teeth grazed the line of her clit, his tongue soothed it, dipped, circled her hole before his lips fastened on her clit again and he slowly sucked her toward oblivion.

      Gina's eyes opened and closed with each contraction, then opened wide and fixed as the pressure against her pussy halved. Looking down, she pressed her palm across the crown of his head, urged his mouth lower, harder. Her need so bad, she felt like two snakes fought inside her, coiling around each other, knotting and spinning as they constricted tighter and tighter.

      Austin's gaze lashed her skin like a laser, the sweet balm of his tongue denied her. She pushed down on his head again, a little harder. Then he pulled away completely and just watched her.

      She couldn't stay still. Her body writhed, back arching, hips rolling and dipping as she chewed at her bottom lip.

      "Please don't stop."

      Sensing victory, Austin was slow to return to the field. He nuzzled the inside of one thigh, whispered a line of short kisses across her pussy to rub his cheek against the other thigh. "Ask me again."

      "Please don't stop." Her fingers knotted in the fabric of her dress. She pulled, strained, wrestled against the need to bring her body under control.

      "Ask me again." He took a little lick then blew at the swollen spine of her sex.

      Damn it, she wasn't going to beg. No way in hell.

      Not this man. Not any man.

      "Tell me what to do." He dipped two fingers into her, his strokes light and teasing. "Should I lick you, fuck you—"

      "Yes!" Gina's body shook with need, her hands abandoning her dress to knead and fold her plump labia.

      "Which one, baby?" Chuckling, Austin pushed a third finger in, all of them bent at the middle knuckle so he could stretch her as he twisted left and right. "Fuck you, lick you. You want my cock or my tongue?"

      "Both…I want both." She wrapped her hands around the back of his skull and yanked him closer.

      His lips touched her, their heat searing. Fingers penetrated her pussy, twisting and curling inside as his mouth pressed harder against her clit and his tongue bullied the swollen pearl sheltering beneath the hood. Her hips jerked, her shoulders violently twitching under the first onslaught of her orgasm.

      Austin surged up her body, his fingers threading and knotting inside her. He kissed her neck, her mouth. Her juices smeared thick across her lips. He kept finger fucking her, his thumb pressed hard on her clit. "Give me another one, baby."

      She continued to thrash beneath him, moaning his name, her fingers dysfunctional as she tried to undo the button on his pants.

      "You want my big cock in you, baby?" He added a fourth finger, splaying them as he slowly twisted inside her. "This big cock fucking your tight, tight pussy?"

      "Yes." Unable to manage the button, she unzipped and reached inside his pants, her fingers molding around the thick erection.

      Damn underwear. Damn, damn, damn.

      His thumb ground ruthlessly against her clit, driving her senses to the edge of annihilation. "Promise you won't say 'no' when I pull it out."

      "I promise." Gina rubbed her palm up and down his broad shaft, the head tucked up against the heel of her hand.

      "Okay, baby. But come for me one more time. Come saying my name, telling me it feels so good."

      "Good, yes…" She nodded, gulping in mouthfuls of air as she squirmed beneath the assault of his fingers and palm. "It feels so good, Austin."

      He kissed her, his tongue slicing into her mouth with the same targeted efficiency of his fingers, driving her closer and closer toward her third climax. "You're drenched, love."

      She was. She could hear the squelch of his fingers and wet slap of his palm. She'd never been this wet, this needful, her bones bliss-soaked and dissolving a little more with each thrust of his hand.

      "Are you coming, Gina?" Merciless, he squeezed, thrust, rotated.

      Her muscles squeezed back, coiling around his fingers until the throbbing need drowned out her own heartbeat.

      "Yes, I'm coming," she cried. "So good…coming."

      "Then say my name, love."

      "Austin…" Her eyes turned to glass frosted a dark brown. “I’m coming, Austin…."
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        * * *

      

      Austin watched Gina’s eyes slam shut as her orgasm hit her full force. She didn’t look like she was aware of anything else aside from the sensations she was feeling. He doubted she even realized half the things she was saying, half the things she was admitting without having to say anything at all.

      He slowed his strokes, but couldn’t bring himself to slip his fingers from her tight, fluttering channel just yet. With his fingers gentling to a light caress, he saw Gina’s eyes return to focus as she licked her lush lips and began taking in slow, shuddering breaths, her full breasts tempting him with every rise and fall.

      Easing his fingers out of her, Austin walked over to the nearby wash basin, his gait purposeful, but forced. He didn’t want to step away from the beauty for even a minute, but he had to.

      As he picked up the pitcher and poured water into the bowl, he saw his hands were shaking. What the hell? Refusing to look at her at he got himself back under control, he chose instead to study the pattern on the heavy velvet drapes, trying not to think of the luscious, naked beauty behind him.

      "Austin?"

      Need lingered in her voice. He could hear it. Which meant she could, too.

      He knew that if he returned to the bed, she'd let him take her.

      …And hate him forever after.

      Seeing her conflicted expression, her eyes confirming his suspicions, he stopped himself from returning to her.

      With surprisingly more effort than he expected, he headed over to where he had draped his shirt and jacket, calling over his shoulder in a tense voice, "Get dressed, Ms. Banks. I'm taking you home."
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      Austin sat pensively on his side of the limousine as he analyzed their developing situation.

      He had expected more time to formulate his next move, but unfortunately, it turned out that Miss Banks had parked her car by the swampy edge of Boudrot's estate and walked through God only knew what to reach the main house. So he had mere minutes left to make some big decisions.

      He imagined he looked calm. He intentionally posed as a relaxed man might, his elbow propped on the armrest, thumb and middle finger capturing the lower curve of his jaw and his index finger pressed lightly against his lower lip.

      Far from calm, even further from relaxed, his pulse skipped erratically, his body refusing to behave the instant he saw the message flash on his phone that Gina was at the estate even before she snuck into the house.

      It hadn’t been Boudrot's oafs who’d notified her, either. Austin had brought his own two-man security team.

      They studied every person he came across, identified any possible threats as soon as they made themselves known.

      And the dark beauty sitting as far away from him as she could without climbing right out of the limo’s window was quickly becoming the biggest threat to him yet—one that had nothing to do with his business, making it one he had absolutely no idea how to deal with.

      Gina Banks, twenty-eight. Grew up in the parish she had been hounding his office about every day straight for weeks. Father died on the job when she was young. Law student on the cusp of graduating, just waiting for final grades and the school's dean to slip a diploma into her graceful hands. Good grades, too. Factor in how she still waited tables forty-plus hours a week and he would say great grades. Younger sister, both of them raised by her widowed mother who still lived in Port Sulphur in the Plaquemines Parish.

      Her mother, her sister, her community—those were Gina's points of vulnerability. Three of them, at least. The heat she had unleashed at his touch suggested she had gone too long without a man.

      Beautiful as she was, he had a hard time believing there was a shortage of suitors.

      The shortage was time. She didn't have any in terms of the Skipjack Bay expansion.

      And as the limo pulled to a stop, Austin realized that he, too, was out of time.
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        * * *

      

      Gina quietly seethed on her side of the limo. She wouldn't even look at Long. The man had done exactly what he set out to do. Humiliation pricked at her skin, tightened her chest.

      The effect was temporary, she promised herself. She would get home, wash him from her skin, and figure out her next plan of attack against his intent to drill in the parish she grew up in.

      Feeling the vehicle pull to a stop, she jerked her head up and spotted her beat-to-hell Honda.

      More humiliation.

      She shook her head. Long could go fuck himself. Fuck whomever. She didn't care.

      Angry, vision blurring, Gina fumbled with the lock. Long did something on his side to release the catch. Surprised, she started to fall out. His hand coiled around her wrist, saving her from a nasty spill.

      Restraining her, she amended.

      "You still want to talk to me about Skipjack," he rumbled, "be at my office tomorrow at five."

      Twisting her hand free from his grip, she nodded, her head awkwardly jerking up and down as she fought the urge to scream at him.

      Long stopped the door before she could slam it shut.

      "Five, Gina."

      "I got you the first time, baby."

      Throwing his words back at him, she finished with a cold smile and turned to her car. She drew the key from her bra, conscious that the limo still idled behind her and feeling the hard crawl of Austin's eyes along her back.

      Gina shoved the key into the lock, scowling at the Honda. It was probably worth one tire on that damn limo. That made Long think he was better than everyone, that he could have her come at his beck and call, offering him everything, surrendering while he held back.

      She twisted the key, ripped the door open, the rusting metal hinges groaning. Straight into the seat, key in the ignition, praying the engine turned over or that he'd just leave before it could fail to start.

      With a gassy burp, the engine chugged to life and she cast her gaze toward the night sky in gratitude. She flipped the lock, put her seat belt on and threw the Honda into drive, pulling away from the limo with gravel spinning from beneath her wheels.

      Certain she heard a thunk of stone against polished black fiberglass, Gina smiled. Good, a dent in his limo would at least remind him for a few minutes longer that she even existed. Resisting the urge to lower the window and flip him off one last time, she sped down the abandoned road.

      Her grip on the wheel didn't relax once during the drive home. Finally at a stop in front of her building, she had to will her fingers to release the wheel and put the vehicle in park. She turned the engine off then grabbed her wallet, house keys and cell phone from the center console. Checking the missed calls as she unlocked the front door, she saw half a dozen messages from her mother, the time between them halving as the night wore down.

      Inside the studio apartment, she tossed her keys and wallet on the small table near the door. She couldn't call her mother, knew her voice would be too raw from Long's rejection. Alice Hayes Banks would want to know what was wrong with her little girl. How in the world could Gina tell her mother that she had let Austin Long—the man she went there to stop—suck and kiss and finger her to the most intense climax of her life before she tucked her tail between her legs and drove home?

      There were some things a daughter just had to lie about. And her encounter with the oil man was definitely at the top of the list.

      Sliding her phone open, she keyed a brief text.

      
        
        Home. Exhausted. Love you.

        

      

      Message sent, she stepped out of her shoes and stripped the dress from her body. With great care, she unhooked the beaded necklace that had been her grandmother's and returned it to the jewelry box on her dresser. Bra and panties disappeared next, tossed into the clothes hamper with a practiced flick of her wrist.

      A fresh pair of underwear in hand, she walked naked to the bathroom, washed the makeup from her face and pulled out the pins holding up her fancy hairdo. For one longing second, she looked at the shower, wanting to wash any trace of Austin's touch from her body. She abandoned the idea. She had to be up at six for a job interview at eight and another at noon. The shower would only wake her up and the memory of Austin as she smoothed the sponge over her body would make sure she didn't get to sleep.

      Leaving the panties folded on the side of the sink, she went back into her simple room, shut the light off and collapsed onto the bed, memories of the man she'd just left chasing her through to morning.
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      Long didn't look up from his desk when his secretary entered the room and announced Gina. He continued ignoring both women as the secretary left, his gaze remaining focused on a set of engineering blue lines. When he finally did acknowledge Gina, a scowl imprinted his features.

      Gina tracked the direction of his gaze. She smoothed the line of her jacket's lapel then scowled right back at him.

      Screw him if he didn't like her job hunting attire. She'd been delayed on the last interview then grilled an extra hour by a roundtable of Poydras Street, white-tabbed attorneys acting like they were interviewing for a maid instead of a first-year associate. She hadn't had time to go back to her apartment and change for Long.

      Not that she had intended to do so. No way. This meeting was about one thing only—the planned drilling expansion in Skipjack Bay.

      "What," she snapped. "You were expecting the green dress?"

      The hard lines around his mouth relaxed and he gave her a short eye roll before his attention returned to the technical drawing. "Corset and garter if you're taking requests."

      "Not from you." She marched over to his desk and put an open file on top of the prints. "These are the environmental impact studies and their economic effect on local business."

      He flipped the folder shut, his mouth going flat again, and pushed the file to the edge of his desk. "Read 'em a dozen or more times already."

      "You got anything else to show me?" Looking at her once more, his focus softened, falling on her body and the curve of her hips and thighs. "Baby, that suit is about as tailored as a gunny sack."

      Gina pulled the edges of the jacket together with one hand and swiped the folder from his desk with the other.

      "I'm not some kind of stupid Barbie doll dressed up for your aesthetic pleasure."

      He flexed his fingers, joints popping as he grinned. "Good, I'm much more a feeler than a looker."

      He tilted his head, looked her over head to toe, and grinned again. "Outside of those clothes, you'd definitely be running on all cylinders, baby."

      "I'm not your baby." She held the file against her chest, felt her blood pressure spiking as he continued to trace every spur and valley of her body. "Did you really invite me down here to ogle me?"

      Gina shook the file at him. "You won't even talk to me about this?"

      He had her riled, her body heating as her temper flared. She felt like she was back in first-year contracts, Professor Jakes standing behind the podium, looking bored as she nervously listed case precedent and facts until she stopped and he finished her off with his signature query.

      Yeah, so?

      She deflated all at once. She'd been stupid to think Long had any intention of listening to her. He'd gotten everything he wanted last night, his fingers buried inside her, her desperate moans killing any chance he would take her or her arguments seriously. She could almost hear him laughing at her inside his thick skull.

      Gina spun around, vision blurring as she headed toward his office door.

      Quiet as a housecat and twice as fast, he beat her to it. He pressed his palm against the door, his other hand landing on the small of her back. "I didn't think you'd show."

      She glared at him from the side of one eye. Had she actually found him attractive last night?

      Centering her attention on the middle of the door in front of her, she gripped the handle. "Let go."

      He didn't. She could feel him watching her, feel the heat rolling off him, penetrating her bones to kindle a slow burn.

      "I said let go." She wouldn't let him do this to her a second time.

      Fool me once…

      She shook her head, her elbow lifting to push against his stomach as he took a step closer.

      His hand left her back, lifted to stroke her cheek. "You are more beautiful than fireflies after a thunderstorm, Miss Banks."

      Fool me twice.

      Swallowing down the fire, she shook her head again, jabbed her elbow a little harder against the muscled plates of his lower belly. "Open the door. I'm leaving—"

      "Correct," he purred. "You are leaving. With me."

      Her head snapped right, a string of swear words rising up before the memory of having to cut her own hickory switch as a child pushed them back down.

      "You want to punch me, baby?"

      She snapped the response straight at the center of his smug face. "Yes!"

      "Good." He slid his hand down the door, covered hers and pushed on the handle until the bolt released. "Don't want you thinking that rain check I gave you last night was me being a gentleman."

      She shook her head, thick black curls bouncing along her shoulder. "I won't ever mistake you for a gentleman."

      He bit at his bottom lip, barely contained the smile trying to escape. Running his fingers up under her jacket, he hooked her belt and propelled her into the outer office.

      The secretary looked up. He nodded at the woman.

      "Gladys, this is our new compliance officer on the Skipjack project."

      The woman's smile faltered, her brows slowly crawling up her wrinkled forehead. "Did you already tell me about this, Mr. Long?"

      Continuing to guide Gina toward the elevators, he looked over his shoulder at the woman. "It's okay, Gladys. Just see that you get her an office out at the site and a cube here on the third floor."

      "Very good, sir." Gladys bobbed her head as she reached for a notepad. "What is your name, dear?"

      "Gina Banks." Long answered for her. His fingers did a little dance in the air. "Get her some of those little nameplate things, too, and make sure HR gets her set up before next Monday for payroll and benefits."

      Another head bob from Gladys. Gina stood silent as the grave with her jaw hanging off its hinge. The elevator opened. Long dragged her inside. When the doors closed, he pushed her into the corner, his hand reaching up to cover a plate of black glass above the control panel.

      Seeing the angle of his head and knowing he was about to kiss her, Gina pushed at his chest with both hands.

      "I didn't agree to work for you."

      "Didn't ask." He pushed back, his muscles and height too much for her to restrain.

      "Maybe I have a job, you fucking Neanderthal." She tried to wiggle out but he kept her trapped between his big body and the corner walls.

      "Which firm? I'm sure I can get them to rescind their offer."

      She stopped struggling and looked up at him, her expression a mix of disbelief and real dread.

      "Shh…" He thumbed her cheek then softly captured her mouth with his. "Just joking. I called the placement office at school and they said you were still taking interviews."

