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      Derision:

      
        	The act of deriding, or the state of being derided; mockery; scornful or contemptuous treatment which holds one up to ridicule.

        	An object of derision or scorn.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We look before and after,

        And pine for what is not:

        Our sincerest laughter

        With some pain is fraught;

        Our sweetest songs are those that tell

        Of saddest thought.

        

        Yet if we could scorn

        Hate, and pride, and fear;

        If we were things born

        Not to shed a tear,

        I know not how thy joy we ever

        Should come near.”

        

        ― Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Skylark and Adonais - With Other Poems

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

        Future Games

      

    
    
      The leather belt bites into my wrists. It creaks as I twist my arms, trying to wriggle free. The tingling in my left shoulder increases as circulation is cut off, the strain from having my arms forced behind my back aching in my muscles.

      I ignore the carpet burn, my skin numb from the blast of AC licking my naked body. All but my underwear and bra. They’re drenched with sweat from the struggle.

      He’ll be back soon.

      Just feet away, my cell phone illuminates. The vibration rumbles the device on the desk, drawing his attention from the other room.

      The prong of the belt buckle digs into my flesh as I attempt to jerk one hand free, but it’s too late. He’s picking up the phone and reading the name on the display.

      Then, with measured steps, his shiny black shoes echoing through the dark office, he advances and kneels before me. I turn my head away and try to push the gag covering my mouth off with my shoulder.

      His hand sinks into my hair. Soft, tenderly, his fingers too smooth as he strokes, conflicting with the rage brewing in his stony eyes. He grips a handful of my hair and yanks my head back, forcing me to stare up into those eyes as he towers over me.

      With his other hand, he tugs the gag off. Before I can summon the strength to scream, the bite of cold metal touches beneath my chin, the lethal influence of it tilting my head back farther, clipping my already struggling breaths.

      My lips tremble. Against my will, tears sting my eyes. And he loves this. Lowering the gun, he only sets it aside long enough to grab my phone and press it to my ear.

      Make him believe it. My only chance to protect him.

      He licks his lips before curling them into a smile. “It’s time, Alexis. Make the call.”

      Time. Time. Time. Always against me. I close my eyes, allowing the salty tears to leak free. So much time already wasted wondering what I could’ve changed, had I only known the outcome ahead of time.

      There’s no cheating fate. I understand this now. But this time…this outcome, I have the power to change.

      I have the power.

      It’s down to a choice.

      I open my eyes.
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          Time Warp

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      Time is relative. In theory, if I traveled fast enough, I could bend the space-time continuum. I could reach into the 3D space of cyberworld and grab ahold of the email I just sent and erase it from existence.

      I see it now. Little ones and zeros, bytes of digital information that seem so harmless, flying through space at supersonic speed and detonating on impact, imploding Julia’s inbox and sucking us all into a black hole.

      My heart gallops, knocking against my chest in sync with the click click click of the continuous mouse tapping from the girl at the desk next to mine.

      I wipe at my brow, taking measured breaths, trying to see the world as a normal person would. This is not a big deal. I am not panicking. No one cares.

      Only I care. And since I can neither move faster than the speed of light, nor does my mentor live on a summit of a mountaintop where our two points in time are relative…in the one-dimensional construct of time, I have relatively five minutes to flee the office before Julia opens that email.

      While everyone in the office is focused on the news broadcast, their eyes glued to their computer screens awaiting the verdict, I shut down my computer and gather my things, tucking my binders to my chest. Everyone is so invested in the outcome of the case, they won’t notice if I slip out fifteen minutes early.

      I’m weaving a path toward the door, mentally counting down the seconds like a ticking time bomb, when a crack of applause erupts, making me drop the binders. Excited shouts fill the sixth floor, and I know we’ve won.

      Well, Chase Larkin, god of lawyers, has just won.

      I kneel down and stuff one of my binders close to my chest. Reaching for the next, I stall, my gaze landing on the screen across the office. There he is, in all his lawyery glory and sex appeal, standing beside an acquitted Malcolm Bates as he deflects questions from the press.

      I didn’t work on the case personally, but I do feel pride for our law firm. Just as quickly, though, shame gathers within me, remembering the despondent expressions of the victims.

      Alleged victims.

      Now more than ever, I better get my shit straight. I work for a prestigious practice as a first year paralegal, and I need to push all thoughts of victims and the pursuit of truth aside. It’s not about the truth—or even justice—it’s about what you can prove.

      Julia taught me that the first day of my internship, and I’ve been reciting it all day, prepping myself to send that damn email with an attachment—my submission that needs to prove just how good I am at my job.

      But it’s not so much that I need to prove it to her, Julia, my mentor—it’s proving myself to Chase Larkin that has my hands shaking. I curse as I drop the binder I just picked up.

      And as if he can only ever witness me at my worst, the man himself, dressed in his Armani courthouse finest, strolls through the interoffice hallway just across from me, congratulatory praise trailing in his wake.

      I shrink into myself, curling into an unnoticeable ball on the floor, hoping to sneak out once the celebratory commotion moves on.

      But just as the tide is drawn to the moon’s gravitational pull, I’m sucked into his orbit, his gravity reeling me in. Relatively, we move at two different speeds, in two completely different time zones. He’s the larger than life quantity to my puny existence, and the world slows to a crawl when he’s near. Time stalls, and I become spellbound by the phenomena.

      A pair of sheer stockings appears in my vision and blocks my view. I glance down at my binders, and a black Prada pump nudges the stack closer to me. “Alexis, a word?”

      The annoyance in Julia’s tone is in such sharp contrast to the elation circling the office that it draws the attention of my coworkers. As I get to my feet, attempting to straighten my blouse while situating the binders, I realize I’ve gained more than their notice.

      Chase stands at his office door, his black suit stretched attractively across his broad shoulders, dark hair tussled in sexy disarray by the wind, his cool blue gaze directed on me. “Is there an issue, Julia?”

      Atoms collide. The space-time continuum collapses. I, the observer, am thrust into his gravitational field where I don’t belong…and the world spins off its axis.

      “Miss Wilde has decided to submit her application for the open paralegal supervisor position,” Julia says, her pert mouth tight with irritation. “After deadline. On a Friday afternoon, no less.”

      I can feel the stares of my colleagues on my back. God, but why did I send it at all?

      “Take it up in your office,” Chase says, opening his door. “This shouldn’t be difficult for you to handle, Julia. Should it?”

      “No, sir,” she replies, every bit of frustration wiped from her appearance and voice. She raises her perfectly sculpted eyebrows at me. “Well, then. Follow me.”

      In the animal kingdom, survival of the fittest isn’t a goal; it’s a rule. When an animal senses a weakling amid its pack, instinctively, it knows to remove the frail creature before it becomes a threat to the rest.

      Office politics operate much like a pack of wolves. At this moment, as Julia leads me toward her office, I feel as if I’m being dragged by my neck to the kill zone. Her canines sunk into my jugular, claws bared. The leader of the pack, the alpha wolf, has just given her a directive to eradicate the weakling.

      “Shut the door,” she says as she leans against her cherry oak desk.

      I do, but I don’t move far, as I doubt this will take long.

      Her phone beeps with a message that she quickly checks. Placing her phone on the desk, she clears her throat, her countenance more than agitated. “You know, Alexis, when your internship was over, I was against hiring you on.” She pauses for dramatic effect, those eyebrows that I’m sure she spends a great deal of time and money on hiked toward her layered blond bangs.

      When she doesn’t continue, I scour my brain for the proper response. “Thank you,” I say, then shake my head. “I mean, thank you for taking a chance on me.”

      Her ruby red lips smirk. “It wasn’t my call. Mister Larkin approves and denies all interns, and does all the hiring personally. I didn’t feel you were a good…” her eyes drag over me “…fit for the firm. But Mister Larkin has peculiar tastes.”

      I furrow my brow at her word choice.

      “Peculiar tastes in his selection process,” she clarifies. “I didn’t believe you were ready to take on a position beneath a partner nine months ago, and after your most recent evaluation, I’m still not convinced. But,” she says, taking a step toward me. “Regardless if I’m not the one who will advance you, it’s still within my power to either recommend you for the position, or to dissuade Mister Larkin. And believe me, I hold a lot of sway.”

      My mouth pops open, but I’m at a loss as to what to say. Honestly, I’ve never felt comfortable around Julia, but this is veering into an alternate dimension of the bizarre. Even for her.

      “Don’t say anything.” Julia smiles, no teeth. “You’re required to come to the company party tomorrow night. Prove that you can be a team player. And then we’ll see what happens by Monday.”

      Unsure, I raise my hand.

      She huffs a clipped laugh. “You don’t have to ask permission to speak. At least, not from me.” Her lips twist into a slanted smile.

      “I’m sorry, Julia. But I’m really confused. How am I supposed to prove I’m ready for this promotion at a company party?”

      Her head tilts as she scans my outfit. “First, you should probably take the rest of the afternoon to shop. Find a more befitting dress for a supervisor position.” She fans a hand down her own stylish dress. “You know that saying, Alexis. Dress for the job you want, not the one you have.”

      Right. Dress like I’m trying to seduce my way to the top. Check.

      This shouldn’t surprise me coming from her or this firm. The only thing missing from this exchange is a slicked-back hair lawyer holding an Old Fashioned cocktail while puffing a cigar.

      The thought makes me smile, but Julia’s stern assessment washes it from my face. “Of course,” I say, turning to leave.

      “And, Alexis,” she says. I pause, hand clutched to the doorknob. “Handling the clientele is an important aspect – probably the most important. It’s one thing to research cases, but it’s how you finesse that research from our clients that’s crucial.”

      I nod. “I understand that.” And I understand in that regard, I’m probably the most ill-suited paralegal for the job. However, I can’t let my insecurities interfere. I somehow summoned the courage to apply—even if it was a momentary lapse into desperation—I can will myself to become another person for this position. I need to.

      It’s an opportunity that I might not get again. An opportunity to repair the damage. Money can fix almost anything…and enough of it might even rid me of my guilt.

      Before I leave, Julia says, “Just out of curiosity. Why are you suddenly interested in the position? I’ll need to take that into consideration, of course.”

      My heart constricts. I hang my head, gaze aimed at the binders in my arm. “Time,” I say.

      “Excuse me?”

      I look up. “It’s just time.”

      Her smile is almost sincere. As I exit her office, I can feel the fabric of time slipping past my fingers as if it’s tangible, wishing I could turn it back. Just a few years, before I created my own destructive paradox.
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          Disrespect

        

      

    
    
      Chase

      Julia: She’s been addressed, sir

      Me: She does not advance until I say

      Julia: Yes, sir

      I clear Julia’s message away just as Gannet enters my office. Pushing back in my leather chair, I prepare. The rules which govern life are much like the laws of chess. The proverbial chessboard is set; Gannet is right on time.

      “You weren’t summoned,” I say. I always make the first move.

      His deep chuckle grates my already frayed nerves. “You’re so archaic, Larkin. You weren’t summoned,” he mocks with a poor imitation of my voice. “Why can’t you just enjoy the win? Bates is a free man, and we’ve just billed out hundreds of partner hours. Bask in it.”

      My reply to that is a blunt humph.

      I was enjoying the win quite a bit until Julia brought Alexis Wilde to my attention. She’s not supposed to advance. She’s supposed to remain safely below radar. Truthfully, I should’ve released her after her internship was complete, but instead, I kept her in my department. Close to me. Unwilling to let her go, even if I wasn’t willing to claim her.

      I’m a selfish beast that way.

      But only when it comes to Alexis.

      She’s a natural submissive. It’s what first caught my attention the day she breezed into my conference room, so unaware of her own power. Her head was lowered, unable to look anyone in the eyes for more than a few seconds. Her hair was short then, just able to tie back in a low knot. Not even long enough for a firm grip. Her little pencil skirt was so tight…every time one of the counselors asked her to change a slide during the presentation, I glimpsed the outline of her panties. The hint of her cunt. Which is why, I suspect, the counselor continued to ask her.

      The men snickered and cleared their throats every time she did so. But my treasure is no simple whore. I watched her face tinge a beautiful pink hue, perspiration break across her cheeks, the moment she realized their game.

      I shared in their amusement right up until the moment Alexis Wilde defied convention. Instead of storming out, letting her embarrassment churn into anger, she dutifully returned to the desk, leaned over, and changed the slide. Perfectly compliant.

      I’ve never been as hard as I was that moment. In that second, I wanted—needed—to shove her chest against that desk and bury my cock inside her. And every day since, my hunger only grew. Until it turned into a treacherous obsession.

      “Something’s bothering you,” Gannet says, breaking into my thoughts. “What is it? Don’t tell me you’re growing a conscience.”

      Sitting forward, I glare at him. “So what if I am? What does having a conscience have to do with the law?”

      He smiles at this, then his laugh booms through my office. “You’re a bastard.”

      My own smile stretches as I ease back into my seat. This was a joke between us when I first brought Gannet on as my named partner. When things were stressful but simple. Before greed became the focus of the practice.

      Truth is, the tension among the partners came to a head during this latest Bates debacle. We rarely work on the same cases together, but for Doctor Malcolm Bates, 1.5 million in yearly billing requires our full, devoted attention.

      And keeping the doctor out of prison has become our primary goal, resulting richly in billable hours. That’s not the issue.

      There’s a conflict of interest.

      What the partners want, versus what I say goes.

      I’m under no delusion that my partner is here now for any other reason, and I get that confirmation when Julia knocks curtly before entering, Wells and Mason following behind her. When all the partners have a vested interest in a case or person, the game always takes an interesting turn.

      “Mister Larkin,” she says, nodding her head once. “If there’s nothing else, may I leave for the day, sir?”

      Best she does before this gets ugly. “Yes, Julia. Thank you.”

      She closes the door behind her, and Wells and Mason linger near the front of my desk. “No celebration?” Mason asks.

      I nod toward the wet bar. “Help yourself.”

      I watch each of my partners in turn, waiting to see who makes the next move.

      Gannet and I have found great amusement in moving around Mason and Wells like pawns on our board. It’s his move now, and I’m curious to see where he strikes.

      “You know, since Bates does enjoy a more varied palette of play, why don’t we just invite him into The Firm?” Gannet says, his sharp gaze right on target: me. “As a means to try to curb his insatiable appetite, I mean. Could keep the good doctor out of court for a while.”

      Check.

      As his lawyer—as Bates is my personal client—I’m required to believe in his innocence. Just the hint of his possible guilt creates an ethical dilemma for me.

      Whether I trust in my client’s innocence or not is irrelevant, however. I was hired to defend him, and I do. But the mere suggestion of bringing an alleged rapist into The Firm arouses a suspicion which makes me question my closing argument.

      Although I was able to convince a jury to acquit, providing them with reasonable doubt of his guilt, I admit that I, myself, am not convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt of his innocence.

      And I would never allow a rapist into The Firm.

      Well played, Gannet.

      There’s only one available move I can make against his threat. “If you’re feeling so charitable, Gannet, you could offer Bates one of your own toys,” I say. “How about Lila? She likes it rough.”

      His nostrils flare—but it’s not checkmate yet.

      Mason steps between us, blocking his impending counter. First pawn in place.

      “Curbing his appetite?” Mason questions, glancing around the room. “Why would we want to do that? That would cut into billable hours.” His boisterous laugh sears what’s left of my patience.

      I can’t decide whether Mason is a true sadist, or if he’s just that fucking greedy. Either way, my temper blazes, and I’m out of my seat and storming toward him before I can rein in my anger.

      “You find rape victims amusing?” I stare down at him.

      Mason cocks his chin, not backing down. “Not amusing,” he says, “just inconsequential. About as inconsequential as you found them to be during the trial.” He smiles. “Great closing argument, by the way. Turning the victims into whores. You made me a believer.”

      I match his smile, then land a punch to his face.

      “Mother fuck—” Mason holds his nose, red seeping between the slats of his fingers. “Since when do you care about any cunt? You won’t even take a sub.” His squinted eyes drill through me as I take deep breaths, my hand still locked in a fist.

      I want to hit him again. Only I’m not sure if it’s because he’s an asshole or because he’s right. Being good at my job means, sometimes, I have to defame a victim. It’s the part I loathe, but it doesn’t make me a misogynist—just a damn good lawyer. And my reasons for never taking a sub are my own.

      I direct my gaze at Wells. “And your stance?”

      “Seeing that going against you results in violence, and the fact that I rather like my blood inside my body, I suppose I vote in your favor, your lordship.” His dark eyes are unsettling, a smile there that doesn’t quite match his severe features. “Besides,” he says, seating himself on the couch. “I have a date with a very enticing vixen at The Lair tonight. It wouldn’t be wise to show up with unsightly bruises.”

      Lately, his appetite is getting a little too out of control. I make a mental note to see that he’s keeping to the rules before I turn toward Gannet. “Seems we’re at a draw.”

      Gannet sinks his hands into the pockets of his slacks, lifting his chin. “We both know there’s never a draw.”

      This is true. Whenever a farce results in an even vote, no one shakes hands and walks away. I decide the verdict. I’m the judge, jury, and executioner.

      “Malcolm Bates will not become a member of The Firm,” I declare.

      With a shrug of his shoulders, Gannet relaxes some. “It was worth a try.” He grins.

      I give him a curious look. Gannet wouldn’t bow out so easily—not when he thought the matter important enough to bring before all the partners. This was a fishing expedition. He’s gotten his answer…but what was the question?

      He starts toward my bookshelf—a whole wall adorned with books on the law. My prized possessions. And in the center, the one possession I keep most guarded. “I wonder,” he says, eyeing the jeweled box, “if the reason you’re so against Bates joining The Firm has anything to do with a certain submission from Miss Wilde.”

      His bloody nose forgotten, Mason turns wide eyes on me. “The little morsel who entered the internship a year ago? Ah, I’d forgotten about her.” His gaze narrows on me. “Interesting.”

      “I didn’t forget about her,” Wells says, sloshing dark liquor around his tumbler. “I’ve kept a close watch on that one, waiting for the moment Julia decided she was ready.” He peeks up at me. “That is why you never terminated her, correct? Her prospects?”

      “We all know how much you enjoy your chess clichés,” Gannet says, turning toward me. “So, are you finally going to promote your little paralegal pawn into a queen?”

      “I say we play a real game of chess for her,” Wells states, nodding to the elegant glass chessboard I keep on display. “Make it interesting.”

      “I hardly see her as chess worthy,” Mason quips, his tone nasally from his swollen nose. “I don’t even find her worthy of The Firm – but I wouldn’t mind giving her a proper fuck.”

      “Enough.”

      Silence rings through the room, the deep boom of my voice effectively muzzling their mouths. As all eyes land on me, it’s now clear this was Gannet’s play all along. There’s been dissension brewing in the ranks for months, and this is his attempt at sussing out where loyalties lie.

      “No one is to touch her,” I say, making eye contact with each of them. “Same rule applies now as it did before. I say when a girl is ready – and she’s not. She’ll never be permitted into The Firm.”

      Gannet is the first to speak up. “Careful there, your kingship. It’s not polite to dangle forbidden fruit.”

      And therein lies the truth. As our eyes stay locked, waiting for the other to waver first, I understand what’s at stake. The forbidden fruit of that which you cannot have—that which most men desire.

      Power.

      The board is cleared and reset, and the second my named partner lowers his gaze, I declare my opening move. A risky move, as it reveals a vulnerability. But that’s what he’s fishing for; a vulnerability, a weakness.

      “If Alexis Wilde is to be considered, she’ll be assessed by me. And only me,” I state.

      In a gambit, a small sacrifice is made in order to make a game. I just have to decide what—or who—I’m willing to sacrifice.

      “We’re done here,” I say, returning to my desk and officially ending this meeting.

      As the office clears out, Wells pauses near. “I wouldn’t worry too much about Gannet. Now obsession,” he says, a bright glint in his eyes. “She’s the dangerous bitch you should fear.” He sends me a wink as he exits.

      My jaw clenches at the slam of the door. I hate that he’s right.

      I move toward the jeweled box and open the lid. Taking out the silver necklace, I decide some sacrifices are necessary. If one of them needs me to have a weakness so they can make a play for the power seat, I’ll provide them with a weakness.

      In that regard, chess is a little like magic. You just have to use the proper misdirection.
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          Hit Me With Your Best Shot

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      There’s a moment in life, a pivotal moment, when you’re presented with a choice that will forever change your course. There’s no Backspace option. No Delete or Return. You’re thrust forward, the hands of fate shoving you toward a cliff, and in that split second where you’re forced to decide whether to leap or fall, a single thought breaks through:

      I’m not ready.

      Honestly, since my parents’ funeral, I haven’t experienced anything so alarming or dramatic. Passionate circumstances such as those are reserved for the outgoing and spontaneous. Which is why, for certain reasons, I’ve chosen to conduct my life in the exact opposite.

      In all fairness, I’m a weakling. For years I sought to be the perfect example of strength, because I needed to be…because who wants to be weak? I vote in favor of feminism when it comes right down to it, but this is not about the battle of the sexes. This is about the battle of wills. And I’m the girl who can never say no when approached for a favor.

      Regardless if I’ve been conditioned this way, that’s the true Are You Mousy? test. You’re either the type of person who stands up for herself and says no, or you’re the type who cringes while giving the offender with a smile a yes, of course I’ll stay up late and help my roommate work on her project instead of finishing my own.

      I’d like to believe that when faced with a life-altering decision, if such a one somehow found me hiding in a bathroom stall, I’d make a logical leap to the right choice.

      I’m practical that way.

      But that’s the thing about pivotal moments: you usually don’t see them coming.

      “She’s just…awkward.”

      My hands halt mid-air right before the stall door. My body stills. The restroom stall seems to close in around me, the off-white Formica pressing in as a hum fills my ears. The silence stretches out, my breath too loud in my own head.

      I stop breathing.

      A splash of water hitting the marble basin, then the crank of the towel dispenser. “I like her, I mean. She seems nice, but that’s just it. No one really knows her. She’s so to herself. You see how she doesn’t talk to anyone? It’s like…she thinks she’s better than us.”

      “I think she’s got major issues,” another woman—Chelsea—says. “I heard her brother’s been in and out of rehab for years, and she has all this family drama. So I think she’s just putting up a front.”

      “Still,” Sophie says, and I press closer to the door. “That’s even more reason not to come across stuck up like that.”

      I’ve known these women—well, not known them, known them; not on a personal level—for almost a year. Even though I knew I’d never be invited out bar hopping or to bridal showers, I thought we were close. As close as colleagues can be, anyway.

      I should’ve realized—I should’ve seen it coming. When Julia made a spectacle about my submission, it put a target on my back. I’ve always been more of a lone wolf, but I would give the shirt off my back to help anyone. They know this about me. I help Chelsea almost every day with her computer dilemmas. She is terrible with any and all tech, and I never once made her feel stupid for not understanding networks.

      “Should we invite her to sit with us?” Sophie asks, a tiny whine in her voice. “She might end up being our boss.”

      Chelsea makes a pfft sound. “She hasn’t been here long enough. Anyway, even if that somehow happens, I won’t kiss her ass. I came to this party to have a good time. A little stress relief if I can get laid. I don’t want all her issues dragging me down.”

      “Good point.”

      “Besides, have you heard her talk about dating anyone, ever?” Sophie must respond, because Chelsea goes on. “Exactly. She’s a freak. She’s either a lesbian, has some STD, or is having the worst drought ever. So she can keep that tainted, bad luck cooch far away from me.” She laughs, and the other women in the bathroom join her.

      The sounds of the party bleed into the bathroom, then I hear the door close, drowning out the thumping bass.

      For a moment, I just stand here. Fighting back the burn of tears. I will not cry.

      How high school is this? How stupid? I try to laugh it off, but there’s no sound to my voice, only the sharp intake of breath as I try to stifle a sob. I swallow the ache clogging my throat, blink a few times.

      Finally, taking a deep breath, I unlatch the door and walk out to the empty bathroom. This really shouldn’t affect me. It’s always been like this. There’s just something about me that puts others off…and I swear, if I could figure out what it is… But I’ve been trying to figure it out my whole life.