      "I interviewed twice today." She turned her head to the side so he couldn't kiss her again.

      Austin dragged her mouth back, his second kiss a little rougher than the first. "I'll double their offer and there's no way they can trump the control you'll have over Skipjack."

      The elevator stopped, the doors opened and he pulled her into the garage. His limo was already there, the same driver from Sunday standing alongside an open door. Austin folded Gina into the back seat then climbed in after her.

      She retreated to the far side of the limo, her gaze distrustful. "What's the catch?"

      "Tonight. Dinner.”
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      Gina sat at a dining table in the parlor adjoining Austin's bedroom and warily studied the man sitting across her.

      Small Cornish game hens had given up their lives for the meal, wearing a salad of fresh greens and berries as their funeral wreath. The only sound in the room was the tick of an antique clock on the fireplace mantle. Waiting for Austin's butler to leave, Gina pushed berries around her plate.

      "We're fine, Samuel." Austin waved the man toward the door. "See you in the morning."

      When the door shut behind Samuel, Gina pointed her fork at Austin. "You're saying you'll give me control over the operations at Skipjack if I have sex with you, correct?"

      "Not quite." He crushed a fat strawberry between his tongue and upper palate, licking the drip of juice from his bottom lip before continuing. "You get to shut down operations if they don't meet environmental plans. That's tens of thousands of dollars lost each hour, before we're even operational. More once we tap into the field."

      Tossing his linen napkin onto the table, Austin stood up. "You have to use your authority judiciously."

      "I got that." Gina pressed her hands into her lap, nervously watching him move around the table to stand next to her.

      He pushed his fingers through her hair, his other hand capturing the side of her face so that she was forced to look up at him. "And it's not just sex you're giving me tonight."

      She licked her bottom lip, her gaze dropping for a second before jumping up after seeing the outline of his erection against his slacks. "What then?"

      He waited, massaging the base of her skull and her tense jaw until she relaxed.

      "Total surrender. That's what you're giving me, Gina."

      She blinked, let his answer sink in. Absorbing the words didn't help her understand them. "What's that mean?"

      He cracked a grin, his brows shooting up as he shook his head. "It's not total if I answer you. You don't like what's happening, walk."

      She closed her eyes, trying to picture the worst that he might demand. There were no rumors about him that she could find. Considering he could buy every television station and newspaper in the state, that meant nothing.

      "If I walk before morning…"

      "You don't get the job." His fingers brushed across her lips one last time before he released her. "What's it going to be?"

      She hesitated, her attention diverted by the lingering heat of his fingers across her mouth. She wanted him. The sensual dreams disrupting last night's sleep had threatened to turn her mattress into a waterbed. She was wet now, the heat and moisture of her sex steaming against the sensitive flesh of her thighs.

      "Come on, baby. I don't care how high your grades are or what judge you clerked for. You're getting twice what the best-connected, most overachieving tight ass would get their first year out." He dropped down to one knee so he could gaze into her eyes. "What else do you need to make this happen?"

      "I need you to be someone other than the head of a company trying to destroy my hometown."

      Simple, right?

      The scowl Gina expected didn't surface.

      "Baby, I'm really trying to meet you half way—"

      "Do you only want to half fuck me?"

      His nostrils flared. His lips parted for a second, eyes wide, and then he stood and grabbed her by the shoulders. He lifted until she was pressed against him.

      With his big hands around her hips, he cinched her to him. "You came last night, calling my name, surrendering control for the first time in your life. I saw it in your face."

      His arms caged her, molded her lower stomach to his cock as he dipped his head to leave a bruising kiss on her throat. "You utterly gave yourself over and were ready to give me more."

      That he was right scared the hell out of Gina. He bought people like they were silk ties, wore them once then tossed them away. What was she to him that he wanted her, was willing to give her control over a multi-billion dollar drill site for one night of submission?

      She twisted until she could see his eyes well enough to read them. Fire ignited in her stomach, flashed up and down simultaneously to lick at her chest and thighs.

      "You want more than one night," she whispered.

      The truth flickered in his gaze but he admitted nothing. "You only have to agree to tonight. What's it going to be?"

      Gina took one last nervous lick of her lips.

      And then nodded.
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      As she sat down on his bed, shoulders stiff, but eyes wild and heated, Austin forced himself to keep back, just until he could regain a little more control over his own body.

      He eventually made his way over to her, an unfamiliar restlessness gnawing at him over the question of how far she wanted him to push her. He knew how far he wanted to push—all the way. He wanted her bound, wanted her fiery mind to let go and give in temporarily while he taught her the pleasure and release of other fires burning deep inside her.

      He executed a sharp pivot, took three long steps then nailed his feet to the floor too far away from her to get tempted to break down and touch her, take her.

      Pointing one stern finger at the center of the room, he ordered her to stand.

      "Remove your clothing."

      She stood, moved to the center, kicked off one sensible shoe then the other.

      "Gunny sacks and combat boots," he murmured as he shook his head.

      Gina shot him a look, yanked her jacket off and tossed it aside.

      He could’ve told her what he was thinking when he muttered the observation—that she looked sexy as hell regardless of what she had on. But he didn’t.

      "Slower," Austin said in a deliberate voice. "Or I'll make you put it all back on and start over."

      She huffed, but her movements were compliant, her fingers trembling as she moved from button to button on her blouse. Her shoulders wiggled free, the material sliding down her arms to the floor. She kicked it aside then reached for her belt line.

      "Bra first," he rumbled, his stiff cock making a steady climb up his stomach.

      She reached behind her, the dark gaze locked on his face as she unhooked the material and freed her heavy breasts. She extended her arm, dropped the bra onto her jacket, her flesh lifting and bouncing, the dark nipples attracting his attention and hardening his tongue.

      He wanted to suck on them, turn them raw with his ministrations until she was climaxing and crying at the same time.

      "Turn around," he ordered as Gina started on the pants.

      She smoothed them down her full hips. His cock jerked forward at the first hint of garter belts.

      “Those thigh-high stockings first. But leave the garters on."

      She fumbled a bit to comply with that order. And by the way her legs were shaking, clearly, it wasn’t from an unfamiliarity with the garment.

      Excellent.

      "Bend over while you do that."

      A rough swallow followed his words. Detaching from the wall, Austin came up behind Gina and wrapped his hands around her hips.

      "I'll steady you."

      This close, he could tell that it was more than her legs and hands that were shaking. Her entire body trembled.

      "Are you afraid, baby?" He’d stop in an instant if she was.

      Gina answered with a strangled, but resolute, "no."

      He freed his cock then, his pants pushed down just enough for it to slide between her thighs and rub against the gusset of her panties.

      Feeling Gina pitch forward, Austin pulled her back, braced an arm across her torso and straightened her body.

      "I'll remove the rest."

      Steering her toward the bed, he ordered Gina to get on her elbows and knees. Once he had her perfectly posed, he retrieved the stocking on the floor and peeled the second one from her leg. Then he removed the garter.

      "Did you mean to meet me halfway on the corset and garter, baby, or did it just creep into your head and take over?"

      She shot him a look over her shoulder that wasn't any kind of answer—just a challenge.

      Grinning, Austin placed the garter belt up by her hands.

      "Normally, I use rough silk ties for this," he said, softly pulling her ankle toward the bed post then grabbing one of her nylons. "But I want you to remember when you storm off again that I only used what you brought with you…that you brought it with you because, deep down, you wanted to please me."

      Her head jerked side-to-side in denial.

      "Ground rules," he said, finished binding one ankle to the bedpost and moving on to the other. "I'm going to do whatever I want to you for the next few hours. You might whisper 'no' or 'don't,' but that won't stop me. Only one word will stop me, Gina. Can you guess what it is?"

      She started to shake her head, then her shoulders slumped forward, her face pressing into the bedding to half-conceal her answer.

      "Skipjack."

      "Exactly." Austin moved to her hands, wound the garter around her wrists in a way that would restrain her, but retained Gina's ability to free herself.

      Finished, he ran his fingers along her flesh. A whisper down her spine, firm over her rounded bottom and muscular thighs, glossing up again to reach her stomach before roughly palming one succulent breast.

      When he had her moaning from just the hard squeeze and gentle plucking of her nipples, Austin pulled away. It was his turn to strip. He did it without a trace of self-consciousness. He wanted to be naked to feel Gina's flesh against his, not to give her a show.

      But he caught her watching him anyway when it was time to peel away the sports briefs that molded around his thick cock. His stomach tightened reflexively. His erection responded with a forward push.

      Without thinking, he crawled onto the bed in front of her. He pushed the briefs lower down his hips, tightened his stomach purposefully, and watched the fat crown descend toward Gina's mouth.

      Her lashes fluttered a few times then she closed her eyes. Her lips opened, the bottom one trembling wildly. Slowly, he pushed inside her mouth, his head rolling backward at the faint graze of her teeth against the tip and shaft. When she took her first suck, Austin almost exploded.

      He pulled out, shook his head.

      "You're going to have to work for that, baby. Throw off old ideas. Decide who you really are and what you want."

      Leaving the bed, he pulled a small pair of scissors from the dresser. Sliding behind her, Austin worked his free hand between Gina's hot flesh and the fabric of her panties.

      "Just a little tailoring for now," he warned before making the first snip.

      He didn't cut the panties from her, just created a slit along the gusset, enough on each side that his cock, hands, and mouth, would be able to access her from clit, to pussy, to ass.

      Putting away the scissors, Austin paused to study the woman he was intent on dominating. Her hands were folded as if in prayer. Her head dipped toward them. A small vibration ran from her thighs upward to jiggle the luscious flesh of the ass she continued to hold high.

      Without warning, he slid three fingers into her pussy.

      "More than wet enough for me to fuck already," he groaned. "Why is this pussy all worked up, baby?"

      Gina's only answer was a harsh exhalation of need.

      Good, he didn't want to hear her confession—not until he got a grip on his own feelings.

      Straining forward, he kept his fingers buried while his other hand knotted in her hair. With a gentle pull, he coaxed her into turning her head to the side so that she stared at the paneled mirror that occupied an entire wall.

      "Watch, beautiful."

      His hands abandoned her long enough to strip away his briefs. Wetting his fingers inside her once again, he traced the seam of her labia, dipped back inside her hot pussy for more cream then followed the trail up to her tight ass.

      She gasped, her entire body tensing. Austin retreated, toyed with her pussy, two fingers, no fingers, one finger, three. Rubbing, twisting, spreading, vibrating, everything repeating until a moan blossomed deep in Gina's chest, dispersed up her throat and out between lips grown slack with need.

      Austin smoothed another wet line up to her ass. This time, he didn't retreat when she tensed.

      He traced the edge of that little star, first with a fingertip then with his tongue as his hand returned to work her pussy. The soft, insistent press of his tongue against that forbidden hole had her working the fingers inside her with hard, twisting rolls.

      Through the mirror, he watched as her reserve melted away in fat drops, the fact that he had a finger worked into her ass not even registering until he added another and she exploded in her first climax.

      "That's it, baby. Let your body suck them in."

      She milked him with both openings, the impromptu binding slack enough to allow her to rock back and forth until her hips jerked with another climax.

      Straightening Gina's body, Austin pressed against her back until her belly was flat against the mattress. He positioned a leg on each side of her, his hands wedging the tight press of her labia open long enough for his cock to push in.

      Straddling her, buried balls deep, he snaked an arm under her chest, his hand emerging to wrap around her throat and gently squeeze.

      There was a moment of panic, he saw it flash across her face. But, in its wake, he saw a dizzy kind of pleasure relax her features.

      His hips pumped against her ass, his pace still slow and measured. Each time he buried himself all the way in her pussy, he squeezed her throat, releasing as he pulled back, the fat head of his cock too tightly contained to escape.

      Another deep thrust, her oxygen all but cut off until the backstroke.

      "I'm going to fuck this gorgeous ass before I let you out of my bed."

      She moaned, already drowning under another wave of climax.

      "Fuck, love." He bit gently at her shoulder, his grip moving up her throat to press just under her chin where her pulse throbbed with the same rough meter as his cock. "How you move like that, it drives me crazy."

      Gina's squeezing and grasping from within made Austin feel like every molecule in his body was collapsing inward. She was a dark star leaving a vacuum in her wake, siphoning his cock for more energy, compressing him down and down until…

      He pulled out at the very last second, exploding against her body and the silk duvet as Gina bucked wildly with her own release.
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      Surrendering his hold on her, Austin quickly backed off the bed, hands rubbing against his face as he made a full military-worthy retreat.

      That wasn't supposed to happen.

      Not without a condom.

      Not with a condom either.

      Not even with two condoms and a handful of birth control pills.

      Take her in her mouth—sure. In her ass, definitely.

      But not…

      It wasn't just Gina. It was any woman he slept with.

      That’s how it was supposed to have happened.

      But something about her eroded his control, made him risk things he had never thought himself capable of risking.

      Unsure what to do or say next, he walked across the room and informed her quietly, "Bathroom's behind this wall.”

      He pushed at a section of the paneled mirror and it popped forward at his touch, the light inside the interior room automatically turning on.

      "You can clean up and get dressed in there."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gina immediately scooped up everything but her nylons still tied to the bed posts and retreated into the bathroom.

      Her cheeks burned with rage until the door closed and she was left alone staring at her own reflection.

      Was this really her? she wondered, remembering how she’d been on her hands and knees on Austin's bed, her breasts swollen and heavy as the raw silk duvet brushed roughly at her tender nipples.

      She’d not only let him penetrate her ass with his fingers, but she’d wanted him to.

      Even more unbelievable, she’d let him enter her without a condom. She’d not just allowed it, she’d wanted it, too. She’d moved with him, her body helping bring them both to climax.

      Without a condom.

      So now why the hell did she feel like he’d stolen something that was rightfully hers when he’d pulled out and ejaculated against the back of her thighs? When he’d regained control of the situation at the very last second and held himself in check, held himself back from her.

      Hiding a long, angry growl of frustration…and something more, Gina turned the hot water on.

      She stripped off the panties he had cut through and tossed them in the trash. Tossed the garter belt in after them.

      With the water almost hot enough to burn, she doused a washcloth and scrubbed viciously at her skin. The scrubbing made her ache, made her clit throb and her nipples tighten into sharp, over-sensitized tips.

      Bastard! she growled inside her head as she cataloged the aftereffects her body was still experiencing from Austin taking her the way he had.

      After she dried off, she jerked her pants on, shoved her feet into the shoes then wrestled with her bra until tears threatened to escape her watery eyes.

      Shaking her head, she jerked an arm through the blouse's sleeve and pushed the bathroom door open at the same time.

      As soon as she saw him, standing there as if he hadn’t moved a muscle the entire time, she told him tersely, "That was it. The deal is sealed."

      She tried to snap the words at him, but the venom was gone, the fire that had kept her pushing through law school and working full time to send money home finally in danger of sputtering out.

      "A transaction that used the world's oldest currency?" he replied in a clipped tone.

      Gina forced herself to meet his gaze and nod. Shoving one arm into the other sleeve, she fumbled with the buttons.

      "You think you have me out of your system?" Austin asked with a slow, southern drawl she'd never heard him use before.

      Gina chopped her hand in his direction. "You were never in it!"

      His brows lifted with a reminder of just how full and deep he had made it into her.

      “All of that was nothing but a business transaction," she bit out.

      Some emotion played at the edges of Austin's mouth, but he didn't let it break free.

      “Very well. Then my driver will take you home now, Miss Banks," he said and pointed at the door.
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      Cloistered...cosseted...controlled...

      With the last word slithering through her skull like a gator through the Louisiana swamplands, Gina Banks leaned forward and rapped her knuckles against the glass separating her from the chauffeur in the front seat. His hand moved toward the window's button, but he didn't push on it. Not immediately, anyway.

      Instead, his gaze darted toward the side mirror, the limo swerving lightly as a crazy cabdriver made a three-lane change to enter the Rickenbacker Causeway ahead of them.

      With the danger over, the driver pressed the button. Gina's foot tapped impatiently against the floor of the back seat until the window was fully recessed, the sound muted by the thick carpet.

      "Where did you say you’re taking me?" Her tongue curled wet against her bottom lip for a second as she felt the tension build in her face. Childhood memories of her grandmother admonishing her forced Gina to take a deep, calming breath.

      Girl, who's that lemon mouth for?

      She blinked, still waiting for the driver to peel just a sliver of his attention from the traffic to answer her damn question. Bad enough she had Granny Banks in her head trying to tease her out of a sour expression, she didn't need one of Austin Long's drivers ignoring her.

      "The Charlemagne, ma'am." Ready to dismiss her, his hand moved toward the window's control.

      "I can't find it on my phone—" She chopped the last word short as her lips pushed narrowly forward. Her grandmother's big laugh boomed inside her head.

      "I believe the resort was recently acquired, ma'am. The new owners refurbished it and gave it a new name."

      "Leave it down," she bit out as the man's index finger delivered a wistful stroke against the button. "The control isn't working on my side."

      Flinging herself against the seat back, she glared out the window.

      "Odd, ma'am, I tested it myself this morning."

      Detecting a discreet tone of amusement in the man's voice, she stared at his reflection in the rearview mirror. In the process, she caught an unwanted glimpse of her own face.

      That sure is the biggest lemon mouth I have ever seen! Just because you're mad, Miss Gina, doesn't mean God and everybody else has to know about it! Show a little pride, girl!

      Tilting her head back, she closed her eyes. She had every reason to be mad. And she certainly didn't give a damn if all of Miami knew she was pissed or why.

      Austin Long...

      Gina huffed. Her long, lacquered nails strummed against the leather seat as she remembered the rushed call from Austin's secretary the night before.

      Naturally, he couldn't be bothered to call Gina directly. Even though they had spent as little time together as she could manage in the two months since they'd met, she could tell when he was up to something just by listening to him. Rather, only by listening to him could she tell because his physical presence jammed her internal lie detector.

      But on the phone? Yeah, she could bust that man in a heartbeat no matter how subtle the change in his tone or the pace of his words.

      Austin was certainly up to something and it had taken Gina a little too long to figure out that she was walking into his trap. The call from Gladys hadn't triggered an alarm. Certainly the woman had seemed a little frazzled as she had informed Gina about the last minute opportunity to connect with the company's chief compliance officer, Beau Whitley. But Austin had a way of making all the women around him frazzled, even the gray-haired grandmother who ran his office with an iron hand.

      Gina had been too busy printing copies of her environmental plans for Skipjack Bay and packing an overnight bag before getting up at the butt crack of dawn for the red-eye trip to Miami to contemplate just how sudden the chance to speak to Whitley had arisen. Even though she was only partially employed by Long while she studied for the bar exam, she had quickly learned that Whitley was seldom in the U.S. Even when he visited the States, he continued working in another time zone, his meetings always dreadfully early and metered out in such small chunks that she would have to stay in Miami overnight to finish their discussion the following morning.

      The frazzled secretary, the overnight stay—all of it had seemed perfectly innocent until she exited Whitley's office to find the limo driver waiting for her. She had taken a taxi from the airport to the company's Miami offices and had trusted Gladys would, as promised the night before, email her confirmation of reservations at a suitable hotel located somewhere between the office building and the airport.

      Gina sure as hell wasn't naive enough to think that a newly hired compliance officer responsible for a single drill site got a limo ride to the hotel she would be staying at for the evening, or that the hotel would be on Key Biscayne.

      Watching the hotels get bigger and more expensive the closer they came to Gina's destination, she realized she had swallowed Austin's bait—hook, line and sinker.

      But it was the only thing of Long's that she would swallow on this trip, she promised herself as the limo pulled up in front of a towering hotel set against the sun-filled beach and turquoise ocean beyond Key Biscayne.

      All but jumping from the limo before it came to a full stop, Gina made it out of the vehicle before anyone could open the door for her. From the side of one eye, she watched the driver as he unfolded his long frame, his movements slower than his years or athletic frame warranted.

      Swiveling her head just a fraction for a better look, she saw the irritated pinch of his brow and the flat press of his lips. Hiding her smile, she looked at the front of the hotel. A thin, middle-aged male who looked like he probably ironed and starched his underwear skipped down the steps and greeted her with a short bow.

      "I am Fritz Mueller, the resort's manager." Straightening, he swept his arm in the direction of the hotel's entrance. "If you'll allow me to escort you to where Mr. Long is waiting, Miss Banks, it would be my pleasure."

      Gina stared at the man, her tongue knotted at first because he was a stranger who apparently knew her name, then longer because his words had just confirmed her suspicion that Austin was in Miami.

      When she remained silent and unmoving, Fritz dipped a hand into the pocket of his suit and pulled out a cell phone. He clicked it on, looked at its screen for a second then back at Gina.

      "You are Miss Banks..."

      "Yep, that's her," the driver chuckled as he handed her overnight bag and much larger portfolio case to one of the bell boys. "Can't say I envy the reception Austin's in for."

      Fritz, or Mr. Starched Underpants as she was quickly coming to think of him, looked scandalized for half a second. Recovering, he cleared his throat and made a second sweeping gesture toward the hotel. Gina raised a hand in warning for him to cool his jets as she pivoted to look at the driver.

      Something about the man had been scratching at the back of her neck since she walked out of her meeting with Whitley. The hair beneath his cap was closely trimmed. He stood tall and straight, kept his shoulders squared, and, every so often, his gaze left hers for a short perimeter scan before returning and offering a fresh challenge.

      Former military, she thought. Probably a combat veteran. The type of man Austin kept close at hand. The company was filled with them from the very top all the way down. She had seen Austin interact with them on his uncomfortably frequent visits to the Skipjack project. Those were the only moments she saw him with his guard down.

      Well, those moments and a few flashes the two times he had been intent on turning her body and brain inside out with pleasure.

      "Do you drive Mr. Long very often?" she asked.

      "Whenever he's in town, ma'am."

      The knowing sparkle in the driver's eyes filled Gina with questions. Like, where did he take Austin when he was in town? How many women, and of what variety, did he ferry around for his employer? A dozen similar questions shuffled through her thoughts in a matter of seconds, but she couldn't ask them. Not only did she have too much pride, but the bell boy was starting to collapse under the weight of her overflowing portfolio and Fritz kept clearing his throat and sweeping his arm so frequently, he was either auditioning for the Miami ballet or was about to have a seizure.

      Spinning on her heels, she marched quickly up the stairs, the bell boy and hotel manager scrambling after her. Even with the sounds of other vehicles arriving and departing, luggage being hefted, and the chatter of staff and guests, she could hear the driver's soft laugh and final words.

      Austin better cover his balls.
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      The hotel manager tried to entertain Gina with a soft drone of information about the hotel. She learned that the driver had been only partially right—the Charlemagne was recently renamed after eighteen month's worth of renovations, but the "new" owners had held it for several years.

      Her suspicion that the driver knew more than he had let on was confirmed a few minutes later as Fritz dropped her off in the resort's executive offices and she came face to face with Austin Long, his attention focused on his cell phone and a broad grin covering the bottom half of his face.

      Realizing Gina had arrived, Austin gave the hotel manager a brief nod of acknowledgement. He waited for Fritz to turn away before he flashed his phone at Gina. She had just enough time to read the text and have her blood start to boil before Austin pocketed the phone.

      That's one pissed beauty, boss. She's about to wear your balls as earrings.

      Feeling a fresh case of lemon mouth, she dug her nails into her palms and took a deep breath before speaking. "Is that the kind of banter you exchange with all your employees?"

      "Just the ones who've saved my life at least once." Taking her by the elbow, Austin steered Gina toward the open double doors of a conference room. "Granted, Wake can be overly cocky, but he does an excellent job."

      "Yes," she snarked. "I was quite impressed with his ability to open doors and use a turn indicator."

      And ridicule me with those knowing eyes.

      "He's a bodyguard, baby." Austin closed the doors, his gaze betraying the good natured tone of his words. "And I pray you'll never have to find out just how good he is."

      The hard stare and the fact that she was alone with Austin for the first time in weeks stiffened Gina's spine. When he started to approach, she took a few steps backward until her bottom hit the edge of the long conference table. With no room left to retreat, she folded her arms across her chest and tried to stop his advance with an annoyed glare.

      "Why are you here?" Remembering that several staff members were present in the outer office, she satisfied the urge to yell her question with the sharp arch of a lifted brow.

      Her right toe tapped against the polished floor in a much needed release of energy. She tried to stop the impatient beat but, as so often happened when she was around Austin, her body refused to obey her commands.

      Grinning, he stepped closer. As he answered, his head tilted to the side, his gaze zeroed in on the pulse in Gina's throat.

      "I'm thinking of investing. There will be dozens across the globe—every major city."

      Her lips mashed together. When he reached forward, his fingers uncurling to brush against the same spot he had just visually inspected, she scrabbled backward and found herself unintentionally sitting on the conference table.

      "You," he said, following after her so that his lower body pushed against her pressed knees. "You’re here to give me a second opinion."

      Casting a quick glance behind her, Gina calculated the distance she'd have to crawl to reach the opposite side of the table. Before she could finish her estimate, Austin dragged her onto her feet, his hard cock making its presence felt through layers of clothing as it rubbed against the lower curve of her stomach.

      "On the environmental report?" she snapped. "Beach erosion, maybe?"

      He pushed closer. One of Austin's big hands skimmed over her hip. The other locked around her waist, keeping her balanced as he reached behind her and grabbed something off the table. Another deft move and he had her ass planted in a chair that he pointed at a large, flat screen television. His hand swung into view as he aimed a remote at the TV and pressed play.

      Willing the flood of need between her legs to abate, she gripped the arms of the chair and tried to focus on the screen as Austin retrieved a set of headphones. She unclenched her fists long enough to snatch them from his hands and slam them down on her head.

      Words scrolled across the screen, along with images of other resorts in other countries. A woman's voice ear fucked her through the headphones. She had a few seconds to think the husky rasp was entirely inappropriate for a corporate sales pitch before the images bled from the vibrant exteriors to richly decorated interiors.

      Her thoughts flashed back to the first time she met Austin Long at Boudrot's estate and the way the idyllic architecture of the antebellum period hid the kinky secrets of the homeowner and his privileged guests.

      Soft moans beat against her ears as the female narrator described the benefits of membership in something called Century Club. The moans took form on screen as a woman allowed herself to be strapped down to a table and a man proceeded to cut away her clothes and…

      Ripping the headphones away, Gina jumped to her feet. Her fingers curled around the lapel of Austin's suit before remembering the man was a solid wall of steel. His hand wrapped around her wrist, the grip tightening just enough to ensure she wouldn't attempt to twist away.

      He didn't say anything, just stared at her face, the angry quiver of her mouth, the spark of outrage in her eyes. When she could no longer stand the silence, she slapped her other palm against his hard chest.

      "You brought me here to watch a damn porno?"

      His responding chuckle fueled her fury. Raising her arm, she tried to offset the leverage his height gave him and rotate out of his grip. He used her motion against her, turning until he had her back pressed against his chest and his arms were wrapped around her.

      His mouth dropped to ghost against the curve of her neck with his hot, moist breath.

      "You have your excuses," he said with a gentle nip at her flesh. "I have mine."

      She didn't have to ask him what he meant. For two months he had been trying to reel her back into his bed. She had avoided all but the business meetings and tried to limit those with the need to study for her upcoming bar exam or urgent work on the Skipjack expansion.

      "You explicitly stated I don't have to sleep with you to keep the job," she reminded him. She forced herself to stop struggling against his embrace. She couldn't risk all that rubbing and twisting against Austin's hard body. He already had her pussy squeezing with the memory of his thick cock.

      Drooling, too, she thought as she felt a fresh damp spot spreading along the gusset of her panties.

      "And I'm not stating otherwise." His tongue trailed up her neck to flick at the small hollow behind her earlobe. "You're here to work. I need advice on a very delicate deal, one I need to be firmly sold on before I seek the assistance of other advisors, ones who won't have the same experience with the subject matter as you do, Miss Banks."

      A growl erupted from her throat, the sound instantly cut off as Austin cupped her mound through her skirt and gave a hard squeeze.

      "Are you saying you have no experience, baby?" He gave another hard squeeze. "Do you need me to remind you?"

      "No," she whispered. She remembered every touch, every climax. She would never admit it, but he haunted her dreams. She woke to wet sheets, her hands between her legs, rubbing as she moaned his name. She wished like hell it wasn't true, but it was. The best she could hope for was that he would never find out how deeply their two encounters had affected her.

      If he knew, he would use it to bend her to his will. She would not allow herself to be malleable—not for Long or any other man.

      "Good," he said, releasing her from his embrace. He stepped around her, his finger stroking the underside of her chin until she looked up at him. "We'll return to the outer office to wait for Dylan and Jake Kehoe. When they arrive, someone will escort you to your room for the night..."

      Her room or their room?

      Seeing the question burning behind Gina's lips, Austin shook his head as a warning not to ask.

      "You'll examine the promotional materials that have already been delivered to the suite while I have a private meeting with the men and a tour of the facilities," he continued. "Then you'll dress for dinner in the gown I've provided."

      "What happens if I don't?" she asked, her shoulders twitching with each syllable like the tail of a rattlesnake.

      "You're free to find out," he answered with a smile and a brief shrug. "That is, if you're too afraid to discover what happens if you do."
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      A high pressure blast of cold water bit at the skin on Gina's back.

      Her body tensed at first contact but she didn't move to turn the hot water on. As cliché as standing beneath the unforgiving stream of cold felt, her flesh burned and would continue to do so until something else replaced the thoughts running through her head. And if she caught pneumonia, it would be her own damn fault because she had allowed Austin to taunt her into reviewing the investment portfolio and all the promotional materials for a string of sex clubs in the world's richest cities.

      Sex clubs and kinked-out VIP suites...

      "Don't go there," she warned herself, tilting her face up for a fresh blast of liquid ice that did nothing to distract her from the last few hours of reading and watching.

      She had started her review with the video, hoping that she would have plenty of time afterwards to compose herself before Austin's return while reading through the investment portfolio.

      Her plan had been a solid plan and could have worked. Certainly the words used in the portfolio were well within her comfort zone, paragraph after paragraph talking about yields (no pun intended), risk exposure (still no pun intended) and the like. But the Kehoe brothers or their marketing team had strategically integrated pictures into the brochure that had nothing to do with yields and everything to do with yielding.

      Tasteful shots, of course—the entire endeavor was aimed at high class domination and submission. But their tactics in putting the promotional and investment materials together, albeit obvious, were designed to have potential investors reading with only one hand and less than half a brain.

      So there she was, beneath a faucet head, cold water raining down on her feverish flesh and a throbbing between her legs that she couldn't wash away.

      Hissing through her teeth, Gina gave the handle a sharp twist, ending the icy spray. She opened the shower, stepped out and snatched an oversized towel to wrap around her body. Words her mother or Granny Banks most definitely wouldn't approve of tumbled from her mouth as she wrapped a second towel around her thick, black hair and opened the side door on the bathroom that led to the bedroom.

      For the three hours she'd been alone in the suite, Gina hadn't entered the room. She had stayed in the outer area with its sofas and desks and conference/dining table even though she had seen no evidence that her bags and portfolio case had been delivered to the suite. She had just assumed that a hotel like the Charlemagne didn't make mistakes and she would find her things waiting for her in the suite's bedroom.

      She didn't want to step foot in there. Didn't want to see the special additions to the room the brochures promised or the gown Austin had picked out for her or the bed he expected her to fuck him on.

      That last thought triggered an involuntary laugh and a shake of her head. Whatever fucking Austin intended, he would be the one driving. Unlike the admittedly few lovers she had taken to bed before him, Austin wasn't the kind to lazily sit back and expect her to please him.

      Knowing just how much time and effort he was prepared to expend to make Gina come repeatedly, her gaze went to the king-size bed first. Perfectly normal looking except the base had drawers on it. Stepping closer, she inched one bare foot toward a drawer handle, hooked it with her toes and eased it open.

      The compartment held an assortment of small bottles filled with liquids and more condoms in different varieties than a combat battalion would go through on a Friday night. She flicked her big toe, knocking one of the bottles onto its side so she could read the label.

      A gentle, warming lube...