      In high school, it was the mean girls. The girls who ran in cliques and couldn’t dye their hair without first getting approval from the queen bee. Now, nothing’s really changed. Those same girls are just older. Smile to your face, give you a fake hug, then leave you in the dust as they flee being contaminated by “the awkward girl”.

      Introvertitis.

      It’s not contagious, but I get the same looks terminally ill people do. The “we pity you but please don’t touch me” look. Introversion is not a disease. But it’s plagued me my whole life just the same.

      I run my hand over my dark waves, and even though I try not to, I look in the mirror. I’m pretty. And that’s not vain to admit. I’m no model, but growing up, you know if you’re pretty or not. I’m not drop-dead gorgeous. No, because those women are the ones other girls flock to. They’re so high up the ladder that everyone clings to them just to have some of their spotlight cast around them.

      I’m just pretty enough to be hated. I’m a safe sort of pretty to shun. No real backlash if I’m ostracized. Also, I work damn hard. While Sophie and Chelsea and the other women in the office are bar hopping, I’m at home working on cases. And that also makes me a freak.

      I don’t drink. I don’t party. And I don’t run in cliques. What I do do is stand in the corner by myself at company parties and hide in bathroom stalls.

      And for what?

      Do I really believe Julia is going to make me her equal? From attending one company party? No. I have a feeling Julia is the new queen bee incognito, and I’m just making a fool of myself.

      I look over the stupid dress I bought. The black material too tight. The silly black thigh-highs too irritating. This is the very thing I vowed I would not do when I first entered this law firm; I would not conform.

      But it was a chance, wasn’t it? The promotion? The money could mean getting my brother the treatment he really, really needs…but then what?

      Shaking off the hurt, I situate my bra that keeps my boobs from just popping out of the dress. I ache to be home, buried under the covers, lost in a dramatic novel that will make my problems seem like the petty issues they are.

      After I wash my hands and have hidden out in the bathroom for a safe amount of time, I brace myself at the door. When I open it, the beat of 80s pop music blasts my face. A sinking feeling pulls at my heart. Before my mother got sick, she listened to her 80s playlist almost every day. The reminder of her only reaffirms my decision to get out of here. Quickly.

      I will my feet to move me forward through the dimly lit conference room which has been transformed into a dance club, complete with churning strobe lights and a DJ.

      No one will cop to it—the universal belief that this party is for “company growth”— but every person here knows this is a close-mouth celebration for the firm’s most high profile client.

      Malcolm Bates.

      Just his name sounds sinister. Alleged rapist. Multiple counts. Many testimonies wiped from his slate, as if they never existed. The women’s lives torn apart and defamed on the stand.

      But this is the law. And the law proved Malcolm Bates innocent of the allegations against him.

      Our firm’s stance? A rich, powerful man such as Doctor Malcolm Bates must suffer for his status and wealth. His penance for being a successful cardiologist is slander.

      I haven’t had the privilege to work on any of his cases, so I’m trying to reserve my judgment, keeping my feelings neutral. High profile clients are out of my depth…unless I somehow manage to impress Julia enough to get the promotion, which will put me working directly under one of the partners.

      I can do the work. I’m good at my job. That’s not what intimidates me—it’s the pressure of supervising the very women who mock me. Overseeing research and trial briefs for our biggest clients. Especially when the one with the most case hours is known to the public as Doctor Date Rape.

      A nauseous twinge flutters my stomach. After three years, I’ve gotten accustomed to working cases like his. At first, it was difficult. I didn’t think I could separate myself from the victims. But time has a way of distancing those acute emotions, dulling them into a bearable ache.

      Besides, over the years, I’ve had more important things to worry about other than myself.

      I make my way toward the back wall set up like a bar. I’ll just cash out. Pay up the two Cokes on my tab, then sneak out the side exit. That’s the plan. The women in my department won’t even notice. Or maybe they’ll be grateful. Awkward Alexis isn’t around to encroach on their attempts to get laid.

      I spot them dancing in a group. Chelsea is the most noticeable. She holds her red plastic cup above her head as she sways her enormous hips. I don’t feel so bad thinking it now. Her laugh can be heard over the music, and for the second that our eyes lock, she smiles, but I swear it’s a smirk—like she knows just how uncomfortable I am and all she has to do is say one nice word to me… Then she’s dancing again, ignoring me and shaking her ass at Ronnie, another paralegal in our department.

      A pain sears my chest, and I hate that what they think matters. That I just can’t be one of them. How much easier would my life be?

      I’m not a ladder climber, though. Like the rest of her flock. A lot of people have started where I am now, and in under a year, they’re above me. I take orders from those I’ve trained. They’re always friendly at the beginning. Then as soon as a promotion pans out, after months of kissing ass and stroking egos, they don’t even remember my name when sending a memo.

      At least Chelsea knows that much. Then again, she hasn’t slept her way to the top. Yet.

      This whole firm is something right out of the fifties. The pretty ones—that I swear have no paralegal training whatsoever—rise right to the top. They’re groomed and mentored to work with the partners.

      Maybe that’s how it is at every law firm ran by an all-male partnership. Just because the world claims times have changed, doesn’t mean they have.

      And right on cue, as if he senses my thoughts drifting to him, I meet his arctic blue eyes across the crowd. Chase’s gaze locks on to me in a predatory fashion. Heat simmers beneath my skin as he openly assesses me. Unnerved, I fight my own will to look away. As I always do.

      But not tonight. His current is too strong—the rising music too powerful, heightening my emotions, liquefying my nerves until I feel trapped. Unable to escape his pull.

      I’m no better than the ladder climbers sleeping their way to the top. Frankly, I’m worse. And pathetically so. At least they have the courage to act on their fantasies, rather than sneaking glimpses at one of their bosses for…what? So I can swoon over him in the privacy of my own, twisted mind?

      That thought is a splash of cold reality, and I lower my eyes to the floor, escaping as quickly as possible. I keep my gaze down as I weave my way through the gyrating bodies, the ground shifting annoyingly with the flashing dots of lights. And as if I willed it to happen, that cold splash finds me.

      I stumble into someone and liquid soaks the front of my dress. The scent of alcohol stings my nose. But I’m too concerned about the person I ran into to care. “I’m so sorry.” I try to pick up his cup and we knock heads.

      “It’s fine,” he says, sloppily waving a hand before he palms his forehead. “Leave it. That’s what the cleanup crew is for, right?” His glassy eyes squint as a full smile spreads his lips.

      “Are you sure? Let me buy you another.” The sour-smelling drink mats my dress to my skin, cold and uncomfortable. At least the room is too busy, too loud, for anyone to notice. “What are you drinking?”

      “You want to buy me a drink?” His gaze drags over my body as he leans against the bar top.

      I recognize him then. Ben from accounting. I’m always sending his spreadsheets back to be corrected.

      I give him a tight smile. “You know what? How about I just put some money on your tab.” I look around, seeking the bartender lady, desperate to leave. I go to reach into my purse and notice it missing. Shit.

      Glancing down, I spot it next to his cup. Relieved, I bend over and stuff my phone into the front flap, and that’s when I feel him. Pressing up against my backside. I freeze. A pinch of revulsion twists my stomach as deep chuckles carry above the music.

      I snap upright and try to turn, but Ben’s hands find my thighs, keeping my body sealed against his. “Why don’t you let me buy you a drink, Alexis,” he says, trying his best to move my totally immobile body to the beat. “I know you’re dying to have a good time, right?”

      The laughing, drunk faces of the men in accounting crowd closer. My breathing goes ragged as I try to smile through my distress. “Thanks,” I say, wriggling free of his hold. “But I’m good.”

      Ben groans and reaches for my wrist. “Why are you always like this? Just loosen up for once. God, it’s a party.” He attempts to pull me closer, and real panic flares inside my chest.

      I don’t like being touched by this guy. At all. The room is suddenly stifling. My equilibrium off balance. I’m so out of my element…

      “I think Miss Wilde is trying to leave.”

      The deep timber of his voice booms above the commotion.

      My wrist is released, and Ben drunkenly wavers beside me. “I was only trying to show her a good time, Mister Larkin. Figured she could use—”

      “I know what you’re trying to do.” Chase effectively silences Ben’s stammering. Straightening his back, owning his towering height of over six feet, Chase smooths a hand down the front of his black suit, which molds perfectly to his toned body. Those ice-blue eyes meet mine before he turns his shrewd gaze on Ben. “But I think you misread the situation. Miss Wilde isn’t interested. You should pay your tab and go.”

      My face flames with heat. God, but I didn’t want this attention—I didn’t ask for it. Especially from him—Chase Larkin—the Lark in Lark and Gannet. My shameful fantasy that sets all women back fifty years.

      I just wanted to escape this party and pretend I never overheard Chelsea and Sophie in the bathroom. Try to salvage some shred of my dignity.

      “I’m fine – it’s fine,” I say, shaking my head. Hoping to douse the heavy testosterone funneling around me. “I should pay and go, too. Thank you,” I mutter lamely.

      I turn to flag the bartender, but Chase holds up his hand. “It’s been taken care of, Miss Wilde.”

      I keep my gaze on the granite countertop for as long as possible. I pick out the silver flecks, analyzing each swirl. I do this, because as soon as I look into his eyes, this moment becomes real. And I’m terrified of what I’ll see in his penetrating gaze.

      I’m not ready.

      “Thank you,” I say again, and when I finally embolden myself to look up, my boss has departed into the crowd.

      The air in my lungs evacuates like I’m holding it hostage. Only when I breathe again, the lingering scent of his cologne threatens to steal it away.

      I’ve never spoken to him. Not personally. In conference rooms, when in meetings, I’ve heard his voice many times—that deep baritone that vibrates against my skin. I’ve passed him in hallways and handed him reports, our fingers touching just once—but this is the first time since I began at this firm that his full attention was aimed on me.

      And it was intimidating.

      With a weak smile meant to diffuse the tension, I turn away from Ben and the others and find a path along the back wall toward the exit. A quick escape route. Once I’m in the empty hallway, the dull thud of bass at my back, I suck down a cool, cleansing breath.

      I came here tonight to prove that I’m a team player. That I could put myself out there, that I could socialize…and what did I prove? That I’m as big of a freak as everyone says.

      Tucking my shame close, I head toward the main hallway. Every step away from the party, I wilt a little more, my shoulders practically dragging the ground.

      “You really shouldn’t go off alone.”

      I flinch at the voice. My hand goes to my chest, the sticky remnants of Ben’s drink seeping past my dress. “God. Mister Wells, you startled me.”

      He’s leaning against the wall, his hands tucked into the pockets of his slacks. A hint of a smile hikes one side of his mouth—more imposing than disarming. “That wasn’t my intention, I assure you, Miss Wilde.”

      An eerie feeling presses against my nerves. I smile through the unease, taking a backward step. “It’s fine. Well, have a nice night.”

      He pushes off the wall, his movements smooth and vulturine as he approaches. “You’re not planning to walk home alone, are you?”

      My mouth opens and closes, words failing on my tongue. In the year I’ve been a paralegal here, the partners have never acknowledged me, let alone proven they know my name. I’m a wallflower. A wallflower that works overtime and deserves a raise, but I doubt my submission has made the bigwigs of the firm suddenly aware of my presence.

      One thing about being an introvert: we pay attention. To everyone. And Price Wells is a watcher. Like me, only he does so on a much more profound level. He studies people, analyzes and dissects them. In short, he freaks me the hell out. And up until now, I’ve evaded his notice. When I put in for the open supervisor position of my department, gaining the attention of the creepy partner was not my intention.

      If it is the reason, I’m tempted to hunt down my application and destroy it.

      I grip my purse strap, concealing the tremble of my hand. “I’ll be fine. I don’t live far from here.” I attempt a smile, but I’m aware of how forced it comes across. The awkward twitch of my facial muscles. Wells narrows his eyes, not missing my tell.

      “But it’s late,” he says, bringing out a phone from his pocket. “Let me get you a company car. I’d feel much better knowing—”

      “Miss Wilde already has arranged transportation.”