      She rolled her eyes then pushed the drawer shut. “Gee, how classy—not!"

      Curiosity tugged her toward the next drawer. Paddles, floggers, some sort of wand with attachments.

      She slammed the drawer shut, her heart hammering inside her chest. Turning back toward the bathroom door and the clothes she had arrived in, Gina froze. She had somehow walked right past the outfit Austin had delivered—and the St. Andrews cross some wiseass had used to hang it on. On the floor, her overnight bag, shoes to match the dress, a boutique box and, haphazardly leaning against the cross, her portfolio stuffed with the Skipjack presentation.

      Cheeks burning, she snatched the portfolio up and placed it on the bed. Leaning over to unzip the case, she lost the towel covering her head and had to grab quickly to keep from losing the one wrapped around her body.

      Cursing, she made sure her hands were dry then began sorting through the presentation. Whitley had rushed her out of his office after a call from Hong Kong had been patched through and then Wake had hustled her to the limo. Of course, she no longer felt like the meeting had been anything other than a ruse to get her to Miami and the hotel suite.

      Not another soul in Long's company cared about the seven thousand families in the parish or how their livelihood, so much of it based on shrimp and shellfish, was endangered by the expansion. No one cared about the Delta National Wildlife Refuge or how it would take just one small failure to have every last bird coated in crude oil.

      Closing the portfolio, Gina turned to the dress. Taking it from the hanger, she inspected it more closely. Sporting a Gucci label, the fabric was a dark emerald velvet with a leopard print. The neckline plunged halfway down her stomach and the long skirt split up to just a few inches below the top of her thigh. Almost the exact shade of the dress she had been wearing when she met Austin, Gina doubted the color was a coincidence.

      Austin wanted to remind her that she had already surrendered to him—not just once, but multiple times on two separate days.

      She surrendered to him every night in her sleep, too. But that was a fact she would take to her grave before letting him find out.

      "Baby, your face looks like that dress is covered in fleas."

      Hearing Austin's voice, Gina spun around. Her feet caught on her overnight bag. One hand reaching for the cross to steady herself, she dropped the dress. Her other hand moved to secure the towel shielding her from Austin's hungry gaze.

      Grinning, he plucked the gown from the floor and placed it carefully on the bed next to her open portfolio. Austin trailed his fingers over the map she had shuffled to the front.

      "Whitley was impressed with your—"

      "Don't!" she snapped and pushed past him to retrieve the portfolio. Too big to lift with one hand while she clutched the towel to her with the other, Gina only managed to push the case up the bed.

      Austin molded his fingers around her hips, bringing her to an immediate stop.

      "I thought you wanted me to take an interest..." His words trailed off as Gina gave up the fight with her towel and let it fall to the ground as she turned to face him.

      "Real interest," she corrected, her anger making her forget that she was naked and he had his hands on her. "Not a farce to get me to some kind of fuck hotel."

      "Fuck resort," he corrected as his hands moved upward, brushing the sides of her waist and skimming the slope of her breast before taking possession of her shoulders. "I can't decide when you're lovelier, Gina. When you're this furious with me—or when my cock is in you and you’re crying out my name."

      "You," she said, pushing at the hard muscles of his abdomen in an effort to get him to back up. "You tell me right now that I don't have to sleep with you to keep control of Skipjack."

      Seeing the sly curve of his mouth, she gave another rough push.

      "Don't even think about getting tricky." She slapped at his arms as his hands slid to join behind her back and trap her in a loose circle. "By 'sleep' I mean 'fuck.'"

      His fingertips surfed down her spine, leaving a trail of flesh bumps in their wake. His palms pressed warmly against her ass cheeks and then he took firm hold of her flesh. She felt the rumble of a low growl in his chest as he cinched her tighter, his cock erect and pushing against her stomach.

      "You keep forgetting how wet you get around me, Miss Banks." His lips brushed her ear. One hand darted up to tangle in her damp hair. He forced a bend in her neck then sealed his lips against her skin.

      The first rough suck reminded Gina of his mouth on her pussy. Her legs began to shake with need, but she refused to surrender. She worked a hand up between them, three of her long nails coming to a rest against his cheek.

      "Answer me," she demanded.

      His chuckle almost sent her over the edge and into a homicidal rage.

      "The contract you signed required more than environmental compliance work. You're on call for advising on all corporate and investment matters, baby. With whatever site visits I need you to make that don't conflict with your studies for the bar exam."

      Releasing her all at once, he retrieved the dress and pushed it into her slack hands.

      "So you will finish reviewing what the Charlemagne has to offer. Am I clear on that?"

      His gaze had grown dangerously narrow. She knew she was walking a fine line by trying to stay within the contract and keep control of Skipjack without succumbing to her body's needs or Austin's cleverly concealed demands.

      Snatching the dress, she glared at him. "A little free advice: stick to willing wo—"

      The snark died in her throat as she watched his nostrils flare and his eyes drift shut. He was scenting her, his tongue snaking out to confirm her arousal with a taste of the air. Just as slowly as they had closed, his eyes snapped open.

      Austin's gaze trailed down to her mound.

      She had lost track of his hands, but she felt the presence of one. A finger pressed against the dark curls shielding her pussy. A sliding stroke and then he raised the finger to his lips, licked it and closed his eyes once more.

      "That's not water beading down there, baby." When he looked at her again, victory danced in his gaze. "We'll see how you feel after the performance."

      Taking her by the shoulders, Austin turned Gina toward the bathroom door then gave her bottom a light slap. "Time to hustle your sweet ass into that dress because, if you stay naked, I can't promise I won't show you right now what a lovely little liar you are."

      She couldn't get her feet to move—not until Austin started counting down from three. When he hit "one," she ran like hell for the bathroom and locked the door.
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      Gina's fingers toyed with the bottom strand of a tiered necklace of jade beads as she took a seat in the audience of the Century Club's main room. Austin had pulled the necklace from the suite's safe after Gina had finally screwed up enough courage to exit the bathroom.

      While she had been squeezing her curves into the body hugging Gucci dress and taking care of her hair and makeup for as long as she thought she could stall him, Austin had changed from his expensive silk business suit into...

      Something that made her ovaries drop to her pelvic floor.

      Squirming in her chair, she cut a fresh glance in his direction as he sat down next to her. He wore a silk dress shirt in deep indigo, the color emphasizing the steel blue of his eyes. The top two buttons were undone and the sleeves cuffed to just below his elbow—both displays of flesh confirming the finely sculpted body beneath the clothing. Black dress boots peeked from beneath black leather pants that had just enough give to fuel the imagination of any woman who hadn't seen him naked.

      Frustratingly, Gina had seen him naked and the sight of him in those pants and the comforting deep blue shirt with its peek of muscle and skin had made her wet the second she stepped out of the bathroom to find him waiting for her. Every second in his presence since then had just increased the flood of moisture soaking through her panties and making her skin shiny with perspiration.

      Austin leaned in to whisper in her ear. "An impressive turn out from an investment perspective, wouldn't you say?"

      Amusement laced his voice—as if he were intentionally pointing out to her that she had lost all perspective on his phony reason for bringing her there.

      Chewing at the inside of her bottom lip, Gina sat a little straighter. She would show him before the night was through that he couldn't manipulate her like this. It didn't matter that parts of her throbbed with the need to fuck him. She was more than the sum of those bits. She had a brain and an upbringing far better in terms of responsibility and respectable behavior than the poverty she had been raised in might otherwise indicate. She was no one's plaything even if her pussy ached to join Austin's game.

      Feeling his hand on her shoulder, she arched her back and placed an elbow against his ribs as a warning not to close the space between them. He had introduced her as his legal counsel to the Kehoe brothers. That was wrong—she would not be an attorney until after she took the bar exam and was sworn in. But if he wanted to present her that way, then he would damn well keep his hands off her.

      Ignoring her subtle admonition, he stroked one finger lightly against the curve of her neck as the lights were lowered to the point that the figures around them were more shadows than people. A slow, sensuous music began to play while a pale blue light weaved sensuously along the center aisle.

      Gina turned her head and saw one of the Kehoe brothers—Jake if she remembered correctly—lead a hooded and robed figure toward the stage. Her chest constricted as she took in the rounded form that could only belong to the woman hanging on Jake's arm when Austin had briefly introduced Gina to the Kehoe brothers that afternoon.

      Alexa, the plus-size redhead, had surprised Gina. Not just with her size, but with the flash of tattoos that could be glimpsed when her sleeve rode up and the collar of her dress shifted as she shook Gina's hand. As undeniably beautiful as the woman was, she was unconventional for the audience in the club in terms of both her size and markings.

      Alexa's presence made Gina more painfully aware of her own unique status as the only black woman in the audience. The few famous black faces she recognized in the room were all accompanied by white females, with the exception of one very petite Asian beauty.

      Nails biting into the palm of her hand, she shoved her attention to the scene unfolding onstage. The hood came off and red hair spilled toward the floor. The woman's breathing had already become erratic from her arousal, her breasts heaving upward while the rest of her generous flesh tilted and strained.

      An audible desire threaded its way through the crowd in slow increments. Soft groans, choked gasps, an uncomfortable creaking from an unaccompanied male a few seats away, everything building to a quietly smothering level as Jake expertly worked his lover's body.

      And then "it" appeared and Gina stopped breathing for several long seconds as she watched the first of four balls being coaxed into the woman's pussy. Alexa tensed, squeezed, sucked. Gina's body involuntarily mirrored what she saw.

      "Breathe, baby." Austin's lips brushed her ear as his hand took firm possession of her shoulder. "If you pass out, I'm taking you straight to my bed and fucking you through to morning."

      She sucked a large breath in, her upper torso beginning to shake. She closed her eyes, strained to keep them shut so that the tension running through the muscles of her face caused a dull roar in her ears.

      Austin's hand slid from her shoulder to her throat, the tips of his middle and ring finger pressing against her larynx in a light warning. "No cheating, love."

      Reluctantly, she eased her eyes open. His touch returned to her shoulder. Despite the threat, she tried to cheat anyway. She blurred her vision, but not enough that she couldn't see Alexa's straining body suck another ball inside.

      A fresh tremor raced from Gina's nipples to her pussy. Her interior muscles pulled sharply upward before pushing out a fresh burst of cream to spread warm and slow against the already slick gusset of her panties.

      Around her, couples started to play with one another. Slim, ringed hands fondled cocks through fabric. A few zippers were lowered. Heads dipped, then bobbed up at the sound of an electrical hum on stage.

      Gina hadn't quite understood the nature of the wand she had seen in the suite. Now she watched as Jake ran its glowing tip over Alexa's flesh to deliver an electrical current.

      She shook her head, not meaning to, not even sure why. An old joke ran through her mind. Something she'd heard at a Chris Rock show, maybe, about the difference between a brother killing someone and a white boy doing the deed. A brother took money and jewelry. The white boy took an eyeball and kidneys.

      Same for sex, she thought, her head still moving side to side. Whites had to go and add electricity.

      And straps...

      And warming lube...

      A sharp cry from the stage cut through Gina's thoughts. The last ball disappeared into Alexa, leaving just the tail of the toy. It wasn't enough for her lover. He had to add a weight to the tail.

      That was all it took—the end of the woman's endurance and Gina's. She watched as Alexa's body went slack for an instant and then an uneven quiver spread from the center of her thighs to overtake her entire body. A hard jerk and then fluid squirted.

      Gina jerked with the woman. First it was just a hard flex of her lower gut with the threat of her own orgasm, and then her whole body convulsed as she lurched onto her feet and clumsily pushed past the legs between her and the center aisle.

      Austin didn't move to stop her, just rose calmly and followed.

      She didn't look back, didn't look at him when he reached the elevator before the doors closed or when he slid his security card into the suite's front door and held it open for her. She knew what she would find shining in his eyes and curling his firm lips up in a smile.

      Total victory.
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      Austin didn't move to secure his win—not immediately. Business-like, he shut the suite's door, swiped his card on the inside reader and punched a code in.

      Gina whirled to face him. Lifting a stern finger, she jabbed it in the direction of the door handle. "That better open for me."

      "You've always been free to leave, love."

      "No, I haven't." She rolled her eyes at his assertion and continued use of a word—love—he knew nothing about. "You always make sure to leave just enough truth that you can twist the facts however you like."

      "Always? How is that?"

      The laugh in his voice stopped her march into the bedroom to retrieve her luggage and change out of the ridiculously expensive dress before she headed for downtown Miami and a more appropriate hotel room for a junior compliance officer—one that didn't have Austin Long tormenting her for his own entertainment.

      "Always," she reiterated, knowing he was playing her.

      She just didn't know how he was playing her. Was he trying to wear her down with a pointless argument, one he would concede in some phony show of giving ground in their battle? Was he trying to make her so mad she would exhaust herself and have to stop fighting?

      Quirking one dark brow, he folded his arms across his broad chest and shook his head. "I thought lawyers were in the habit of offering proof?"

      "That," she jabbed a finger at him even though the entire room separated them. "You introduced me more than once today as your legal counsel. You know I'm not. I haven't taken the bar, or been sworn in, and attorneys sure as fuck don't fuck their clients—"

      "My bad, baby." He pushed away from the door, the look on his face not the least bit apologetic. "Want to spank me? I'm pretty sure there's a paddle in this room unless you want skin on skin."

      She would need a paddle. She couldn't imagine hitting that hard ass of his with her hand.

      "Austin Long," she answered, shaking her head. "You need to get real—and fast—because I’m tired of all your foolishness."

      He took a slow blink and licked his lips. If he was trying to squash the grin on his face, he failed.

      "Maybe you want me to spank you?"

      Freezing at his approach, she said nothing.

      "Yeah, I think maybe you'd like that, baby."

      It was her turn to blink—in disbelief. The man was as audacious as he was obstinate, as obstinate as he was rich. That wasn't an attractive combination no matter what the package it came in looked like.

      Her hands lowered to her hips. Her fingers squeezed her flesh as she tried to bring her temper under control.

      "If you knew what I like, you wouldn't have resorted to tricking me into coming to Miami," she shot back. "Which you know you did. Whitley wasn't even expecting me, was he?"

      "If that's what you really believe, it sounds like one more reason to spank me," he answered with a chuckle before his gaze turned serious. "Or have me spank you."

      "I'm through humoring you, Long." She spun, her gaze jumping around the room for her overnight bag and portfolio and landing instead on a chair.

      A chair that hadn't been there when they left for the evening's performance. A chair covered in red leather that seemed to mirror every inch of a woman's body in its curves. No armrests, no back, just a rolling wave with two crests, high enough to reach the middle of her body at one end and low to the floor at the other.

      "Where..."

      A warning skittered through her head before she could voice the question.

      No. Don't ask. Remember, girl, you don't care how the chair got there or what he intends to do to you on it.

      Guessing the nature of Gina's unspoken question, Austin curled his hands around her hips and steered her closer to the piece of furniture. "I had it brought in from the other room while we were downstairs."

      Her hand drifted in the direction of the outer suite. She had spent several hours in there reading through the investment material. She would have noticed.

      "The other, other room," he teased as he ran his hand up and down her sides in a steady, soothing pattern.

      Catching the tilt of his chin, she followed its aim to the St. Andrews Cross—the one her dress had been hanging from when she finished her shower. Only the cross, which had been firmly attached to the wall, was gone. In its place, a flat panel television waited darkly.

      The brochure had mentioned that some of the suites had secret play rooms. She just hadn't realized their suite was among those rooms.

      "That's a door?" Gina asked.

      Without waiting for Austin to answer, she moved toward it, her gaze scratching at the corners and sides of the wall in search of the mechanism that would reveal the room beyond.

      Before she could complete her second step, Austin reeled her back. "It's locked and your card won't open it—only mine will. You're not ready, baby. I need to make you come a few times before I even think about opening that door."

      She swallowed then realized she had been nodding in some kind of fucked up, mindless agreement. If those were the terms, she would never see the room. She couldn't risk Austin touching her like that. With her nose to the grindstone the last three years, she had turned into a hermit. She didn't have some guy on standby to build her up after Austin tore her down, to heal her after Long broke her.

      And she would break. She was out of practice at all levels—even simple social skills outside of interviewing. She spent her classes arguing with her fellow students and the professors, spent her free time learning how to argue better and memorizing legal precedents.

      Her stomach bumped against something. With a gasp, she looked down to find that Austin had slowly maneuvered her to the high side of the chair. He'd done it with his lips at her throat and his hands inching the skirt of her green dress higher and higher until it was up over her hips.

      "You don't want to accept how I make you feel, love."

      His words rushed through her, their edges so raw and cutting that they felt like the truth.

      "You wanted reasons to make it okay. I gave them to you."

      His hands pushed her panties down, his palms and fingertips rough with the kind of callouses that only came from real work or extreme play.

      "Skipjack," he whispered against her ear, his fingers already teasing the perimeter of her sex. "Avoiding arrest..."

      In they went, three thick and twisting.

      "The meeting with Whitley."

      Fucking in. Fucking out.

      "Advising me on an investment for which I've already decided to buy into."

      Oh god, was he really getting down on his knees, inhaling her scent...licking...

      Her body trembled but he didn't stop—he kept talking, touching, his tongue engaged in both actions.

      "You're more than strong enough to call me on any of those," he pushed. "If you want to."

      His hands and mouth retreated, Gina's only protest a soft whimper.

      Moving to the bed, he opened the drawer. Her fuzzy brain slowly processed the object he withdrew, the shape and intended action only fully coalescing when he dragged the leather tails of the flogger over the sensitive, burning flesh of her back.

      "No," she protested with a rasp. "Not that."

      She wanted him to fuck her, wouldn't lie because her body already dripped with the truth. But she wouldn't allow him to flog her. It wasn't the color of his skin, although that was certainly salt in her wounded pride. As a dark-skinned black woman, she had been told a million ways over the course of her life that she was lowest of the low with every real world situation, every magazine ad, every book on the shelf, and movie on the screen—society valued white over black, light over dark, male over female. The same message over and over, directed at her, her mother, her little sister until they all doubted their own beauty, their own desirability.

      No man, white or black, was going to flog her, no matter how light the blow or how soft the suede tails.

      "Shh, love," Austin soothed.

      His fingers whispered across her back, gently rubbing at the tense muscles. She jumped at first contact, but the steady pressure and ache between her legs lured her into relaxing.

      "Everything at your pace," he coaxed.

      A harsh laugh erupted from Gina. Her pace was when hell froze over.

      "It's okay, baby," he continued, tugging and pushing as he massaged her flesh. "It's just your beautiful body and my hands."

      Did he really think she was beautiful?

      Didn't he watch television or flip through magazines? Hadn't he looked at the other women in the club's audience or the one on stage?

      Gina pressed her face against the leather, the force she exerted and the tight grain of the material denying her air. The questions stopped. Thought stopped. All she could do was feel and maybe breathe in the intervals between feeling.

      Austin's hands had return to the juncture of her thighs. They rubbed, stroked, turned her senseless. She squirmed when the fingers strayed too far from her pussy and violently shook when they entered her.

      A stroke along her clit, a finger fucking in, another testing the stretch of her ass. Cream dripped down her thighs, hot and thin when it left her, cooling until it was thick by the time it reached her knees.

      More fingers, so hard and plentiful that, for one nervous second, she thought he had inserted the handle of the flogger inside her. Looking at Austin, Gina saw the instrument hanging off his shoulder, its tails flowing down his chest while the handle balanced with a slight tilt toward his back.

      His eyes drifted up from where they soaked in every roll of her hips and her wet, contracting pussy, to meet Gina's gaze. He stared at her for a long second, the muscles of his chest held tight but expanding.

      "Do you really believe it's your pain that will bring me pleasure, love?" He asked so softly, she felt like she was reading his lips more than actually hearing the words. "Do you think I want to hurt you?"

      No, she didn't think that. But she wasn't sure what else to think.

      "What do you want?" she asked, uncertain whether he would answer or if it would be the truth when he did.

      "Your total surrender."

      His answer felt slippery to Gina, like the slow, tempting drive of his fingers inside her pussy.

      He had to know he had her surrender, had tasted it twice before. She wouldn't be bent over the chair, panting for another inch, another finger, if she hadn't already surrendered.

      "Why?" she pushed, unsatisfied that he had told her the truth.

      His hands stopped their gentle persuasion. Bending over Gina, Austin captured her chin and kissed her deeply.

      When he finally answered, his words quiet, but firm.

      "Because, love. I've already surrendered to you."
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      As soft as the suede tails were when motionless, their knotted ends delivered a sharp bite when they smacked against Gina's flesh.

      Each sting was forgotten as the next blow landed. The brushed leather kissed her bottom, the back of her thighs, the swollen folds of her labia. Between swats, Austin continued to tease with flicks of his tongue inside her winking pussy and harder flicks with his finger against her clit.

      Her sex didn't stop aching. Everything throbbed—her bottom and thighs from the slap of the flogger, her core from the sheer cliff of arousal his mouth and hands had forced Gina to climb.

      She needed to come. Her pussy squeezed. She pushed onto her tiptoes then down, over and over as she rubbed her mound against the leather cushioning of the chair.

      Dropping the flogger to the floor, Austin seized her hips. His thumbs pushed thickly inside her sex then stretched it with wide thrusts. When he bent his head, she thought he would lick her there, his tongue warring with thumbs to fill her aching pussy. But that moist, wriggling tip found her ass and teased the rim of that other hole.

      Pushing all the way onto her toes, Gina smothered her face against the chair to muffle her screams. He had her coming, wetting his face with her release, her entire body taut and vibrating as she continued screaming and clenching.

      When he stepped back instead of pushing her to the finish, she turned on him.

      Somewhere along the way, he had shed his shirt. She grabbed the waist band of his black leather pants and twisted, surprising him enough that she threw him off balance and forced him onto the chair. She clawed at the zipper until he helped her free his cock and then she slammed down hard on the thick shaft to take him instead of allowing him to take her.

      Her moan punctured the air, everything in the room freezing for an instant as her hungry body finally had him inside her, big and pounding with the blood that coursed through him. She rocked forward, planted her palms against his chest and dug her nails into the skin covering his collar bone. Her wild gaze warned him that if he tried to reverse their position or even dared to move, she would shred him.

      Ignoring the threat, Austin wrapped his hands around her hips, trying to slow the pace at which she whipped along the length of his cock, her body lifting until just the tip remained inside her before slamming down to take him whole again, balls deep, her pussy wet and tight but accommodating after all the need he had built inside her.

      "Baby, if you don't slow down, I'm going to come," he warned, sweat popping along his brow as his teeth savaged his bottom lip.

      Oh, he damn well was going to come. She wouldn't stop until he did. He might be big and bad and made of everything that drove her crazy and nothing she could deny, but he couldn't always be in control.

      Bringing her legs up, she locked her ankles behind her. With her back arched, all her weight bore down on that one point—his cock, in her pussy, her muscles sucking at him, squeezing with each forward and backward rock against him.

      Her head dipped. Biting at his lips, she growled. "You don't come until I tell you. Are we clear?"

      "Love, you didn't give me time for a condom," he warned, his hands abandoning her hips to hold her face and force her to meet his gaze. "If you don't stop, I'm going to fill you with my come, so much it's going to be bubbling out of you. Then it will be you on your back while I lick every last drop out."

      The threat only made her ride Austin harder, steamrolling up and down his fat shaft, her wild stare daring him to prove he was stronger, to prove that he wouldn't yield as easily as she had.

      He lost the dare, a groan and upward thrust of his hips signaling defeat. The pulsing jet of his release triggered Gina's climax. She collapsed on top of him, her fingers clutching the underside of the chair so that she could keep herself tightly pressed against his hard body. He wrapped his arms around her, cinching her so close their bones flattened flesh to grind against each other.

      Finished, she stayed in place, all her strength exhausted by that one act of defiance.

      "I warned you what would happen, love."

      Before she could process Austin's words, he had her on her back. With their positions flipped, he slid off the chair and hauled her ass up the higher curve so that her bottom was near the top of the crest and her head filling the dip. Blood rushed to her brain as Austin started to lick.

      Right, no condom. He didn't want a pregnancy any more than she did...

      Only the position was all wrong to prevent conception. And his tongue wasn't curling to scoop his come from her pussy. He was pushing it in, stuffing his seed deeper, sucking at her clit when she tried to squirm away until the pleasure paralyzed all but the muscles that pulled his release deeper inward.

      Another climax threatening to over take her, Gina pushed at his forehead.

      "I can't," she pleaded.

      Austin tried to silence her with another swipe of his tongue over her burning flesh.

      "No," she persisted. "I can't afford an accident. I can't—"

      She didn't need to keep begging because Austin froze.

      Accident...

      The word seemed to hit him like a bucket of ice water. His gaze narrowed and he lifted his lips from her sex.

      "Would you terminate?"

      The question, the hard edge to his voice—those things burrowed deeper than any toy he might apply to her flesh. How could he think she had it in her to do that?

      "You really think I could?" she asked, tears filling her eyes.

      "That's not an answer," he pressed, his voice growing even colder.

      Finding that his hands no longer gripped her, Gina twisted and rolled onto the floor. She didn't have the strength to stand. Folding her arms atop the chair, she buried her face against her flesh as she answered.

      "No, I wouldn't. My mother wanted to be a nurse, but she had me her senior year of high school." Gina paused and waited for some sound, some indicator that Austin had stopped glaring at her, that his muscles had relaxed the slightest bit and he was no longer furious, no longer wondering whether she might be so transactional as to predetermine the outcome of a pregnancy.

      She heard nothing. Heart turning to lead inside her chest, she pressed on.

      "Maybe if Mama had just had me, she could have gone to school when I started kindergarten. Or maybe if my dad hadn't died. But it's just like on the highway—one accident triggers the next one and the next. Me, my sister Nicole..."

      Finally lifting her head, Gina looked at Austin.

      His face was pure stone, impassive and uncaring. She couldn't bring herself to finish, to tell him how her mother had thought Gina's life and Nicole's were more precious than the dreams she had, how her mother had kept on changing bed pans and doing all the things a nursing assistant might do during her shift, working doubles and triples so that she could get Gina through undergrad studies and then she and Gina working to get Nicole through college, how Nicole would finish her clinicals at the end of the school year and sit for her nursing exam, their mother's dream finally, if only vicariously, fulfilled through her younger daughter.

      He wouldn't care, couldn't see past his own ego and how she might have thought of any baby he put in her as an accident. He couldn't comprehend how fiercely she would love the child or how deeply she would sacrifice to make the child's dreams come true—just as her mother had.

      Numb, Gina turned away, crawling toward the bed so that she could haul herself onto her feet, dress and leave. Leave for good, if she had to. She couldn't imagine returning to work for Long knowing what he thought of her.

      She didn't make it to the bed. Hands wrapped around her waist, lifted her up. For one flashing second, she thought he might cradle her, tell her she was wrong to think so poorly of him or to think he had misunderstood her so badly. But he didn't hold her to him, just placed her in the center of the bed and drew the covers up to her chin.

      She fell asleep almost instantly, the sweet oblivion of slumber her body's only defense to the emotions warring inside her.

      In the morning, when Gina woke, Austin was gone.
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      Just like that, it was obvious that Austin Long was done with her.

      Months passed with no attempted contact. At the end of the second week following her trip to Miami, she had the dress and jade necklace boxed and delivered to his residence. She refused to care why he had abandoned her at the hotel. The way she figured it, she had dodged a bullet aimed dead center at her heart.

      She lucked out, she reminded herself more than once, and regret had nothing to do with her obsessively studying for the bar exam, her nose buried deep up the spine of some prep guide when she wasn't drowning under a pile of reports and studies for the Skipjack Bay expansion or on the verge of a brawl with the project's offshore installation manager.

      Life kept Gina too busy to think about Austin, which was a good thing because he obviously wasn't thinking about her. Less than a month went by before she discovered he had a new woman in his life. A quick flip through the newspaper in search of a replacement vehicle for her dying car offered confirmation that Austin really had moved on. A picture of the couple was splashed across the front of the lifestyle section—some charity ball or other.

      She didn't bother reading, didn't want to know the woman's name. All she needed to see was the way he looked at the curvy, vacant eyed blonde with genuine affection.

      The bar she studied for became the bar she passed. Somehow, her score must have gotten around to some of the larger law firms in the state because she started getting congratulatory calls and requests to interview from places that had already dumped her resume in the trash bin during the last recruiting season.

      They all wanted bragging rights on having a first-year associate with the state's highest score in the last decade.

      At least she prayed that's what they wanted. She still woke in a cold sweat some nights, fragments of a dream flashing in her head of her interviewing, the usual round table of partners interrogating her about whether she wanted to practice agency law for the next thirty years until one of them pulled out a ball gag and asked about her time with the Long Shore Oil Development Company.

      Thankfully, for all his bad traits, Austin seemed to have the redeeming quality of being discreet. Not once had she stepped onto one of the platforms or walked down the hall of the headquarters building and felt a reason to believe that someone knew even a fraction of the dirty details of her sexual submission to the CEO.

      And she desperately needed to believe no one knew. The rig crews would make her life a living hell if they found out. It was hard enough to get them to show any respect for her authority as the project's environmental compliance officer. She had to shout, had to get up in their faces more than once, her body trembling with anger over their lapses in safety protocols.

      There was no way Gina would let them get away with failing to respect her or follow the plan she had laid out. She'd lost most of her pride to get the job of protecting the bay and the families that called it home. The crews damn well would not render her sacrifice meaningless with a spill.

      That dedication was how she found herself on the platform late on a Thursday evening arguing with the Offshore Installation Manager. A tropical storm was headed for the bay, the fluctuating winds threatening to bump the system up to a Category 1 hurricane. The OIM didn't think Gina fully appreciated the danger.

      She did. But the storm was still a day off. If they started the shut down protocol immediately, the platform's operations would be stable when the winds and waves reached a critical level and all the crew would be safely ashore. But the OIM wanted to drill until the last minute possible then perform a half-assed shut down that would leave the bay exposed.

      So Gina stayed on the platform when all the crew but the safety engineers and the OIM had left. She shadowed the engineers, watched them wrestling with the high pressure equipment as they followed her protocol. She paused only when the OIM cornered her for what had to be the fifth ass-chewing session of the day.

      She watched him, quietly enduring the verbal assault and thinking the throbbing vein in his left temple would explode before she'd finished her first year working with him.

      The explosion Gina expected wasn't the one she got.

      In terms of safety failures, the crew was lucky. Just one injury beyond a few first degree burns from the steam. The nurse had the men bandaged and off the platform before the rescue helicopter landed at the hospital with only one critical victim…

      Gina strapped down to a gurney, unconscious and bleeding from her head.
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      Unfamiliar sensations filtered in as Gina slowly surfaced from a lead-filled sleep.

      Her eyes refused to open, but light penetrated the closed lids. Antiseptic odors stung her nose and parched throat. Cold, oily skin—her own—made her cringe. Electronics beeped steadily. Air filtered through vents. Something firm but cushioned supported her body.

      She expected cold metal, humid air, the myriad smells that came with an offshore platform—fish, salt, engine grease. Trying to get her eyes to open, Gina wrinkled her forehead.

      Pain erupted with a piercing spike. She cried out.

      "Nurse!"

      The voice calling out didn't belong to Gina.

      She couldn't make words, not out loud, not really inside her throbbing head. Her own outcry had been just that—filled with pain with no real shape to the sounds clawing past her lips.

      A hand wrapped around her wrist. She didn't need her uncooperative eyes opened to know it was a man's warm, calloused hand, or who that man was.

      "If you're awake, look at me, baby.”

      "Can't," she croaked. Her free arm lifted weakly from the bed. "Water."

      "Not until the nurse okays it," Austin answered before yelling loudly once more. "Nurse!"

      Gina winced, a fresh spike of pain penetrating her skull then hooking deep into her brain.

      “Please don't do that again,” she protested softly

      "Sorry." For once, Austin Long sounded truly apologetic. Or maybe he was just as thirsty as she was and that had turned the word all gravelly.

      His hands rooted around the sheet covering her and then she heard a click-click-click that she assumed was the call button for the nurses' station.