      Jesus. My heart batters my chest as Chase steps from a shadowed corner. This narrow hallway isn’t big enough to accommodate their very large presence. And I’m in the center, scrambling to gain some sense of composure over this strange encounter.

      “Thank you,” I say, looking between the two men, then quickly stepping away. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m perfectly capable of finding my own way home.”

      “It’s a shame your talents have been overlooked, Miss Wilde,” Wells says to me, but his gaze is evaluating the other man. “Until now, that is.” His eyes are on me then, an arrogant smile splitting his face.

      I stop moving.

      “Her recent submission will be taken up by me,” Chase addresses the other partner, his dark tone sending a shiver along my skin.

      “I’m sure it will be.” Wells grins before he shrugs off the tension. “Very well. I know my place.” His gaze drills through me. “But should you ever tire of Chase’s mundane tasks, I’m very interested, Miss Wilde. Remember that.”

      He lowers his head in a curt bow, which feels completely out of place here. I can only stare after him as he makes a swift departure.

      “What is happening,” I say. I don’t mean to speak the words aloud. They rush out of me as quickly as fear threads my spine, immobilizing my body.

      “You’re being advanced, Miss Wilde.”

      My head whips around. “This is not about a work promotion.”

      Chase releases a tense breath through his nose, his piercing blue gaze directed on me. “You’re too perceptive.”

      A soundless laugh escapes me in a relieved rush. “Sorry. I don’t mean to laugh, but—”

      “You do that a lot,” he accuses.

      With courage I don’t feel, I lift my chin. At this point, I’m too drained from the turbulence of my emotions to worry about how a named partner perceives me. “What do I do?”

      The smirk twisting his mouth doesn’t match the gravity of his stare, the way his gaze holds me captive as he advances. I’m ensnared, but I have no idea what the nature of the trap is. All I comprehend is the wary feeling stealing over me the closer he gets.

      I’m not ready.

      “You apologize too much,” he explains. Once he’s standing before me, I’m unable to look anywhere but up into his face. A hint of stubble brushes his otherwise smooth skin. For some reason, this one detail douses the escalating fear, making him appear more human, rather than the god he’s perceived to be.

      And when he smiles, revealing the dimple in his left cheek, I fixate on that feature—my toes curling over the edge of the proverbial cliff.

      “That’s a bad habit we’ll have to break,” he says, a glint in his squinted gaze. “If you’re going to work with my clients, that is. And really, I don’t believe you’re as weak as you want others to believe.”

      I swallow hard. “I’m not sure if I should be offended by that.” As soon as it’s out of my mouth, I register what he said: work with his clients. He wouldn’t say it unless he means it.

      His smile slants, lighting his dark features. “You shouldn’t be. It’s a compliment.”

      “Thanks,” is my feeble reply. I don’t have the brain power to deduce backhanded compliments from my very intimidating boss right now. I glance behind me, eyeing the door just feet away.

      Leap or fall.

      “You’re not leaving,” he says, pulling my attention to him.

      “Why not?”

      He steps closer, crowding my personal space and filling the small span of air between us with the heady scent of his cologne. It rushes my senses, causing my head to feel faint. “Because I don’t want you to,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “You’re coming to my office to take care of that stain.”

      Looking down, I inspect the wet spot. “It’s a black dress. I doubt the stain will show.”

      “Alexis, it wasn’t a request.”

      My head snaps up, and when my gaze connects with his, I’m effectually caught. This isn’t a game. My boss is not seducing me. Something else very visceral and without pretense is taking place. And I’m too out of my depth to control it, or even understand it.

      If for no other reason than to hear him say my name again, I nod. “All right.”

      He takes my arm. Not in a guiding manor, how a man might loop a woman’s elbow around his own. He clutches my bicep, his strong fingers digging into my flesh and searing my skin through the thin barrier of my dress.

      This one action ignites a wildfire that sweeps through me, blazing and destructive. I’m sure this man could devastate my reality. I feel as if everything I’ve known—everything I was sure of in my life up until this point—is about to be put into question.

      What’s more, against all logic, a deep, hidden part of me craves just that—to have my existence tested. To be pushed to the edge of something daring. Frightening, even. To veer off the road—just let go of the wheel—of the steadfast course.

      “Aren’t you tired of controlling every aspect of your life only to feel powerless in the end?”

      His question should confuse me. More so, it borders on invasive and presumes he knows anything at all about me—and it should be distasteful. Only it’s not. With close enough inspection, anyone can see the hunch of my shoulders. The way my pale skin reflects the fatigue I endure every day trying to maintain an ounce of control.

      “You’re scaring me.” It’s a brutally honest response. I don’t understand what’s happening or why. I can’t rationalize anything that’s taken place after I left the party.

      His hand grips me tighter as he steers me toward his office. “You have no reason to be frightened. Not yet, Alexis.”

      The floor beneath my feet feels unstable. The building—dark and empty at night—is a different world than the one I reside in during the day. It’s his world, and I’ve somehow been swept up into it, entirely unaware.

      Only, I know Chase Larkin doesn’t do anything by mistake or on a whim.

      I allow him to lead me into his immaculate office. He shuts the door behind us, finally releasing my arm. My skin is cool from the sudden absence of his warmth. I turn toward him. “Is this about my submission? Did I do something wrong?”

      My voice is small and questioning, like a child trying to gauge a parent’s punishment. With anyone else, I would loathe this about myself. But as I stand in his presence, this beautiful man who has never acknowledged me before tonight, I’m too dazed to resent myself.

      He flips the lock. The sound of the bolt lodging into place echoes through the room, effectively sealing us inside. He approaches me then, his movements purposeful and thrumming with power. “Take off your dress.”

      A rush of adrenaline spikes my blood. My blinks come rapidly as I attempt to clear my vision, like it will help me process the situation. “I’m sorry…what—?”

      “Stop being sorry,” he says, aggressively cutting me off as he stalks forward. “You heard me. Your dress is stained, ruined. I don’t wish to see it on you any longer.”

      I can’t grasp a response fast enough.

      “You know why you’re here, Alexis,” he continues. “I’m not one of those boys from accounting. I’m nothing comparable to the paralegals or interns trying to fuck you at a raunchy company party, like your friends desire.” He cocks his head, indicating the party outside his office.

      “They’re not my friends,” I snap. Though I’m not sure why that detail is important—not when my boss is ordering me to undress in his office.

      In a fluid turn, he pivots, coming up behind me. So close, I can taste his scent on my tongue. I press my lips together and force myself to take short, measured breaths. How far will this go? How far will I let this go?

      The charged air between us hums against my skin. My purse drops to the floor. And when he strokes a finger along my shoulder, a current ripples in its wake. I shiver at the feel of his hand. My eyes close, my body responding to him of its own accord.

      “I don’t like this,” I say, but my voice holds no conviction.

      “You don’t know what you like.” His hand flattens against my back, forcing my body to arc. “I’m not any more pleased than you are about being forced into this situation. But as I’ve accepted the outcome, you have two choices: take off your dress, or find another place of employment.”

      Icy pinpricks needle my skin. I whirl around, moving away from his touch. “Are you…threatening me?”

      Unmoved by my accusation, he stands composed before me. Almost bored. “I don’t make threats. I don’t have to. Ironically, the threat was already made earlier. I’m offering my protection. But be assured, it comes at a price.”

      I lick my lips, my mouth dry. “Protection from what?”

      “Those who mean to corrupt you.”

      My brow furrows. “This is the most fucked up thing that has ever happened to me.” And that’s saying a lot, considering the past three years of my life. I take off toward the door. “I’ll put my resignation in on Monday.”

      “Stop.” His low command resonates through the room, pulling my body to a halt.

      Though I wait to hear him, I don’t turn around, keeping my focus on the door.

      “I’ve watched you struggle,” he says, his voice growing closer. “You think you’re unseen, moving through this firm invisible, but I’ve seen you fight and wither, come up for air only to be submerged again. And just as I’ve noticed you, believe me, others have been paying attention, too. I have to admit, it was fascinating. You hide well, but I see you.”

      I swallow the bile coating my throat. My pain is so obvious that someone like him has noticed. That realization makes my stomach pitch. God, I’m so tired. Tired of trying to figure out how to fix everything. “Is this some kind of game?”

      I can sense his close proximity. The hairs on my skin stand at attention, my body electrified by his nearness. The prospect of him touching me again.

      And when he does, my teeth sink into my lip as he takes ahold of my waist, his hands an anchor keeping me tethered as I’m guided toward him.

      “It would be easy to say that it is, then let you walk out. That’s exactly what I should do…but I’m just too greedy.”

      My mind races, matching the furious beat of my heart. “I promise…I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m loyal to this firm. You can let me go—”

      “Loyal is the perfect word, Alexis. I couldn’t have articulated it better. But letting you go isn’t an option.” He sweeps my hair aside, exposing my neck. His warm breath slips over my skin, and I tingle every time he releases one against me.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he continues. “Your mind spinning different outcomes. Trying to figure out the repercussion of each one.” Then his hand is at my neck, his fingers tugging down the zipper of my dress.

      “Will this get around the office?” he asks rhetorically, and the loud zip of my dress coming undone slices the air. “Will this affect my job?” Chilly air nips at the bare skin of my back. His coarse palms slide along my skin, pushing the dress off my shoulders. “Do I want to be my boss’s whore?”

      I’m paralyzed.

      My mind is telling me to run, to seek shelter where this warped, alternate reality can’t reach me, can’t infect me. But my body revolts, responding to his touch—those rough hands that scorch my skin. The connection grounds me, claiming something raw and needy and dangerous within my soul.

      “Is that what I’ll be?” I hear myself ask, my head lulling to the side as his domineering hands yank my dress down my body. I start at the vigorous action, but then he’s clasping my arms, his solid form embracing me from behind.

      My dress puddles to the floor around my feet. The slip of the material gliding across my skin along its descent leaves a tantalizing longing in its wake. So long…it’s been so long since I’ve wanted anyone to touch me with purpose.

      Leap or fall.

      His mouth rests at my ear, the feel of his breath drowning out any reservations. “Alexis, you will be so much more than my whore.”

      In one quick motion, he has me turned toward his desk. He stands in front of me, his broad shoulders and chest walling me in. My shaky breathing increases as he reaches down and grasps the backside of my thigh. As he draws it up, his hand trails down, slowly and sensually, to my calf—making me question what he does to make his hands so rough.

      “Don’t move your leg,” he instructs as he places my foot on the edge of the desk, my heel secure as it catches the ridge. He traces a path back up my leg, his coarse palms snagging my sheer, thigh-high stocking and eliciting a quiver in my stomach.

      His eyes stare into mine, daring me to move, to look away. And as he reaches my underwear, I feel as if I’m going to fall into him. Just fall. My lips tremble, and his other hand is there to take that fear.

      He rests his thumb over my mouth, traces my bottom lip, as his fingers secure me to him. A grounding touch as I’m slipping, the weight of my body—the pull of the unknown—dragging me under.

      “Give me permission to own you, Alexis,” he whispers against my mouth. His finger rims the seam of my underwear, peeling the elastic away from my body. Teasing, toying, sending arousing tremors to my core. He’s barely touching me, and I’m lit aflame.

      “What are you asking?” I say, attempting to shake my head, searching for balance. “This is too much.”

      His thumb skims over my sex, applying slight pressure to my clit, swirling that needy spot that has me almost buckling. But his hold on my face, his gaze boring into mine, keeps me afloat.

      “It’s not enough,” he says. My breasts feel heavy and seeking against his muscular chest the closer he brings me, and soon my body is arching into him. “You understand more than you’re willing to admit. I want you to surrender to me. Let me possess you. I’ve battled my desire for you for so long, I’m willing to break my own rule. All I’m asking is for you to be mine.”

      This sobers me enough to ask, “Why me?”

      The way he swipes his tongue over his bottom lip, as if he’s preparing to taste me, scorches my veins. He moves in closer, his mouth brushing my ear as he says, “You’re so fucking tempting.”

      My eyes close. The feel of his lips grazing me, the gruff whisper of his voice, his words…I’m through. There’s no fight left.

      “Your face tonight,” he says, and I open my eyes. “Someone hurt you, didn’t they?”

      I avert my gaze as shame gathers within.