      With Austin no longer holding her wrist captive, she tried to raise her hand to the spot on her head where the shooting pain had receded to a dull, but deep, throb.

      "Here." Supporting Gina's arm, Austin guided her fingers to a spot slightly up and forward from her right temple. "Be careful."

      Careful was her intent, but her fingers were as belligerent as her eyes. One second she felt the cloth bandage and the next she was pressing down too hard and crying out.

      "Let's not do any more of that,” a woman's voice admonished.

      Gina heard the rustle of clothes and Austin's impatient snort and then a more feminine touch landed on Gina's arm and lowered it to the bed. A thumb pressed gently against her eyelid, lifted it then blinded Gina with a narrow beam of light.

      The woman repeated the process with the other eye. When the blinding light disappeared, Gina found that she could manage to squint. She saw the woman's name tag—a nurse practitioner with an unpronounceable Eastern European name.

      "She's thirsty."

      When the woman looked in Gina's ears instead of responding to Austin's statement, he circled the hospital bed, dropped the rail on his side then grabbed the pitcher on the bed stand and poured two inches of water into a paper cup.

      The nurse practitioner frowned, but gave a slight nod. "No more than that until we do another CT scan."

      Austin plucked a straw from the tray, popped it in the paper cup and held it to Gina's mouth. She drank without looking at him. But, if she could have glared at him at that moment, she would have. It didn't matter that he might have extended the same care to a complete stranger. She and he were far from strangers, at least in a physical sense. And from the random stories that kept crossing her path, someone else had a claim to his loving care—someone blond and several years younger, with a vapid gaze and a constant smile.

      While Gina sipped at the water, the nurse practitioner scribbled on the medical record. Finished, she attached the clipboard to the end of the bed.

      "I'll schedule a scan now," she said, pocketing her pen. "We're overstaffed today in anticipation of the storm, so the wait won't be long. A technician should be by in half an hour or so to collect you."

      Knowing even the slightest nod would feel like she was banging her head against a cement wall, Gina lifted a hand in acknowledgement.

      With the woman gone and the water finished, Austin leaned over Gina's body and planted a palm on each side of her. She eased her head against the pillow until she had just enough of a tilt to glance up at him.

      He looked furious.

      She didn't have the time or stamina for his anger, but she knew she would have to engage him, if only for the time it took for him to answer a few questions.

      "Are the crew okay?"

      His lips moved side-to-side as if chewing over the answer. He gave a sharp nod. "Other than you, yes. A few steam burns that were taken care of onsite before the platform was evacuated."

      "So no system failure—"

      His lips mashed together. The sheet beneath her grew taut as Austin fisted the fabric.

      "Did they do a full shut down?"

      She whipped the question out, her voice growing as hot and impatient as Austin's. He had no right to be angry at her, although he obviously was. She hadn't caused the accident, had only been unlucky enough to be in the path of flying metal.

      "Yes," he whipped back. "Just as they would have done if you had left with the drill crew and other incidental personnel."

      Other incidental personnel...is that how he saw her?

      "I'm not at fault for the explosion," she said, her teeth tightly clenched.

      Austin said nothing. Didn't agree or argue her claim, just stared intently at her, nostrils flaring and a cold light starting to burn in his gaze.

      Gina knew then that he wasn't going to allow her back onto the rig. She slowly shook her head, the slight movement enough to make the pain in her head flare and her stomach churn from a sudden dizziness.

      "You are not taking this from me!" Tears flooded her eyes as she weakly struck Austin's chest with her closed fist. "I did what you wanted, the job is mine. You damn well will not fire me."

      "No, I won't."

      He answered too smoothly for her to think he had relented.

      "You're going to resign."

      "No!" She took another swing at him, this one landing closer to his face but just as weak.

      "You will," he continued, grabbing both her wrists and squeezing. "You'll pick your replacement by next Friday and then you'll resign. Your severance package will be more than generous and you'll have your pick of several job offers."

      The bastard didn't know she already had her pick of job offers. She had no intention of enlightening him. If she did, he might make those offers disappear just because he could.

      "So just like you threatened to have your cronies drop offers, you'll have them extend them," she challenged. "Is that it?

      He said nothing, but Gina knew she was right.

      "I will not quit." Twisting one hand free, she jabbed his chest with her finger. Her dizziness hadn't faded but fury made her stronger. "You'll have to fire me, or I'll be right back on that rig when it opens."

      A smile ghosted Austin's lips. "No doctor will clear you."

      The reality that he wasn't making an empty threat sucked a little of the fire from her fight. He must have seen it because he released her other hand and straightened as if the argument was over.

      "So you have them in your back pocket, too?" Disgusted at what money could buy someone like Long, she snorted and fumbled with the side rail. "You can bet your fine ass I won't be staying in a hospital where my care can be influenced by your whims."

      Managing to release the side, she pushed up into a sitting position and slid until her legs dangled over the edge from the knees down. Her stomach lurched up into her throat, a cold draft hitting her spine from where her hospital gown was open in the back.

      Not anything he hasn't already seen, girl. Just get your feet on the floor and go from there.

      Hands seized her shoulders. She felt the press of Austin's chest against her body and then he hooked her legs with one arm and hauled her back into position on the bed.

      "It's not your doctor," he said, jerking on the side rail to raise it. "The requirements I'll list will make it impossible to clear you. Let's start with no concussion in the last six months because, in case you haven't figured it out, baby, you've had one hell of a hit to your pretty little head."

      Oh, she'd figured it out all right. She didn't need Austin Long or a medical degree to know that. The entire time he'd spent glaring and hissing at her, Gina had seen and heard more than one of him.

      As her blurry vision worsened, she knew she couldn't work the rail's latch on her side a second time.

      She managed to slide around his big body. Her feet touched the floor and she teetered forward, legs starting to fold. Austin caught her. At first it felt like she was wedged between steel maws, but then his posture softened.

      His hand slid down in a way she had memorized.

      "The hell you will," she snapped. "Do you think it's escaped my attention that you've been escorting another woman all over town?"

      She managed to twist in his embrace until she could see his face. He looked confused. She snorted. He must have even more women than the one she knew about.

      "Your fluffy blonde Barbie doll," she elaborated. "So, please, try to show at least a little respect for my intelligence and stop pretending like you give a shit about me."

      His lips pursed, then flattened. His hands moved up to grab her shoulders. He held her like that, not saying a word until she managed to gain control of her legs. Releasing Gina, he stepped to the end of the bed then stopped to look at her.

      "You have one week to pick your replacement," he warned. "The rig will be operational by then and if you haven't named someone, I will."

      She opened her mouth, but a resolute shake of Austin's head made Gina hold her tongue.

      "You can sue me, you can drag both of our names through the mud." Stopping, he moved to the door, his hand flexing as he gripped its edge. "But you will not put yourself back in that kind of danger."

      He left then, closing the door behind him, their next—and final—meeting set at the following week's end.
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      Her mother showed up less than ten minutes after Long left.

      Somewhere between the parking lot and Gina's room, her mother mentioned passing him though neither stopped to greet the other. Austin might have made the connection, but Alice Banks was in the dark about her daughter’s relationship to the man.

      Past tense relationship.

      That made it all so much easier, then, for Gina to pass her tears off as a product of the pain. And even easier, when her mother expressed apprehension about Gina returning to the same work, for Gina to appear to relent and tell Alice she would take one of the jobs she had been offered since passing the bar exam instead of staying at this one.

      Since her mother didn't know Austin had been her lover, it never crossed Alice's mind to expect any more explanation than that, or any more from Austin at all aside from a reference letter to use in the future.

      Gina didn’t expect any more than that, either.
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      After being discharged and spending another day in bed at home at her mother’s insistence, Gina immediately threw herself into looking for her replacement.

      She had a few classmates who had graduated at the same time and passed the bar who were still without a position. Her first thought was to reach out to one of them—until she remembered the guy had pretty much considered law school his golden ticket and didn't seem overly concerned with ethics or any public duty that attached to the license.

      She cast a wider net, checked which law schools that had environmental law journals and looked at the roster of students who had contributed or served on the journal's editorial board. If they had articles published, she read them.

      Frankly, she had nothing else to do.

      Eventually picking six final candidates, she tracked down their current contact information. Two were already at firms, a third was picking up another degree. She called the three remaining candidates, scoped out their interest in the position after long conversations with each over the phone and had them email their resumes. She marked her order of preference and shoved it in an envelope on Wednesday afternoon.

      Mailing it would have been the smart choice after all that had occurred between her and Austin.

      And Long certainly hadn't specified that she had to deliver it in person. As sharp as he was, she imagined the omission was intentional. He wanted email or snail mail or a phone call to his secretary, anything other than Gina showing up at headquarters, furiously marching past Gladys and wearing a face that dared the woman to so much as breathe as Gina barged into Austin's inner office.

      In retrospect, her entrance would have been grander if he had actually been sitting at his desk.

      More so if he had been alone.

      Slowly rotating to her left, Gina saw Austin leaning with his back against the floor to ceiling window that overlooked the city. He had been talking to someone when she entered. She looked to the couch. Long blond hair, fluffy body.

      The woman turned, smiling, her eyes blank.

      Gina crumpled the envelope in her hand. The rest of her body remained as still as a statue.

      "Sorry," the woman said, leaning forward as her hands searched for something. "I didn't realize you had an appointment."

      "Neither did I," Austin answered stiffly, pushing off from the window and starting toward his desk. He paused halfway to glance at the blonde. "On the table to your left, baby girl."

      Gina felt his words like a punch to the gut. She dropped the crumpled envelope on his desk and turned to leave. One step away from the office door, her legs froze as she heard a distinctive click-click-click.

      "Baby girl" had found what she was looking for—a three-piece, folded metal pole that, when unfolded, became a white cane with bands of red at the top and bottom.

      …The kind blind people used to navigate and warn those around them.

      Gina, girl, you are going to hell.

      She nodded at the voice in her head. Or voices—it seemed like she heard her mother, grandmother and baby sister passing judgment on her all at once. She deserved it, too. It didn't matter if the woman was sharing Austin's bed. She hadn't done anything to earn Gina's anger.

      "This is Miss Lacey Addams Long," Austin said as he slid into the chair behind his desk. "My cousin. Lacey, this is Miss Gina Banks."

      Lacey extended her hand in Gina's direction, her smile faltering as Gina stayed near the door. Gina's mouth moved, but she didn't know what to say. She wanted to apologize, but she could hardly explain why she was sorry to the woman. Woman or girl? She looked so damn young in person.

      "I..." Still tongue-tied, Gina managed to get her legs working and took hold of Lacey's hand. She squeezed lightly.

      Lacey returned the gesture with a much firmer grip.

      "I won't break," she laughed.

      "Sorry..." Gina's gaze jumped from Lacey to Austin and back. "I didn't realize you were blind. I mean..."

      Girl, you better just stop talking...even lemon mouth is better than what you're doing now!

      "Well," Lacey shrugged cheerfully and then started sweeping her cane side to side as she came around the couch. "Legally, I am. I have about fifteen percent in one eye and twenty in the other. Austin has been taking care of me while I'm here to see a specialist. Normally my mother would be with me, but she….she's been very ill lately."

      Hearing a soft click at the back of Austin's throat, Gina had a feeling Lacey's mother wasn't as sick as the girl thought. Or maybe that little sound of disapproval was meant for Gina and not the absent mother.

      Not that it mattered at that point. She was there to drop off three resumes, resumes that she should have mailed. She could hardly expect him to follow her recommendation now that she had made a fool of herself.

      "Good care, I hope," Gina said as she side-stepped away from the arc of the girl's cane.

      "Oh, yes. If Austin isn't watching me, Wake is."

      "Wake?" Hearing Lacey's wistful tone as she said the name, Gina's curiosity got the better of her and she looked, at last, toward Austin. "Miami Wake?"

      "He goes where he's needed," Austin answered flatly.

      "Right," Gina nodded. She couldn't tell by his face or voice whether he was pissed or just bored. Maybe he didn't want a reminder to the last time they'd been in a room together.

      Moot point, really. In less than two minutes, she would be out of his life forever.

      Seeing Lacey head for the door, Gina called her back. "Please, don't leave on my account. I was just dropping off some resumes."

      "And I was just monopolizing his time while I angst over possibilities that may never materialize."

      Lacey smiled when she spoke, but her voice warbled.

      Despite her attempt not to, Gina glanced at Austin again.

      "Surgery to restore her sight," he explained with the same flat voice he had used earlier.

      "Or lose it entirely," Lacey added.

      "Oh..." That was all Gina could get out. If she hadn't already felt like a jealous witch, she would have after hearing that last detail. "Then I really should be leaving."

      She pointed at the envelope. "I listed my order of preference. They're all strong candi—"

      Austin pushed the envelope toward her. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of an oppressive sense of deja vu. Other than Lacey, the entire scene was too close to her first visit to his office after their encounter at Boudrot's estate. That time she had a folder full of environmental studies that she wanted him to look at. He had pushed those aside as well and all but ignored her until she started to storm out.

      Well, that was one action she wouldn't repeat. Lacey had enough on her mind. She didn't need an angry woman charging past her, bulldozing everything in her path.

      Her fingers brushed the envelope, but she couldn't bring herself to pick it up. Not yet.

      "You don't want me to leave them so you can at least look over their qualifications?"

      "It would get lost." His hand gestured at the pile of papers that littered his desk. She had never seen it messier than it was at that moment.

      "Right," she said. Her nose stung with the threat of tears, but she managed to keep the defeat out of her voice.

      At least she hoped so. Austin seemed to read her with ease, but maybe Lacey wouldn't notice. She had to be a hot mess if she couldn't hide her emotions from a blind person.

      Gina headed for the door, slowing as she passed the girl. "It was nice to meet you, Lacey. I hope your decision brings you peace."

      Lacey's head bounced. She turned away with a muffled thanks.

      Gina entered the outer office and let the envelope fall into the trash can next to Gladys' desk. She was almost out of the room when Austin stopped her. Just like the first time, his hand came up to block the door.

      "You have your passport, right?"

      Her voice abandoned her. She couldn't even turn her head to stare blankly at him. She just kept looking at his hand as she slowly nodded.

      "If you want to name your successor, you'll be ready at nine tomorrow morning at your apartment. Pack a bag to last a few days."

      She drew a shaky breath in. She guessed he wanted one last fling. The experience would either be salt rubbed in her raw wounds or one last sweet memory to carry her through the rest of her life—because she couldn't imagine letting another man into her bed, or her heart.

      Words refused to come, so she nodded and prayed Austin still watched to see her response.
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      A limo picked Gina up the following morning, and proceeded to take her to the airport, where she was handed an envelope by the driver.

      …With a one-way ticket to France.

      One-way?

      What in the world did that mean? she wondered as she watched the limo pull away from the curb. She rubbed her fingers against the ticket's edge and rechecked the envelope to make sure she hadn't missed seeing a second ticket.

      There was none.

      She looked up the lane to a stand of cabs waiting to take new arrivals to their destination. She checked the envelope again then pulled her phone from her bag. Opening her banking app, she looked at her available balance and then her available credit. She had no idea what the airfare home would cost if it came to her paying, or whether she might find herself on the hook for a day or two of lodging waiting for a flight back if none of the immediate flights had an empty seat.

      Then she remembered the hiring bonus on two of the job offers she had pending.

      “Oh, what the hell," she sighed, dumping her phone into her bag and entering the terminal to situations unknown.

      It wasn't as if she truly expected Austin to leave her stranded in another country as some sort of mean parting gift.

      He may be the kind of guy who took pleasure in pushing all of Gina's buttons, but he was also the man who looked after his sweet little cousin. And, whatever the weekend had in store for her, she didn't want to spend her life wondering what would have happened if only she had stepped onto the plane.

      Ten hours later, with a short layover in New York and another limo ride from Nice, France, to Monaco, Gina found herself in a very familiar hotel suite. She'd never stepped foot in it before—never even ventured out of the United States.

      But still, she knew the place because it was another luxury hotel owned by the Kehoe brothers, complete with the drawers beneath the bed filled with the lubes and condoms and variety of devices designed to please, sometimes with a side dose of pain. She knew the panel that hid a St. Andrews Cross on the other side and more instruments and toys and probably chemicals, all of which Austin hadn't thought her ready for the last time.

      The only thing she didn't know was Long's location. His suitcases were present. Actually, there were more suitcases than one man needed, so she decided to open them. She found clothing in her size, dresses, blouses, pants, shoes, bags, and silky things to wear beneath the outfits.

      More than a weekend's worth.

      Zipping the luggage shut, she returned the bags to where they had been placed along the wall. She sat on the bed and tried not to remember how her heart had been crushed the last time she stayed in a hotel owned by the billionaire brothers.

      At least the mattress was insanely comfortable, Gina mused. She rolled toward its center, folded her hands across her stomach and stared at the ceiling. She hadn't slept the night before. The jump from Louisiana to New York had been too short for a nap and she had only managed half an hour on the flight from New York to Nice.

      In no time at all, she fell asleep.

      Austin woke Gina with the brush of his finger against her cheek. She pushed onto her elbows and stared at him. He stared back, his expression guarded.

      Someone had to go first. She didn't really want to be that someone. He may have extended the invitation, but she had gotten on the plane. It seemed to her that it was his turn.

      So she waited.

      With a soft, short laugh, he dropped his gaze to the mattress.

      "Have you changed your mind about me being some kind of monster?" she asked, unable to bear the silence any longer.

      His brow furrowed, as if he had no idea what she was talking about.

      "The last time..." Looking around the room, she snorted then returned her gaze to his face. "When I said 'accident.'"

      "I've never had a single negative thought about you, Gina." His eyes met hers, his entire expression earnest.

      She burped out a nervous laugh. "I've had plenty of negative thoughts about you. I don't know if I should add liar to the list."

      Unexpectedly, Austin smiled at her. His brows lifted playfully and then he shook his head, his expression serious when he finished. "I guess I've given you more than enough cause."

      Damn right—he kept dumping her like she was some kind of wrapper to a tasty meal he had just finished devouring. Half the time she was around him, he made her feel used up, weak, foolish...

      "Stop," he warned, capturing her hands and holding them close to his chest. "I can tell where your thoughts are heading and it isn't productive. I brought you here to talk about the future, not the past. The last time we were together, part of me was operating on auto-pilot—some kind of biological instinct to bind you to me."

      She took a sharp breath in.

      His hands tightened in response.

      "Your reaction in Florida made it clear," he continued, "that no matter how much I was coming to desire a commitment between us, you had no such interest in me."

      Gina jerked her hands back. If Austin Long didn't realize she was hooked on him and hooked hard, she had overestimated his ability to read people—to read her.

      "At least that's what I thought at the time." He leaned closer, his upper body directly over Gina's as he planted an elbow on each side of her. "I tried to put aside what I needed, to give you a little distance so we could both gain some perspective. Then other obligations started to blow up..."

      "Lacey?" she asked. He nodded but his gaze skipped away from hers. She reached up and drew it back. "Her mother isn't really sick, is she?"

      His mouth twisted with a growl. "Amanda has a terminal case of pure cuntery. She treats her daughter like shit, bitches about a blind girl's weight, won't even consider covering the cost of the surgery that could restore Lacey's sight while she drops twice as much on a weeklong tennis retreat."

      He stopped, his expression sheepish. "Sorry about the language."

      Gina barked out a laugh. The things this man had done to her and he was getting shy over language.

      "No, you’re right," she soothed. "The mother sounds like a total cunt. I just wish there was an equally powerful word to cover guys. 'Dick' doesn't even begin to convey the same kind of behavior."

      "Enough about Lacey and Amanda." His head dipped down so he could plant a kiss along Gina's neck. "I showed up at the hospital just to assure myself you were going to be okay and you had the best possible care. I only intended to peek into your room, but I couldn't force myself to leave. I wanted to gather you up in my arms and hold you until you woke and yelled at me to leave."

      Now it was Gina's turn to blush. She wouldn't lie—she had a tendency to blow up around Austin, mostly in anger from her body's reaction to him.

      "You kind of bring out the worst in me," she confessed.

      "Funny..." His lips slid a little higher up her throat to find the hollow just below her chin. "I only see amazing."

      She pushed lightly against his chest to open some distance between them. As much as she wanted his mouth and hands on her, the conversation was too important to have either one of them hiding while they talked.

      "Amazing or not, you still fired me."

      His lips slid around, but he eventually nodded. "And I still don't want you on a platform, baby. You mean too much to me."

      She huffed, fresh tension gripping her body. "If I hadn't shown up at your office—"

      "You really think I was leaving it to chance?" Rising from the bed, he pointed a finger at her as if commanding her to stay. A little jog took him to the outer suite where he scooped up his laptop case. Sliding the computer out as he returned to the bed, he plopped down next to her.

      "I did a lot of thinking and I hope I understand now." He flipped open the lid, entered a few keystrokes, put his eye up to the camera then hit the keyboard a few more times before he turned the screen in her direction. "Eyeball to the camera, baby."

      Knowing confusion twisted her features, Gina lifted her brows high and put her right eye close to the camera and held it still until the laptop beeped in acknowledgement. Finished, she scooted into a sitting position, her back against the headboard and her hands folded primly in her lap while he executed a few more commands then placed the laptop next to her.

      "What do you understand?" she asked. Other questions filled her head—like why had he just given her access to his computer—but she pushed them down, focusing on the most important one.

      "You don't want to spit on what your mother sacrificed for you and your sister."

      She stiffened at his words and tried to remember what she had said that last night they had made love versus what she had merely voiced inside her head.

      "You seem to think you have to work some kind of clearly defined legal job to do right by her. You don't want her to think you've become some kind of kept woman."

      Austin paused. Gina gave him a short nod. She hadn't really thought about it that way. She tended to react on impulse around him, all her careful planning turned to dust under the overwhelming weight of his presence.

      "But, baby, you showed up at Boudrot's to influence me on one project." Stopping for a second, he licked his lips. His mouth opened, hesitated until a restless click at the back of Gina's throat urged him on. "You slept with me to control that project."

      "No," she interrupted, her hands pressing flat against the mattress so she could push closer to him. "That was never the reason I slept with you. You said it before—you kept giving me excuses to relent to my own desires."

      "Yeah." He looked down for a second, fresh color heating his cheeks. "My motives might have been a little selfish, my strategies too daring."

      "Qui audet adipiscitur," she said then brushed her lips against his.

      Who dares wins...

      "Wrong country, I know." Settling against the headboard before her light kiss had a chance to distract Austin, she pointed at the laptop. "What's that all about?"

      Turning the computer so they could both see the screen, Austin surfed his finger across the touchpad. "Eyeball again."

      Gina leaned forward. Presenting her eye to the camera, she felt Austin lightly touch her shoulder. Warmth spread across her body from the contact. When she straightened, she didn't retreat to the headboard. She liked being close to him, had never allowed herself to casually indulge her senses when they weren't fucking.

      "Don't tempt me, baby." Chuckling, Austin put a little distance between them and redirected Gina's attention to the computer, where an organizational chart had replaced the log-in screen. "I have meetings through most of the next few days. I want you to explore the links and files, get a sense of the scope, labor policies, environmental policies, charitable donations."

      Gently securing Gina's chin, he tugged until she stared at his face. "I want you to think about exactly what you would be influencing when you're the one person whose opinion I value above all others."

      She gulped in air, blinked, shook her head. Was he serious? If so, just what was it that he was serious about?

      Pushing the laptop out of the way, Austin pulled her to him. His hands took control of her head. He brought his lips to hers, his tongue gently invading her mouth. Her toes curled as the kiss deepened. She grabbed his shirt, forgetting all her questions and wanting nothing more than to melt into him.

      "More time for that later," he teased, ending the kiss and standing up. "For once, I want to give you a chance to think about what happens next."

      She huffed, but he was right. That realization didn't keep parts of her wishing he had picked another moment to start playing fair.

      Getting on her knees on the bed, Gina accepted a sedate peck on the cheek then pretended not to study his gorgeous ass as he walked out of the room and left her to her own devices.
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      ‘What happens next’, when left totally up to her, was just plain trouble. And completely crazy, even for Gina.

      Hearing Austin enter the suite's bedroom and call out her name, she did her best not to second-guess her decision. She heard his footsteps approach the panel that served as a secret door between bedroom and playroom and held her breath as the door slid open.

      She knew the moment he saw her kneeling naked on a mat in the middle of the room. Because he stopped in his tracks and didn’t move a muscle.

      In the long, charged minutes following, she felt his gaze caress her flesh. And from what she could see out of the corner of her eye was promising. His cock was now fully hard, and his breathing accelerated.

      Seeing his body's instant and undeniable reaction to the sight of her on display like this before him, Gina felt a wave of relief surge inside her.

      Relief and…something else.

      Austin closed the distance between them and knelt in front of her. "Baby, why are you in here?"

      "Just because you played fair this time, doesn't mean you will again. You like to press your advantages." Her gaze dropped speculatively and a sigh escaped her. "And you are a man of many advantages..."

      She kept staring until his soft chuckle reminded her she had come into the room and waited for him with a distinct purpose.

      "This," she said, indicating the room, "Is part of you. I know that and I don't expect it to change. What I don't know is just how hard you play and whether I can handle it."

      A nervous lick of his lips told Gina she wasn't the only one worried that she would not be able to endure the full scope of Austin's appetites.

      "So, you're saying..." Pausing, he seemed ready to rise and leave, like he was certain in the end she would rebel against his needs and he wanted to stall that eventuality as long as he could.

      "I'm saying I need you to do what you do," she answered, her fingers hooking his belt loops. "I need you to satisfy yourself completely, to not hold back."

      "And then?" He brought her hands together and turned their palms up, his gaze traveling the lines etched in the creamy skin as if he could read their future.

      "Then we'll both have our answer," she finished, withdrawing her hands and bringing them to her sides.

      "I guess we will," Austin agreed. He rose, any trace of nervousness gone by the time he straightened completely.

      Gina waited, eyes locked on the floor in front of her. She doubted there was a woman in her life who would approve of her actions at that moment. Certainly not the members of the Feminist Law Society she had joined in law school, nor, sadly, her mother who had a hard and fast rule that no man was allowed to tell her what to do.

      But this wasn't about making her mother happy. It definitely wasn't about pleasing women she only knew in passing. She wasn't trying to set an example for her younger sister about the right way to behave, although sitting there, trembling in anticipation, she would have told Nicole that the right thing to do was follow her heart.

      Stepping behind Gina, Austin lowered a blindfold and covered her eyes. She sensed him on his haunches behind her, his knees bent and randomly brushing against the sides of her waist. He ran a finger down her spine to rest at its base.

      "You made yourself ready for me?" he asked, his chin hovering over her shoulder as he whispered in her ear.

      "Yes."

      "Show me." He pushed gently upward against her bottom with one hand while the other rested on her shoulder, squeezing once to indicate when she should hold her position.

      She had been kneeling with her legs pressed together. He didn't order her to spread them. His hand rubbed against the seal of her labia. "You're dripping baby. Is this just you?"

      Gina answered with another softly voiced yes. She had showered and dried before entering the room. She hadn't thought to apply any lube to her body, not knowing when he would return and trusting him to make sure that whatever he decided to do to her would not cause any damage.

      Her body had taken care of the rest, her excitement instant and fluid the second the panel slid open and Austin locked his hot gaze on her.

      His fingers trailed from her drenched slit up her perineum to that other hole.

      "You need a safe word, Gina," he cautioned. "Something you won't forget."

      "Alice," she answered.

      He seemed to choke on her response for a second. "Your mother's name?"

      Gina nodded.

      "I'm not sure she would approve," he mused as his finger slowly traced the perimeter of her anus.

      "Probably not," she moaned as his tender circling of that mahogany knot caused more cream to squeeze from her pussy. "But she'll always keep me safe."

      "So will I, love." Wrapping his hand around Gina's throat, Austin squeezed lightly as his finger pushed into her ass.

      Fighting the urge to tense against his fingers, she forced her breathing slower. That night at his home so many months ago, when he had offered her the compliance officer position, he had said he would fuck her there before she left his bed. He had fingered and licked that tight hole, but his long, thick cock had never breached it.

      The hand at her throat gave another squeeze. "You're opening every orifice to me tonight."

      "Yes." The images his words evoked made her heart beat faster, harder. She had fantasized about taking him into her mouth despite her certainty that she could not take all of him.

      "You're going to learn to suck me down to the base." His hand left her throat to pluck roughly at her nipples. "I'll clamp these. A suction pump here..."

      He pressed against her mound and the fast swelling clit still wedged between her labia. Simultaneously, she felt him add a finger to the one invading her ass, the digits pressed together to stretch her, especially when he sank them all the way inside the tight space.

      He withdrew.

      "Stand," Austin ordered.

      Gina obeyed. He told her to spread her feet. She complied again. His hands landed on her butt cheeks with a hard smack. He pulled them apart, his tongue teasing the hole his fingers had stopped fucking the second before. The contrast between the narrow, wet tip of his tongue and the dry, calloused fingers forced a cry from Gina's throat, the overwhelming tenderness with which he licked undoing her more than any pain could accomplish.

      At Gina's cry, Austin rose. He guided her hands upward above her head and told her to keep them there. She heard him walking around the room, running water, pressing buttons, sliding objects around that she could only guess at. She had explored the playroom before his arrival, but hadn't been able to figure out all of the latches on the cabinets. She suspected the keycard half poking out of his pants was the answer.

      Returning to Gina, Austin strapped her arms together then coaxed Gina onto the balls of her feet. He lifted her even higher, securing the wrist restraints to some kind of winch. Finished, she heard the sound of something on caster wheels being rolled toward her.

      A bench maybe.

      Yes, a bench. He helped her on, tied her ankles to side bars so that she was forced to keep her pussy exposed to his touch. She could tell as he positioned her on the surface of the bench that there were holes in it.

      She didn't realize the whole thing had a hydraulic lift until Austin caused the top surface to sink lower. Her breathing turned harsh. She started to lose track of where she was at in the room—how far from the door, how close to the floor.

      A second mechanical sound pushed her toward panic.

      Thunk-thunk-thunk.

      The sound stopped and then she felt something push up through the hole in the bench. Something thick and rubbery. She heard and felt lube being squirted—on the dildo, around the opening of her sex, deep up in her pussy where Austin used his fingers to work it even deeper. And then he put the dildo inside her and the slow, inexorable thunk-thunk-thunk restarted.

      A fucking machine...

      She didn't know which would give out first—her heart, her lungs, or her mind.

      "Every hole, baby." Austin punctuated the reminder with the slow slide of his zipper. Easing the tension on the winch that secured her arms, he pulled Gina forward and down. The straps around her ankles ensured that her pussy stayed in place so the machine could continue to slow fuck her toward insanity.

      With one hand curled around the back of Gina's head and the other around his thick shaft, he introduced her mouth to his fat cock. It felt bigger than the rubber facsimile pounding relentlessly in and out of her. Maybe it was just that her mouth was smaller, or at least less accommodating.

      "Kiss me, Gina."

      The contractions running through her pussy jerked harder inside Gina as her lips glossed the tip of his erection. Tasting the salty tang of his pre-cum, she flicked her tongue against the head for more.

      Austin groaned and tightened his grip on the back of her skull.

      Down she went as the dildo pushed deep up inside her. Her body shook from the strain of the position and her attempt to hold her first climax at bay.

      "Don't fight it, love."

      She wasn't sure whether he meant his length or her impending release. Both were overwhelming. She found she couldn't suck and squeeze at the same time, not without injuring him. He must have sensed the danger because he pulled out and filled her mouth with his fingers, sliding them in deeper than his cock had gone as her first climax slammed through her.

      His hand uncurled from her hair for a second, his fingers still fucking their way toward the back of her throat as he slowed the pace of the machine beneath her. He pulled his fingers out, coaxed her head lower. Long pauses in the thrusts delivered to her pussy allowed Austin to feed his cock into Gina until he had her stuffed at both ends. Carefully, she breathed through her nose, her throat convulsing around the big cock and making him groan.

      When the head and two thirds of his shaft were buried inside her, Austin adjusted the speed on the dildo's thrusts and set it to vibrating.