      “Look at me,” he commands.

      I do. I stare right back into him. “No more than usual. I’m used to it.”

      “And yet you suffer it so beautifully.” He does taste me then. His mouth seals over mine in the gentlest of kisses. His soft lips just brushing mine, sampling. But I feel the restraint there, holding him back from taking my mouth in a brutal kiss meant to wound, to punish.

      As he pulls away, his gaze flits over my face. “The humility you endure, as if it’s your own brand of sin, is an erotic aphrodisiac to my monster,” he says, forcefully tugging my underwear aside, his fingers finding me within the same second. I gasp in a breath past the onslaught of arousal. “And I am tortured, Alexis. That monster has to claim you if I ever hope to be sated. Even then…I’m not sure it will be enough.”

      His hand moves to my hair, yanking my head back as his mouth takes my neck. His teeth nip and brand, my skin an open canvas to be marked by him.

      “I will take, but I’ll also give,” he says. “Whatever you desire, I’ll give you.”

      Within a pocket of my mind, a sane voice whispers this is wrong. This man is terrifying—more terrifying than any cliff. I know nothing of him; he’s just a shadow, a powerful figure in my professional life. Whatever he’s greedily taking from me will never be returned. Only the roar of my blood as it careens against my arteries in a raging inferno shouts louder.

      I’m not giving up; I’m giving in. I’m ready.

      I plunge over the cliff. Leaping and falling all at once.

      And then: “Yes.”

      The word passes my lips as effortlessly as he sinks inside me, claiming my body as his.

      I don’t want to struggle. I don’t want to fight the inevitable. I’m exhausted from swimming against the tide. I no longer want to be the awkward, strange girl that enforces some ridiculous, self-serving belief she doesn’t long to be touched. Only because it means embarrassment, ridicule. Estrangement. When a man realizes there’s nothing beneath my surface, all those are soon to follow.

      If this man wants to feast off my humility, he can devour it whole.

      “Oh, Alexis,” he whispers against my lips. “I’m going to debase you in the most lovely way.”
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      Chase

      Alexis Wilde is a temptress.

      Those pouty, downturned lips. Those sullen, bottomless eyes always glistening on the verge of tears. That vexing body—that she has no idea is so goddamn sexy. She taunts me daily. Daring me to break my rules.

      And finally, I have succumb to my temptress.

      My hand fists in her silky dark hair as I tower over her, devouring the sight of what I’ve craved for too long. “Grab the desk,” I command her.

      The tantalizing column of her slim throat bobs, enticing me. The urge to feel my cock meet the back of it irresistible. A hint of defiance shimmers in the green pools of her eyes, just a flicker, before she submits.

      I step aside as she assumes her position, transitioning into it gracefully. As I move around her, letting my hand caress the delicate dip of her lower back, admiring her spread legs, the sexy shape of her ass…I tremble with anticipation and have to rip my hand away.

      “Stay just like that,” I encourage, then move to the center of the room and take a seat in my leather chair. “Spread your legs wider.”

      She does, more compliant now, giving me a perfect view.

      My jaw set, I compel myself to ease into this, enforcing patience, or I’m liable to devour her all at once.

      This obsession with her isn’t just dangerous for me; she’s suffered its ramifications without even knowing. Though I was careful not to approach her, I couldn’t help but test her. Toy with her. See how far I could push her submissiveness.

      Late hours requested through Julia so I could watch her pull her hair up into that messy bun as she worried over a brief. During those summer nights, cranking the heat with a claim the AC was broken, so I could fantasize about her as she stripped down to her slip.

      I even exposed the secret of her druggie brother, circulating a rumor that caught fire, just to witness her reaction. When she discovered a gaggle of interns talking about her, she bore the humility with an iron will as she soaked in it, reveled in it, allowing it to consume her from the inside out.

      And me? I wore my dick out to the thought of her desperate, panting breaths in my office. In this very chair. She’s a fucking temptress. And to a man like me…she could be my undoing.

      That’s why I have rules.

      But tonight…

      The temptation was unbearable. Her shame was tangible; I could taste it on the air. Her misery so palpable, the conference room choked on it. Everyone has a breaking point, even my precious Alexis.

      Someone hurt her, and if anyone is going to be the recipient of her broken tears, it’s going to be me. The one who can appreciate and condition this lovely creature, grooming her to reach her full potential.

      Not Wells or any other partner. Just the thought of their filthy hands on her nearly sends me into a rage. I’ve been able to keep the wolves at bay over the past year by diminishing her qualities. She’s too fragile. Too unstable. Too meek. But the look in Wells’ eyes just now…

      He likes a challenge as much as I do. He scented her blood in the air, a wounded creature ripe for the kill.

      If I didn’t claim her, he or one of the others would despite my orders. Not only are they testing their boundaries, they’re forcing me to take action.

      Already, I’ve wasted too much time pining after her—but the damage isn’t irreversible. I’ve watched Alexis; I know how rare she is. How miraculous her self-preservation is. Above all, I know just what she needs.

      “Put your hand between your thighs,” I order, my own pressing against the straining ridge of my cock.

      Her legs, adorned beautifully with sheer black thigh-highs, tremble at my command. She timidly clasps her inner thigh, right beneath her pussy. So innocent.

      “Touch yourself.”

      Her hesitancy rolls off her in waves, her insecurity thickening the air and swirling with my lust. We’ve barely begun to play and she’s already heady with her shame. I could spend hours just watching her, stretching out my torment as she takes her time, unaware of how she’s torturing me.

      “I want your fingers on your sweet anus, Alexis. Touch yourself there.”

      A small whimper escapes her as she obeys my request. Her hand palms her pussy as her fingers seek the tight little hole I’m certain is virgin. That thought makes my cock jump. My anticipation raging anew and wild.

      I lower my zipper and let myself spring free, curl my hand around my shaft. I hiss out a breath through my teeth, bucking against the sensation. I’ve craved her far too long, suffering this self-imposed restraint, and the desperation to end my agony is almost painful.

      I give myself a long stroke, offsetting the desire to fuck her hard and raw this second. “Have you ever been touched there before?” I ask, tightening my grip with a slow stroke toward the tip.

      Her head shakes back and forth, her tits rocking from the effort as she remains bent over. “No. Never.”

      I close my eyes, my jaw flexed. “Imagine me touching you there right now. How do you feel as I insert a finger into you, spreading you open?” Her hand slips away, and I’m out of my chair. “You don’t have permission to stop.”

      “I can’t—”

      “You only respond when I tell you to. Understand?” I’m behind her now, my cock aching at the prospect of spearing her cunt before I sink into the tight ring of muscles puckering her ass.

      Her head nods shakily, but she remains silent.

      “Answer the question.” I rest my hand on her ass, admiring the way her black panties slide into her crack. Loving the feel of her soft, untouched skin.

      “I’d feel…ashamed,” she admits, her honesty a fresh balm to my scorched empathy.

      I curl my fingers, dragging the rough pads down the smooth contour of her skin. “If that’s so—” I find the hot center of her pussy and rub a finger between her lips “—why are you so wet, Alexis?”

      Her body flinches, her hips undulating and grinding her pussy against my hand. “I don’t know.” Her voice is a soft rasp, matching the achy tone of her want.

      I slide my fingers along the thin slip of her panties, pulling the material tight against her clit as I stretch it away from her body. She kicks her ass out, so beautiful, as my other hand finds purchase in her hair. I yank a full grip, bowing her body into an erotic pose of submission.

      My cock digs into her thigh. My balls tighten at the feel of her quivering body. “Do you want to know why?”

      She nods against my hold, even though I’m sure it causes her pain. The feisty temptress. “Yes.”

      My eyes shut against her softly uttered consent. “Then I’ll show you,” I say, fisting my hand to pull her head close to my mouth as I lean down. “But first, one word will stop this at any time. Red. Say it.”

      Her breathy, “Red,” is barely audible.

      “Alexis, I’m not a gentle man. Say it.”

      “Red,” she snaps.

      “Good.” I wrench her panties higher, abusing her clit once more, before I rip them down her thighs. “Tell me what happened tonight,” I say as I massage the innermost part of her thigh, working my way up tenderly.

      She dutifully stays in position, and I reward her with a rough caress to her pussy. She’s so fucking wet, I’m tempted to take her now—but I want to push her. See just how wet her needy little cunt can get.

      “The women I work with,” she says, her tone low and timid. “It’s dumb…”

      I pinch her clit, making her buck. “It’s not dumb to me, temptress. I demand to know.”

      With a shiver, she obeys. “They ridicule me. Not to my face, but I overheard them tonight. I’m a joke. And I work so hard…but it doesn’t matter. That’s not what counts here. Or anywhere.”

      The despondency in her voice curls around me, a brush of heat to my frigid skin. Her head even hangs lower. She has no idea how perfectly alluring her submissive nature is. She does so without thought, and that entices me even more, yearning to possess her.

      Even as she cringes from her admission, she becomes wetter. Her heat drenches my hand. I reward her by slipping a finger inside. I stay there, pressing against the fleshy bundle of nerves, and her body responds. As she clenches around me, I finger her pussy with deep thrusts. I work another finger inside, nearly growling at the feel of her tight cunt. I breathe in deeply, inhaling her arousal.

      “When was the last time you were fucked?”

      Her mortification is palpable as she tries to squirm away. I dig into her pussy harder, yanking her hair and forcing her body to arc and accept the brutal finger fuck.

      “Right after my parents died,” she says in a rush around my vigorous thrusts.

      I slow, encouraging her to move with my pace. Her ass rocks against my hand as I massage her clit. “How long ago?”

      “Three years.”

      “And you haven’t allowed yourself to fuck since? A punishment?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I mean… God, how do you know that?”

      Because it’s in her nature; turning a simple fuck, done out of the height of her emotion, into guilt. “Are you still punishing yourself?”

      She only nods.

      “Then why are you here now, Alexis? In my office, letting me finger your pussy?” I emphasize my point with a thrust that makes her moan. “I want your honesty.”

      I admit, my ego isn’t fragile, but it’s a powerful stroke to it just the same; the knowledge she’s unable to deny her attraction to me despite herself.

      “I can have both with you,” she says, so low her voice is just a whisper.

      “Speak up.”

      “I can be with you because you’ll punish me.”

      Christ, she’s so fucking perfect. My eyes close as I swirl my finger around her clit, reining in my need to show her just how gratifying my punishment can be. “Perfect.”

      Releasing her hair, I allow her to relax her neck as I roam down her back. When I reach the black strap of her bra, I unhook it. I force one of the straps down her arm, admiring her tits. “Don’t move your arms,” I order as the bra falls to her wrists.

      I cup her breast, full and perky, reminding me how young she is—only in her early twenties. So supple and tender. Tweaking the perfect bud, I drive my fingers inside her, pumping her pussy at a speedy rhythm.

      “How often do you masturbate?” I ask. Her body reacts immediately to the invasive question. Her head bows, her chest pulls away as she recoils, but I pluck her nipple, making it a painful escape.

      She’s a fast learner. I smile as I increase my momentum with another finger to spread her wider. She opens up to me, like a wilted flower receiving the rain. Her pussy soaks my fingers, and I growl my question again.

      “Oh, my god.” Tremors take over her body. “Once…maybe twice a month,” she admits, her voice a wobbly mix of pleasure and shame.

      I lean down close, my whispered words caressing her shoulder. “That’s pathetic. Do you know how often I stroke my cock to the thought of you touching your neglected pussy? Every. Fucking. Day.” I push in deeper, harder, and she spasms against me, clamping down around my fingers as she drips.

      A deep groan rips free as I forcefully remove my fingers. She attempts to close her legs, trying to press her thighs together to offset the ache of her robbed orgasm.

      I smack her ass, then slap my palm against her pussy, forcing her legs to part. Her back dips as she reels from the aftershocks. “Tell me,” I say, swirling a finger around her swollen lips and gathering the wetness. “Are you on birth control?”

      She nods with a hesitant, “Yes.”

      “So even though you don’t fuck, Alexis, you’re prepared.” That doesn’t surprise me about her.