      Her eyes rolled back. Her body jerked and bucked within the restraints as she came hard. The small flicker of thought that remained to her marveled that Austin had not yet orgasmed, while she had twice climaxed...

      Thrice, her mind screamed as a fresh assault of pleasure slammed through her.

      Gina's arms went slack.

      "Are you with me, baby?" Austin asked, easing from her and unhooking her wrist restraints from the winch.

      "Yes," she groaned between the rolling contractions of her cunt.

      "Good," he said and slid an extension of the bench's surface in front of her. He locked the extension in place, then hooked her wrist restraints to its end.

      "Because I have so much more planned for your sweet, sexy body before I release you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      A fresh rush of need twitched its way through her pussy as the aftershocks of her climax threatened to explode in yet another orgasm.

      She rocked back and forth, humping air and squeezing her thighs. She wasn’t sure how much more of this intense, concentrated, relentless pleasure she could take.

      Leather circled her waist then, distracting her for a second. With nothing more than a soft murmuring sound directed her way, Austin gently placed a second piece of leather between her legs, the wide strip running from just below her navel to the same spot on the other side, just above her tailbone.

      Metal clicks sounded as he hooked the gusset to the strap circling her stomach. Another click and then the winch was hoisting her bottom up.

      With the blindfold on, she only had faint impressions of what Austin planned. He slid a saddle of some sort beneath her, part of its surface patterned with small, rubbery nubs.

      The man was devious, depraved—and she'd never come harder in her entire life than she had come for him.

      He seemed to have her positioned as he wanted her because she heard the crinkling sound of him opening a condom packet and his hand gliding firmly over his shaft as he smoothed the latex in place. Then he wrapped his arms around the small of Gina's back and buried his face against her pussy and ass. He licked up, down, the pattern repeating until she squirmed and rocked against the saddle.

      That's when the buzzing began.

      Vibrations started from the multitude of small nubs hooked up to some sort of pleasure pad.

      Gina screamed, squirted then screamed again. The vibrations shifted from hard and constant to a soft pulsing. Another hiss and whine of the hydraulics and Gina felt her body being lowered a few inches.

      Fingers, slippery with lube, invaded her ass, twisting and stretching to make sure the hole was filled with the gel. She choked on another cry as Austin braced the palm of his hand against the small of her back. Her pussy coiled around her imagination and then his cock began to slowly push into her ass. Gina grunted. Austin echoed the sound a second later. He kept pushing until he was buried all the way inside her.

      She heard a click and the vibrating nubs changed their pattern once more. The slide of his shaft inside her followed the rising vibrations as he pushed forward.

      The sensations against her clit rattled her bones. The stretch of his fat cock anchored her in place. His fingers found their way between his body and Gina's. He hooked two of them inside her empty hole, the tips pressing against the front inner wall of her pussy and the golf ball sized gland that had swollen to an almost painful pressure from the constant stimulation.

      Beginning to hyperventilate, she knew she was in danger of passing out. The vibrations stopped. He took the hooks off and then the restraints. Gina shook like a junkie coming off a high as Austin scooped her up and carried her out of the playroom and toward the bed.

      "I can handle it," she whispered, tears beginning to streak her cheeks and turn them shiny.

      "I know, baby." He settled her on the bed then disappeared for a few seconds into the bathroom. Shedding the condom, Austin returned with a warm, wet washcloth. Spreading Gina's legs, he gently washed the abused flesh.

      "Then why are you stopping?" Her throat constricted around the words. She hadn't used her out. They should still be in the playroom testing her limits.

      "You said I should satisfy my needs with your body," he reminded her as he placed the washcloth on the nightstand and draped himself over her. "Right now, it's going to kill me if I can't make love to you."

      Her chest grew as tight as her throat. The tears that she had managed to suppress the last few seconds returned in full force. Austin cradled Gina to him. A dip of his hips and he was inside her, the strokes gentle and slow.

      He kissed her, long and deep, his fingers gliding lightly over her skin until she stopped crying. She began to move with him. Her flesh sucked at his cock. She whimpered with need. When he lifted a little, she stared at the space between their bodies, watched him fill her then retreat then fill her all over again.

      Her back arched, her nails dug into the muscles of his back. Soft groans wrestled in the space between their lips.

      Austin pushed the hair from Gina's face and stared deep into her eyes. "Tell me you feel it, love, this connection between us."

      "Yes," she answered. "From the very beginning. But now it's different than it was."

      The physical attraction had given way to something deeper. She needed this tenderness as much as she wanted his dominance over her body.

      "I knew I was in trouble the second I saw you at Boudrot's," Austin confessed, his face buried against her neck. He chewed lightly at her flesh, the grind of his hips becoming more insistent, harder. "I already knew who you were, had been studying you for weeks."

      He drove them both right to the edge of release, their bodies hovering, waiting for something.

      Another confession...

      He lifted his head, stared into Gina. Their lips moved simultaneously, shaped the same words of admission that each had been terrified of acknowledging.

      "I love you."

      The dam broke inside Gina.

      Tears spilled from her eyes as her release cannonballed through her.

      Austin held out a few heartbeats longer, controlling his climax until Gina had reached her peak. He dipped his head, unleashed, cinched Gina tight, grinding and kissing as his body trembled.

      Finished, he stayed inside her, his head lifting to hold her gaze. It took her a second to realize that he had taken her without a condom—that more than just his lovely cock filled her.

      She nodded her understanding.

      "I'm not afraid anymore, Austin. I want whatever happens next."

      His lips rolled inward and he blinked, his gaze shimmering with a sudden wetness.

      "What happens next," he rasped, his lips brushing hers, "is a lifetime of me loving you."
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        Four Years Later

      

      

      Opening up her most recently filed legal brief, Gina Banks-Long highlighted a few lines of text to copy and paste into a new document.

      
        
        On Petition for a Writ of Certiorari to the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit

      

        

      
        BRIEF OF AMICUS CURIAE INSTITUTE FOR ENVIRONM

      

      

      Shaking her head, she laughed at herself over the text she had failed to capture. "That, Gina, girl, is what you get for working in bed on your stomach."

      She wasn't supposed to be working at all. It was Friday, well past sunset. She was at home, in the bedroom she shared with her husband. The household staff was either in their private quarters or out enjoying their personal time. The deadline to file the brief was several weeks away. There was no client breathing down her neck, no boss looking over her shoulder.

      Hell, she was the boss! Still, if she could squeeze in a few more sentences, just enough clicking and dragging to get all the boilerplate out of the way before the start of a fresh work week. That would allow more time to focus on her actual legal arguments come Monday.

      She would have had the boilerplate completed half an hour ago but for certain distractions. Giggles and splashing had sounded from down the hall as Austin pulled bath duty for their fifteen-month-old son Samuel. The joyous noise had tried to draw her away from the laptop. Giggles and splashing meant smiles. There was a new tooth coming in—Samuel's first bottom lateral incisor. She still didn't have a picture of it.

      If it wasn't the bath snagging at her attention, it was what came after. She could hear Austin singing to their son in the nursery two doors down. The song was, of course, entirely inappropriate, some Army cadence from his days of military service about Quasimodo, comparing women to bells in a tower and a profound desire to "ring them" every hour. But it sounded sweet as heaven in her husband's rich baritone.

      Noticing that the hallway light had just switched off, Gina rushed to hit save on the file and close the laptop before Austin caught her working and decided to—

      A soft, appreciative growl hit the air. Looking toward the open door, she saw her husband, his broad chest bare and his hair somehow wet enough to drip onto his strong shoulders.

      Need caught in Gina's throat. Austin Long was still sex on a stick and he was all hers.

      "I thought Samuel was the one in the tub," she said, trying to discreetly bring the lid on her computer down as Austin prowled toward the bed.

      "And I thought that was my shirt," he teased, planting a knee at the edge of the mattress.

      "It was until your son managed to throw up on both my blouse and dress pants. This was hanging over the back of the chair."

      "Looks better on you…" Austin purred, one hand sliding over her bare thigh.

      Pinching the bottom hem, he lifted the material to expose panties cut from crimson silk. Squeezing her flesh, he swung one leg over and lightly draped his body atop Gina's.

      His cheek aligned with hers, the chiseled edge of his chin pressing against her shoulder as he looked at the computer's display.

      Shit, she still hadn't closed the file!

      Austin gently brushed her hand aside as Gina reached for the lid.

      "Baby, are you suing me?"

      She snorted, her tone unconvincing as she answered.

      "The respondent in this case is an oil consortium and I'm not suing anyone." She tapped the screen where she had pasted some of the boilerplate. "It's an amicus brief."

      Austin pushed a little more of his weight against her back. His head angled so that, when he spoke, his lips vibrated against her ear. "It's a brief against a consortium of oil companies, baby. I'm an oil company."

      He was already hard, and his erection was filling the dip where the two halves of her rounded ass met. She flexed to feel him flush against her, her backside giving him an involuntary hug that just made his cock thicker.

      "You’re not an oil company," she corrected, voice starting to warble as he began to move.

      His mouth landed against Gina's neck, then he forced her to tilt her head to the side simply by sliding his cock against the valley it occupied. "I’m the majority shareholder and CEO of an oil company that is part of the consortium," he rumbled without menace.

      She lifted an argumentative finger. "No, you’re CEO of an energy company. Remember, twenty percent of new development investments this year are in green energy."

      His low chuckle vibrated up her neck then across her shoulder as Austin slid lower down Gina's body.

      She shook her head, other parts of her body moving at the same time. Thinking was fast becoming difficult for her. "I just want to bring the other members of the consortium up to the environmentally responsible level of our current business model," she explained.

      His hands surfed down her sides and under the shirt to gather her panties. "You'll change our current model to twenty-five before the end of next month if I know you."

      Oh—Austin knew her, all right. He knew her inside and out.

      She tried to roll to get an upper hand, but he wouldn't let her. So, she tried a different tactic. "This kind of advocacy is what you funded the foundation for. Not for public relations, not for…"

      "You," he said before nipping lightly at her hip. "I funded it for you, and for Samuel. For the future."

      "Exactly," she countered, Austin's big body finally far enough down the bed that she could turn beneath him.

      Only, now his head was even with her pussy. Seeing the calculating smile on his face, Gina closed her eyes and laughed when he shocked her eyes back open with the slide of his fingers straight into her core.

      "You were purposefully trying to rile me up," she accused, her tone free of any real reprimand.

      Austin just slid his fingers deeper.

      "Why?" she asked.

      Pulling his fingers out, he smeared Gina's juices against her thigh, her dark skin glistening with proof of her deep arousal.

      "Because you get all hot and slick faster when your mind is engaged."

      Pulling her in close, he pressed his face against her mound and growled in pleasure, the drenched fabric of her panties barely serving as a semi-useful barrier at this point.

      Savoring the scent of her arousal, he drew a long breath in. "Love, you like to argue almost as much as you like to fuck."

      She bit her bottom lip, shook her head. It was only when it was Austin pushing her buttons, challenging her mind as his strong hands roamed her body, that she got all hot and twisted on the inside.

      Easing onto his haunches, he extended his hand, his gaze landing on her computer. Still chewing on her bottom lip, Gina passed it to him.

      "Plug it in for me?" she asked.

      He flashed a grin but complied with the request, carefully putting the laptop on the dresser and untangling the power cord already plugged into the wall.

      Returning to the foot of the bed, he stood toward the center and nodded for Gina to align her body with his. She rolled, pushed up on her elbows and stared at him.

      Yep, definitely sex-on-a-stick, a very hard, thick, and oh-so-long stick.

      He pushed his pants just far enough down his lean hips to expose the crown of his cock.

      "Your shirt needs unbuttoned, love."

      With an unsteady grip, she took hold of the first button and unthreaded it.

      "Your panties keep getting wetter and wetter," he teased, his pants moving a little lower. "Is it because you’re thinking of my cock?"

      Eyes drifting shut, she nodded. Her hips did a little dance, her weight compressing the mattress beneath her as she started to grind.

      "Are you thinking of my cock in that sweet pussy of yours, or are you imagining my tongue?"

      The question made her skip a button. Her hips dug deeper as her hand drifted back up.

      Austin climbed onto the bed. Grabbing Gina's ankles, he pushed them until the heels pressed against her ass cheeks. From there, he drew them out to the side, her cloistered sex exposed but for the underwear.

      Reaching the last button, Gina mounted a small mutiny, her gaze fixed on the pants that still covered half the length of his cock and all of his heavy balls.

      His blue eyes glittered as he shook his head.

      "You first, love."

      She persisted in pinching the button, refusing to unthread it.

      Austin pushed his pants lower, just far enough to expose all of his cock.

      "First time I saw you, I knew you were trouble," he rumbled.

      "At Boudrot's?" she asked despite knowing that Austin had started watching her weeks before—from the very first time she showed up on one of his company's security cameras.

      "That's when I knew you were exactly the right kind of trouble," he answered, sliding off the bed and shucking the pants to the floor.

      Leaning forward, he seized Gina's hips and pulled her to the edge of the mattress. His fingers finished off the last button before pushing the gusset of her panties to one side.

      Her eyes drifted shut. Gina expected the fingers to enter her, gasped when it was his hard cock driving all the way home, filling and stretching her, provoking an immediate moan from deep inside her.

      Austin worked his hands beneath Gina until his fingers laced against the small of her back. He lifted her ass off the mattress, thrusted forward, let her dip toward the bed again before another lift and thrust.

      Her breathing turned choppy, her subconscious mind falling into the same pattern as his heavy balls slapping against her bottom.

      Lift, thrust, slap, breathe.

      Gina's spine curved, the sides of the shirt falling away to expose her full breasts with their thimble sized nipples. Feeling the cold air kiss the hard tips, she took a nipple in each hand and began to squeeze.

      Austin kept driving deeper.

      Lift, thrust, slap, breathe.

      She forced her eyes open, watched him as he watched her. His gaze roamed everywhere. Her pussy still half concealed by the panties, the way she teased and tortured her own nipples, her tongue greedy and darting against her lips as she thought about sucking him to his own climax.

      Lift, thrust, slap, breathe.

      Her body shook. Her fingers turned numb as all the blood and oxygen left them to pool low in her gut, warming her pussy and fueling the muscles that milked and mouthed her husband's thick cock.

      Lift, thrust, slap, breathe.

      "Baby…" Austin groaned. "Gina, love…"

      The shaking turned to a seismic trembling. A roaring tension in her head blocked out his words, shut her eyes.

      Her pussy twisted, pulled him deeper and deeper, her flesh threatening to vibrate off her bones.

      Lift, thrust, slap—

      A hot, liquid release exploded from and through Gina, Austin spilling into her as they climaxed in unison. He kept pumping, let her wild hips ride his cock until her muscles gave out and he lowered her gently onto the bed.

      Leaning down, he rested his chest against her breasts, pressed his lips to hers. His tongue swiped once inside her, the gesture a darting prelude to the evening's other delights.

      Waiting until Gina opened her eyes again, Austin tenderly brushed back the hair plastered to her cheek then kissed her.

      When he spoke, his voice was raw with more than lust.

      "Just like I said," he teased. "You're exactly the right kind of trouble for me."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading & Reviewing!!!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading. I hope you enjoyed the story and will consider taking a quick minute to drop off a review at the eretailer where you purchased this book. Every single review means so much to me, and helps us authors so much in terms of book visibility. Reviews not only affect online presence on eretailer search engines, but also marketing/promotion opportunities as well. And most of all, it helps readers like yourselves find books and authors. It’s one of the best ways you can support us indie authors and help our books find their way into more readers’ hands. Review or not, I appreciate all of you readers for continuing to hang out with the characters in my head and letting me continue to do what I love.
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      If you would like to get **FREE** review copies of my books, sign up below to join my brand-new ARC Reviewer Team!

      

      Sign Up >> bit.ly/ChristaWickARCTeamSignUp

      

      As a reader on my ARC Reviewer Team, you’ll have access to review copies of all the 40+ books in my current catalog, which I’m revising and re-publishing all new editions of throughout the 2019 summer, along with ARCs for my future books as well. I’ll be capping the team at a few dozen members so be sure to fill out the google doc form to secure your spot!
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