      “God,” she says, the embarrassment heavy in her tone. “It’s not…yes,” she amends quickly. “I’m prepared—”

      She breaks off at the feel of my fingers plunging deeper, and I grit my teeth, loving the shiver she gifts me. “Regardless why, it serves a purpose for me now. I’ll put it to good use when I fill your cunt.”

      She cringes at the crude word.

      “If you’re so very mortified at the thought of your colleagues, why did you put in for the position?” I ask, changing the subject before she can withdrawal into herself. “How is a woman whose shame of her own body and sexuality, which results in a depraved fucking every few years, going to command a team of paralegals? Tell me, Alexis. I want to know how you—a timid little creature—feels she can head up a whole department?”

      Her soft pants verge on the brink of a sob—but I know better. As some steel themselves against scorn, shielding themselves and becoming impenetrable, she feeds off it. She needs it in order to relinquish control. And when she lowers those walls, I’m going to give her the pleasure she’s been denying herself.

      At her refusal to answer, I rub my soaked finger over her puckered asshole, and she sucks in a quick breath. “Are you going to tell me? Or am I going to have to withhold your pleasure even longer?”

      A whimper sounds out, and I know she’s desperate to come. I apply pressure to her entrance, slowly opening her up. Fuck. My eyes clench shut at the feel of how tight she is; that virgin hole, welcoming me inside. She’s lucky she hasn’t earned a punishment…yet. The thought of taking her ass has my cock rock-hard and throbbing.

      As I ease a finger inside her channel, she constricts around me, pushing in the opposite direction. “Relax,” I coax as I push in a bit farther. “You remember the safe word?”

      She nods, and I smile, knowing how badly she desires this. “I have to know who you are if we’re going to develop a relationship. That’s why I want the answers from you.” I pull out a little only to push in deeper. Her hands grip the desk, but she’s welcoming me in by doing just as instructed. I can feel her physically relaxing against me, and I help her along by rubbing her clit.

      “I can do the job. Maybe not as well at first…but I’m dedicated,” she says. She trembles as I increase the pressure, driving in deeper, speeding the stimulation to her clit. “But it’s more than ambition. I need the money.”

      Her confession stabs my chest with a sobering pain. I don’t stop, though. She’s come this far and deserves her reward. “Explain,” I command.

      “My brother. I need it for my brother.”

      That’s as much as she’ll admit. I can hear the strain in her voice; I’m pushing her too far, too fast. This is a process best practiced over the course of time. She’s so compliant, however, I have to remind myself not to mistake her submissiveness for weakness.

      She’s every bit as strong and commanding as me. She simply hasn’t realized her power.

      “And so that’s why you’re really here, then. Taking an ass fucking from me.” The words leave a bitter taste in my mouth. “For money.”

      Her tiny sob spears me as she shakes her head. “No – I’m not a whore.” She lifts her head higher despite her position. “If I’m promoted, I’ll do the job. I have to.”

      A small smile twists my mouth. “Then you’re just a dirty, filthy girl who craves this—who needs to have her desires forced on her. You’re too ashamed to ask for what you need.”

      Her response doesn’t come quickly enough, and I press hard against her clit. She moans out her reply. “Yes.”

      God. What a beautiful creature. My willful temptress. I circle her clit, increasing my thrusts. Her legs quiver, her stifled moan a livewire to my cock.

      She’s close, and when she soaks my hand, I bite out a curse. I lower myself near her ear. “Why didn’t you tell me you rain, Alexis? Your sweet little cunt just rained all over my hand.”

      Her head shakes, denying my claim. And this excites me; discovering something she doesn’t even know her body is capable of. Just the thought of her sweet pussy drenching my cock has me biting my lip and nearly drawing blood.

      I can feel her there…so close to coming. I stop my movements, earning a desperate whimper as her whole body clenches from my denial.

      “Stand up,” I order.

      After being in her bent-over position, being denied her orgasm over and over, her body visibly aches as she shakily pushes up to stand.

      I cup the nape of her neck, spearing my fingers into her hair and angling her gaze on me. “Kick off your shoes.” As she does, lowering herself before me, she’s in an even more submissive stance. “Don’t move.”

      As I walk around her, I undo my tie. Yanking it free from my collar, I band the ends around my hands, stretching out the silk as I raise it over her head. “You’re not to remove this. At any point.”

      Her heavy breaths tease me, her chest rising with each desperate inhale. I pull the ends, fastening the blindfold securely. Then I clamp my anxious hands to her shoulders and guide her toward the floor. “Kneel. Ass to your heels.”

      Once she’s in position, a pure vision in the middle of my dark office, I take off my shirt. Tossing it to the desk, I walk around her, admiring my coveted possession. Alexis must be handled delicately but firmly.

      “Spread your knees apart,” I say, wrapping my hand around my cock. “Wide as you can, until your pussy nearly touches the floor.” As she transitions, plainly struggling to obey my command to my pleasing, I move close so she can sense my presence.

      Her body trembles at my nearness, and I increase my strokes, rubbing her scent up and down my shaft. “I’m going to give you what you need, Alexis. I’m going to fuck you—slow and tenderly, fast and hard, over and over—until you’re so beautifully spent, you’ll be desperate to be my whore.” She flinches at my harsh tone.

      With a timid raise of her hand, she begs a question. I smile down at her. Truly so rare a find. My cock hardens at the thought of how I’m going to break her. And how she’ll love me for it.

      “You want to ask something? Ask,” I give her permission.

      She lowers her hand to her thigh. “You can have anyone—” she breaks off. Then: “What do you need from me?”

      I inhale a deep breath. Placing my fingers beneath her chin, I tilt her mouth up to me. “Your complete submission.”

      I knew early on that a normal relationship, what the world considers healthy, didn’t suit me. When you’re sixteen and telling your girlfriend she’s put on weight just to see the defeated look in her eyes as you demand she sit on your face… Well, you know right away you’re not normal.

      It’s an ugly truth, the realm where I reside. There’s no Prince Charming here. I’m aroused by a woman’s humility. I need to debase them, make them just as desperate as I am to feel the relief that comes from granting their control to me. It’s not a preference. It’s not even a fetish. I have to dominate every other aspect of my life—my career, my connections, myself—it’s only natural, then, that I’d also only be satisfied with a truly submissive counterpart.

      The irony is this: I’ve never taken a submissive.

      I’ve had slaves, whores, plenty of cunts to demean. Being a member of The Firm fed my cravings and sustained my hunger so I never had to bother with the laborious task of training a sub.

      I don’t care to keep any of them around longer than their purpose negates.

      And there’s plenty of turnover in The Firm to keep me satisfied. I adhere strictly to my rules. I keep my personal preferences outside of my professional life. While my partners take pleasure in grooming their subs from the inside—Lark and Gannet being the perfect playground for their amusements—I actively seek the less complicated route.

      Until Alexis Wilde, my temptress, breezed into my conference room. She stole my power, my will, and has been flaunting her triumph ever since. It’s time she learns who her Master is.

      “Open your mouth, temptress.”

      First, like the fucking tease she is, she licks her lips, effectively luring me until I’m forced to shove my cock against her mouth. She reels from the force of it, but I grab the top of her head and direct her to take me.

      The slip of her tongue along my shaft, her hot mouth, wet and inviting, consumes my senses. I’m relieved she can’t see just how much she affects me.

      “Memorize my taste,” I say, pushing farther inside, guiding her mouth to accept me fully. “Memorize your taste on me. From here on out, you should always know exactly whose cock you’re sucking. Your scent will be the only one clinging to me. And as per my rules, as you’ve given me permission to own you, no other man is to touch you unless I command otherwise. You now belong to me, and only me.”

      I fist my hand in her hair as she gags the deeper I thrust. She takes me expertly, her tongue my new obsession.

      “You obey me, and I gratify you for your obedience. But any displeasure will result in punishment.” In the art of full disclosure, I give her a direct answer to why I’ve chosen her. “I’m your Master. I’m your Dominant. And now, Alexis, you’re my submissive.”
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      Alexis

      The gravity of my very extreme, very precarious situation doesn’t register past the almost dreamlike quality of my surroundings until Chase’s manhood hits the back of my throat.

      My eyes spring open against the dark.

      I’m blindfolded. With his silk tie. On my knees. Naked—all but my stockings.

      He means to degrade me. He intends to make me his possession. I am shaking—but not from fear. I have never, ever been this aroused by a man before. I’m so desperate to feel this elusive pleasure he’s promised that I’ve willingly submitted to him without clearly knowing the guidelines, or what he intends as punishment.

      Another in my position might detest this uncertainty. Might fear his cruelty. Might feel indignant over the prospect of being owned.

      But I know the difference. I know that when a person wishes to cause you suffering or pain—when they crave to strip you of your power—they don’t ask permission first.

      They take.

      Chase isn’t taking anything I’m unwilling to give. He’s offering me a choice, a release—something I’ve yearned for, but have been unable to voice. Even if I could, I’m not sure it would’ve mattered, as no one truly listens. I was screaming into a void, my pleas going unheard. Unanswered.

      He heard me.

      For that, I have given this man permission to own me—my body, my mind. If there’s anything to fear, it’s whether or not I can stop myself from giving him more. That once I give all of myself over, I’ll be lost to him.

      And I’ll never want to be found again.

      I’ve never been in the presence of anyone who knows exactly what they want and need, and knows just how to obtain it.

      Chase has that power.

      That’s the pull, the attraction. More than his physical beauty, which is an alluring aspect all of its own, it’s the appeal of giving over my doubt, my insecurity, to someone who can take control.

      The loss of struggle and worry over my own existence liberates me to feel other things. Buried and ignored until this moment. I suppressed my own desires far below my conscience, and now they’re surfacing, rising at an alarming speed that almost frightens me.

      He didn’t unlock the door; he tore it from the hinges.

      This thought has me clinging to him. Taking his cock deeper into my mouth, craving the touch of his sure hands as he tightens his grip in my hair. Shivers race over my skin, tingling and sending a rush of adrenaline to my head. I’m almost woozy, as if I’m drunk on him.

      Then, without warning, he pulls away, leaving me panting and aching. Worrying that I’ve done something wrong. This is a constant state of stress for me. The agonizing over having made some mistake that I’m unaware of—

      “I’m not coming in your mouth,” he says, dousing the flames of my mind before they consume me. “Your mouth is so perfect, I’m going to enjoy filling it – but I’m going to fuck you first,” he says, a hint of promise in his deep voice that makes me quiver with anticipation “However, there’s the matter of trust to discuss before we go further. This won’t work at all without trust, Alexis. I need your compliance and trust as much as I need your body.”

      That word: trust. Just hearing it tenses my insides, leaving a gaping emptiness where I was just—moments ago—sure I wouldn’t suffer that isolation with him.

      “Trust doesn’t come easily for me,” I answer honestly. Speaking to him blindfolded alleviates the apprehension of seeing judgment in his eyes. It was difficult enough to admit I needed help for my brother. I don’t let others in easily, either. Especially to witness what causes me pain.

      You believe you can trust someone with your secrets…until the moment they turn them against you. Use them to their own advantage. This is the truth as I know it. And despite my attraction to Chase, my yearning to disappear in his world that promises escape, the risk is far too great.

      The feel of his strength closes in around me, his masculine scent invading my space as his arms enfold me. This tender touch is so acutely altered from his commanding nature, I stiffen against him. My body corded as tightly as his muscular arms enveloping me.

      “Then pleasure first,” he says, his words a whisper-soft touch along my shoulder. “And trust will come. My wish is not to abuse you, Alexis. Understand that much. Breaking you of your confines and exposing you to desire you can’t comprehend just yet is my aim. And in doing so, yes, I’ll take pleasure. I’ll take tremendous pleasure in owning you.”

      He runs his lips along my neck, his hot breath urging my chest to arch as he cups my breast, tenderly caressing and then twisting my nipple with a hard pull. His teeth nip at my skin, tiny bites that send a current of heat rushing through me.

      “I want to trust you.” The breathy admission falls from my lips. It’s as much a confession, a surrendering of will, as it is a revelation.

      He roams lower, his callused palms gaining friction over my skin, until he reaches my center. My body jerks at the sensation of his fingers seeking inside, the sudden jolt to my sensitive clit electrifying. My thighs ache to close, to wrap around him, but my position prevents me from doing so.

      “There’s my greedy cunt,” he says against my ear. The ache deepens at the feel of his erection gouging into my thigh.

      My shoulders roll back, curving my body toward his expert touch, as his other hand takes me from behind. He fills me then, and my muscles clench, my spread thighs triggering my walls to tighten as his thumb begins to circle my clit.

      “Oh, god,” I breathe, unable to restrain the flurry of erotic sensations swimming over me. My head tosses back, and as he goes deeper, urging my body to give over to the pleasure, desire webs like liquid fire across my skin.

      “That’s it, temptress. Let that greedy cunt milk my fingers.” He speeds his pace, encouraging my body to do just as he commands. I moan as a wave of arousal assaults me; the need for release so intense it’s painful. My body trembles against his arms.

      His mouth surrounds my nipple, setting off a piercing sensation that travels to my core. And as his teeth tease the delicate skin, I lose all willpower to hold this pose on my own.

      He releases my nipple, raising up to push deeper inside. My body braces and the urge to come hits hard. Warmth buzzes my skin as a deep ache swallows me.

      His groan heightens my need, and I lose myself completely, latching onto his arm. “Your pussy is soaking,” he says, slowing his movements and earning a moan from me. “That needy little pussy just rained all over my carpet.” He removes himself from me and his hand goes to my hair, pulling my head back and tightening the blindfold. “Now I’m going to smell you all day long. Craving you as your scent torments me. Is that what you want?”

      With a forceful thrust, he pushes me chest-first against the floor. “I demand to know, temptress,” he grates. “Are you trying to torment me? How does it make you feel knowing that I’m going to beat my dick off to the scent of your cunt?”

      I can’t help it; his filthy words excite me, and I feel myself become wetter. “It turns me on,” I admit.

      He releases another primal groan before his hands are tearing me from the floor. He clamps onto my thighs and back, lifting me easily against his chest. “Oh, I haven’t even begun to punish that sweet pussy,” he says, then the feel of the cool wall hits my back. “Do you crave release?”

      My fingers dig into his back as he presses his cock against me. “Yes,” I say.

      “Say it again,” he orders. “I need to hear the pleading in your voice. No relief comes until you make me believe it.”

      The throb increases, as if his words are a physical punishment. “Fuck me. Please… It hurts—”

      My plea is swallowed as he drives into me. His deep groan tears through me just as he pushes inside, spreading and filling me all at once. His tie falls away and our gazes lock as he holds himself there, his hands anchored to the backs of my thighs. I’m breathless, awaiting his next thrust.

      “I’m going to fuck you until you call me Master.” He pulls out only to slam back inside. Then he’s taking me with unguarded thrusts, his muscles straining beneath my hands as I struggle for a grip.

      My voice lost, I gasp at the air, only to drown in him once he takes my mouth. His tongue sweeps inside, forcefully caressing mine and claiming me from the inside out. He’s oxygen and flame, a violent combustion, searing and consuming. I’m just a ripple under his swell, the foam seeking connection after the destructive assault of the tidal wave.

      But even as I’m hit with wave after wave, churning in the endless deep, I open my eyes. Look through the stormy blue to meet him there. His eyes pin me as his body brutally beckons pleasure from mine, and I’m helpless against the storm.

      His thrusts intensify, his hands ravish my skin as he fucks me.

      There’s no beautiful way to describe this exchange. Chase Larkin is fucking me. Hard and demanding. His hot breath blisters my skin as his mouth wanders over my shoulder, my neck, his tongue soothing each hurt he inflicts with his teeth, until he reaches my lips.

      He devastates me with an intense kiss as he drives inside once more, and I moan against him, my own teeth catching his lip. A metallic taste touches my tongue before I feel his smile.

      His tongue sweeps his bottom lip, tasting the hint of red. “Punishing is my job, temptress,” he says as his hand snakes around my ass, then his finger is pushing inside me, making me full, triggering my body to tighten around him.

      My legs anchor to his hips just as he delivers another hard thrust, driving into me deep and claiming. For a terrifying second, I fear he’s about to stop—to punish me for biting him and deny me once again.

      “Soak my fucking cock,” he demands, sinking his finger into me farther. I feel him become harder inside me with each penetrating plunge. “I’m going to fill your greedy little pussy…but first, I want to feel you come, temptress. Feel your cunt rain on my cock until I’m forced to fuck you hard—”

      A cry breaks loose as my orgasm tears through me—a pulsing beat that builds into a fury of vibrations. Seeking and intense, discovering every erotic nerve in my body until I’m shuddering against him, my limbs too weak to cling. But his arms secure me to him, the wall and his body perfectly absorbing the impact against the detonating aftershocks rolling through me.

      Heat nearly burns me where we connect, a friction of pleasurable pain, and as he groans deep and primal, his thrusts becoming more savage, he releases a harsh curse. “Say it,” he demands.

      I know exactly what he wants. And in the instant our eyes meet, I know he needs it the way I needed to be taken by him tonight. I feel no shame when I utter the word; only desire. “Master.”

      His hands circle my wrists, pushing them above my head and pinning my arms to the wall. His body, corded taut and all muscle, slams against mine with his powerful thrusts. My cries sound out in sync with his groans as he takes me over and over, owning my body, claiming me as his.

      “You’re mine,” he says, his raspy words abrasive against my skin, then his mouth is on mine as he drives in deep.

      I feel the moment he breaks; his cock engorged and stretching my walls, his tongue delving inside to take every last bit of me as he presses me into the wall. He continues to rock into me as his thrusts slow, his labored breathing sexy as he buries his face in my neck. When he pulls out, hot semen trails my thighs as my feet hit the floor.

      I stand on wobbly legs, my skin and bones and muscles almost numb from exertion. But when he rests his cock on my belly, the feel of him hard and pulsing against me renews my craving for him.

      “Put something on before I fuck you again,” he says, the severe gleam in his blue eyes backing up his demand. “And I won’t stop with just one hole this time, temptress.”

      He pushes away from the wall, his cock still erect, his shadowed figure a beautiful, foreboding assurance of his avowal.

      My gaze follows his long and sure strides as he moves toward his desk. He snatches his shirt and then walks back toward me. With lust still flickering in the depth of his deep blues, he slides his shirt around me, guiding my arms into the sleeves. His scent envelops me, and I almost beg him to take me…to make me feel how desperately he wants me.

      But just as suddenly, exhaustion—my wreck of emotions and physical drain—overwhelms me, and I’m scooped up into his strong arms. I’m content to stay here, cradled within his embrace, but he soon sets me on the edge of the desk.

      I watch as he leisurely dresses, sliding on his boxers and slacks, his suit jacket left open to reveal his toned abs and the hard, sexy slab of V peeking above his pants. He pulls out his phone and says, “Jefferson,” into the mouthpiece. “Get the car ready.”

      I take in all this with a calm I shouldn’t possess—a calm that’s eluded me for years. Even as he again takes me into his arms, carrying me out of his office as if I’m his possession, dreadful awareness doesn’t hit until we’re passing the conference room.

      “The party has long been over,” he assures, a hint of a smile on his face, flashing that slight dimple in his cheek. He peeks down at me. “Although I rather enjoy feeling you squirm. And the pretty blush on your face.”

      That only intensifies the heat creeping up my neck. But I’m relieved no one will see my ass just hanging out in the open as he carries me toward the bank of elevators, and that relief depletes the last of my energy.

      By the time we’re seated in his town car, his arms still locked around me and holding me securely against his chest, my eyes are closing. And as the car pulls away from the curb, I know I should ask many things: where are we going? Why are you holding me? What happens between us now?

      Only I fall asleep as his fingers glide through my hair, assuaging any doubt and fear of the future away.
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      Chase

      To the ill informed amateur, owning a person may appear to be the ultimate power trip. And indeed, there is a rush like no other when you take complete dominance over a life. There is, however, a mood dampening byproduct that turns most would-be Doms off.

      Responsibility.

      When you take on a submissive, it’s not all kinky, fetish sex and spankings…though there’s also the benefit of those, if that’s your poison. But rather, it’s understanding your role, your obligation to that sub. It’s not unlike having a child. The tantrums, the mood swings, the endless need of nurturing. It’s the reason why I’ve been reluctant to instate that role over anyone until now.

      I’m a selfish bastard. I know this even as I sit on the lounge in my bedroom, watching Alexis sleep. I’ve been warding off the urge to press my foot to her bare ass and kick her out of my bed since I first woke. It’s a reflex. Alexis is the first woman to ever share my bed.

      Even in hotel rooms and my own personal room at The Firm, I’ve never allowed any woman to stay the night. They’re dismissed as soon as their services are no longer desired.

      So I understand why the urge is even greater here as her hair splays over my pillow, her naked body curled beneath my sheets. This is my domain, and she has invaded it. She doesn’t yet understand the rules, or even her place, and this needs to be rectified quickly.

      I steeple my fingers together, elbows to knees, brooding over just how to handle this delicate woman who has not only disrupted my life, but subverted my routine.

      Responsibility. It’s a fucking bitch. My anger rises as I consider how to repay the partners for forcing this situation on me.

      I rub the back of my neck, working out the stress gathering between my shoulders.

      It’s easy to see now that I’m looking right at it. My pulling rank with the partners wasn’t the sounding alarm. It was the reasoning behind my choice that revealed what they believe to be a weakness.

      And Alexis is their way to eke out more of that weakness.

      Was I tormented lusting after her every day, wanting what I couldn’t—or rather, shouldn’t—have? Absolutely. There may’ve come a time when my willpower—which was increasingly becoming stretched—snapped, and I hauled her over my desk and ripped her panties down. But it would’ve been on my own terms.

      I adjust myself through my jeans. Just the thought of it revives my hunger for her. And therein lies the proof that I couldn’t stop with just one taste. Rather, finally feeling her tight pussy hug my cock has only whet my appetite, and the craving to have her is stronger than ever.

      This spurs me off the lounge and reinforces my purpose. We may have been thrust into this less than desirable situation, unprepared and without first establishing guidelines, but I can still reap the benefits.

      I yank the covers off her.

      She doesn’t stir. Her slumbering body is soft and tempting. One knee pulled to her stomach, the other leg stretched out as she lies on her side, exposing her smooth slit. Kneeling down next to the edge of the bed, I run my hand up her thigh, over her ass, then rub my finger along the silky lips of her pussy.

      She rouses beneath my touch. Breathing in her scent, I insert a finger, my eyes closing at the feel of how tight she is, how hot and wet, first thing in the morning. I suddenly regret not slipping inside her while I was still under the covers—taking her slowly and feeling her squeeze me as she came in her sleep.

      Her eyes snap open, and I realize I’m pumping her pussy with my fingers, my breathing becoming ragged as my cock strains against my jeans.

      I pull out of her and climb on top, shoving her hands above her head and pressing them into the pillow. “Spread your legs.”

      There’s a slight tremble to her body, a desperate gleam breaking through her sleepy gaze as she takes in my bare chest, but she hurriedly obeys my command. Her willingness to instantly submit rather than to question excites me further, and I grind my cock against her as her body arches beneath me.

      I loathe that I’m this desperate to be inside her—that I could easily give in to this need and spend the day fucking her brains out. That resentment is an irritating seed in the pit of my stomach that forces me to pull back.

      Instead, I roam a hand down her body, memorizing her, reading her signals, as if she’s braille under my touch. Soon, I’ll know every spot that drives her crazy, every place that causes her pain. I’ll know how to evoke any emotion and action I desire from her with simply one touch.

      I push inside her, expanding her tight walls with three fingers and making her moan as her pelvis bucks off the bed. Just as quickly, I remove my fingers, denying her any pleasure.

      “Shower first, then we’ll discuss what happens next.” I release her and forcefully remove myself from atop her. When she doesn’t move right away, I lift her leg and give her ass a light swat. “Your reply should be ‘yes, sir’ before you do as told.”

      Her humiliation is tangible; my nose flares as she scoots off the bed before she even knows in which direction to go. I sink my teeth into my lip, physically stifling my need to grab her ankles, yank her beneath me, and revel in her embarrassment. She flaunts it like a taunting child with a new toy, wriggling her little ass as she hurries toward the bathroom.

      She’s trainable, but inexperienced. Honestly, had she not fallen victim to my chide, I’d have loved to go down on her with a firm tongue lashing to bring her to the brink, leaving her aching for the rest of the morning.

      As it is, I take deep breaths, my chest heaving as I wrap my hand around the ridge of my cock and squeeze, quaking from the violent throb.

      The sound of the shower cutting on gives me incentive to move, uncomfortably, toward the box I had Jefferson bring up. I lay it on the bed with a note and then head toward the kitchen. It was short notice, as I didn’t plan to bring Alexis back to my place when I left for the party, but Jefferson was able to get a few things here early this morning.

      That alleviates some of the stress, offering a smidge more control, and I go through the motions of preparing breakfast and coffee with less tension gripping my shoulders. The task keeps my mind busy so I’m not as tempted to storm the bathroom and pin her against the shower wall.

      I hear the timid pad of her feet before she enters the sitting area. From my peripheral, I take in her drenched hair and wet skin. She’s clad only in a white towel. I grit my teeth and beat the eggs harder.

      “The room down the hall on the left is yours when you’re here. There’s a closet with clothes I’ve selected for you, so any choice will please me.”

      “I think I made a mistake,” she says, her trembling evident in the quiver of her voice.

      I drop the fork and turn to face her, wondering if she’s shivering from the chill of her wet skin or fear. Both are equally arousing, and I have to grip the counter to keep from marching over and tearing her towel away. “And why do you suddenly feel you’ve made a mistake?”

      My gaze is drawn to the forced swallow along her slender throat. “This…” she says, bringing out the gift and instructions I left on the bed. “And all this—” she fans a hand through the air “—it’s too much. Too fast. It’s not me…not what I thought… I should leave.”

      I move then, my quick and heavy steps loud in the steel kitchen. She shies away once I’m standing before her. “Then your choice is to leave the law firm, I assume.”

      Her brows draw together, a glimmer of anger rising to the surface to color her cheeks. “Right now, the only threat I feel is from you,” she says, raising her chin.

      My own eyebrows raise out of surprise. I cock my head and study her, trying to decide if her sudden show of bravado is due to fear or embarrassment. Maybe the anal plug should’ve been given to her later, after we discussed things. Damn. This process would’ve gone much smoother had I had the time to approach her on my own terms.

      Tugging the towel higher, she takes a backward step. “I’m not sure if you’re trying to scare me for your own pleasure, or…I don’t know why.”

      Knowing she’s deducing her own ideas of me brings a smile to my face. She’s curious. And her curiosity reveals that she has no desire to leave.

      I return to the bowl and flip the stove burner on, then begin beating the yolks. “How do you take your eggs?”

      Her exasperated huff makes my cock twitch. “Don’t you know?”

      The glare I send her makes her head lower a fraction. “Careful, temptress.”

      “Well,” she says, “you seem to know everything else about me.”

      I let a smile slip as I add salt to the eggs.

      “So you’re just twisted, then. You were only saying that last night to get into my pants,” she says, forcing the issue.

      This, however, isn’t as entertaining. I pour the mix into the pan with gritted teeth. “Omelet it is. And no, Alexis, I may be many things—things that frighten, intimidate, and even intrigue you—but a liar isn’t one of them.” I look at her, my gaze dragging over her sultry form. “Do you regret last night?”

      Her mouth parts, but she doesn’t respond right away. “I’m not sure.”

      I crook a smile. “Are you an adult? Did you consent as an adult last night?” At her nod, I continue. “Did you get wet in the shower when you thought about us?”

      The pink hue that splashes her cheeks is all the proof I need.

      “Then you’re only saying this now because you think it’s the proper etiquette, the way a woman is supposed to behave.”

      “No. That’s not why at all,” she retorts.

      “Yes, it is. And if we take this relationship further, I’m going to tell you right now: this behavior gets tiring real fast.” I flip the omelet and then move closer to her. “I might be amused by it some of the time, in certain scenes, but I prefer for you to get past this vapid indecisiveness from the start. As much as I enjoy your self-effacement, your choice to be my submissive—your being aroused by it—is the one, sure thing you don’t have to be ashamed of.”

      There’s a spark in her eyes, a connection she senses in my statement, even if she doesn’t want to admit it’s true. Society does a number on women of all generations. Luckily, Alexis won’t suffer that tragedy for long. Once she accepts there’s no real reason to feel any guilt, that is.

      With a slight nod, she says, “You didn’t clarify why I’d have to leave.” Her eyes hold mine.

      And just like that, my temptress accepts her place with me. She’s more than perfect, and I’m more than tempted to free her of that infuriating towel and reward her.

      Not yet. Rules first.

      As I return to the stove, I say, “Wells had every intention of advancing you last night. If he passed on the opportunity, I have no doubt that another partner would’ve eagerly approached you soon enough.” I push the omelet onto a plate. “Go get dressed.”

      Confusion mars her pretty face as she shakes her head. “You keep saying that as if it’s a bad thing; advance me. Isn’t that what’s supposed to happen after a year of being with the same firm?”

      My scowl deepens. “This doesn’t get discussed further until you’re dressed. Otherwise, I’m going to be forced to tear that towel away and fuck you against the damn floor.”

      Her eyes widen at my threat, but she doesn’t leave, and I’m all too happy to back it up—my cock already rising to the occasion.

      “Down the hall to the left?” she asks.

      Burying my disappointment, I nod. It’s best to get the technicalities out of the way before either of us commit. Last night was beyond my expectations, and now I’m unable to come to terms with losing her so soon.

      Not before I’ve had my fill.

      And that’s all it is, really. A year of desiring one woman has effectively fucked with my head, and the only solution is to fuck her right out of my system. Had I just bent her over my desk months ago…there wouldn’t be any danger now.

      For that, I take responsibility for our predicament.

      I set a cheese omelet on the table for myself and then go to set her plate on the floor. Reconsidering, I set her a place at the seat next to mine. Normally, this would never happen, but as we’re only now negotiating, it’s what’s best.

      Again, I feel the frustration at having my routine disrupted. But that was the point, wasn’t it? One of them wants to make a play for the power seat of the practice, and I revealed my Achilles’ heel.

      Gannet set the board, and Wells initiated the move. My counterstrike needs to determine which one of them is trying to distract me. It’s unlikely they’re working together, as men in our position don’t share power easily.

      As if I need any more proof of their tactic, my gaze is drawn to Alexis as she enters the room. She’s going to be a lethal distraction. The dress she’s chosen to wear wreaks more havoc on my control than the damn towel. Sheer black material hugs her body, revealing everything, including her thong and bra.

      “That dress is meant to be worn alone,” I state, my gaze unwavering, taking in every bare inch of her legs and the dramatically low neckline. “Without undergarments.”

      She laces her arms around her midsection as she stares into my eyes, attempting not to cower under my appraisal. “It was impossible to find anything that covered…anything. You don’t expect me to wear this out, do you?”

      The fierce urge to spring from my seat and punish her mouth has me gripping the edges of the table. “Please sit,” I say, my tone thick with restraint.

      When she merely lingers, fidgeting with the neck of her dress, I push my chair back and storm toward her before she has the chance to react. I scoop her into my arms and deposit her very tempting ass on the table.

      Her nails dig into my shoulders, seeking balance, as I slide my hands up her thighs and grip her panties. I lift her up with a firm hoist and then yank the annoying things down her legs. “When I said this dress was not meant to be worn with undergarments, what I should’ve made clear is that I desire for you to lose them.”

      She gasps as I reach around her back to undo her bra. “Then you should’ve just said that,” she says, wriggling beneath my touch and taking over the removal herself.

      I pull back to look at her, admiring her flushed face as she jerks the bra through her sleeve. A move I always enjoy. Pressing my palms against her inner thighs, I spread her legs apart. “You’re right,” I say, wedging myself between her knees to lock her in place. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

      Her attention is aimed down at the floor. I hook a finger under her chin and raise her gaze to mine. “Otherwise, the selection of this dress pleases me.”

      She presses her lips together, a small, nervous tell before she says, “The selections didn’t leave much choice at all. My options were either naked or naked.”

      This makes my lips twitch on the verge of a smile. I had no idea how mouthy she could be when pushed. “Again, all choices that would’ve pleased me.”

      I move in closer, anxious to taste her lips, but she moves back. “You said you’d clarify our…situation once I was dressed.” She raises an eyebrow. “Partially dressed is adequate?”

      I do smile now. “Perfectly adequate.” Nudging her plate closer, I nod toward her food. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

      I take my seat, leaving her atop the table next to me, while I stuff a forkful into my mouth. I chew slowly, savoring each bite as she struggles to feed herself, awkwardly cutting into the omelet and then bringing each bite up with a hand beneath, ready to catch any drops.

      The notion that I should’ve put her in my lap hits me—and I envision just what it would feel like to take her ass while burying her pretty face in my omelet.

      Well, considering she’s still sitting on the table and hasn’t yet fled, there’s hope to indulge all sorts of whims later.

      I clear my throat, pushing all temptations away. “It’s not that difficult to understand. You only have two options. The first is you remain under my ownership, where you’ll continue to work at Lark and Gannet, but as my personal paralegal. You’ll get a bump in salary, an excellent insurance package, and you’ll be under my protection. Which means none of the other partners can touch you, or so much as speak to you without my consent. Nothing will change for you, other than you’ll be required to accompany me to The Firm on weekends, where you’ll prove your submission to me.”

      Which I need from her more than anything. She’s my pawn in the gambit.

      “The second option is to leave,” I continue. “Because now that you have been advanced, you’re simply a liability to The Firm and its members. More so, you’re a threat. They will never trust that you’re ignorant of the details.”

      She stops trying to feed herself and stares down at me with wide eyes. “So what…? Oh, my god. They’d kill me?”

      To protect what they’ve built, their investments, their identity…some members of The Firm wouldn’t hesitate. But Alexis is mine, and as such, she doesn’t have to fear any of them.

      As far as the partners go, they might be sadistic pricks, but they’re not villains. “No. No, Alexis. The threat is not one of physical death, but of your life as you know it. Your career, your reputation, your prospects – the end result may feel like death, but as you have yet to enter The Firm, I’m offering you an out.”

      She’s only marginally relieved. “How?”

      “Tell me now that you have no wish to advance as my sub, and I’ll inform the partners that last night was a good fuck, but that’s all. You got your feelings hurt when I told you that I had no intention of taking our relationship further. You put in your notice and, embarrassed, took a job elsewhere. One that I will make sure you have, along with a new place and means to start over.”

      It’s the only way I can be assured that she’s out of their reach. The partners believe they can use her to toy with me, and so they will.

      “Why…but why would you do that for me?” she asks.

      Why indeed. That’s the insufferable question that has no answer. Not yet.

      She swallows hard as I study her, the burning questions almost as annoying as her arms blocking my view of her tits. “I mean,” she says, “why not just send me away now and be rid of me as a complication for you?”

      This much I know. “Because I want you. Because I desire to possess you.” Because the thought of anyone else touching you sends me into a fucking rage. And above all, because I fear what will happen to my sanity if I don’t understand the draw this woman has over me.

      “Regardless of my desires,” I continue. “These are my terms. You comply to them now, or you walk out the door. The choice is yours.”

      “What if I change my mind later?”

      I crick my neck, working out the tension. This, right here, is why I never cared to take a sub. “Once you’re in, it’s not as easy to leave. This should be decided now. But, there is always an out clause. If you choose to leave, you’ll be required to sign a non-disclosure agreement that will prevent you from sharing what you see and hear. Confidentiality is heavily enforced by the law within The Firm. We are lawyers, of course.” I try for a smile, but I can tell it offers her little assurance. “Regardless, no one has ever needed to enforce their out clause, as all members are rigorously vetted beforehand.”

      Just as she was.

      “Make your choice,” I say, then finish off the rest of my breakfast.

      I’m not easily distressed, but the length of time it takes her to mull her decision over has my hand gripping my fork; damn near bending it.

      “All right,” she says, and I look up into her green eyes, truly appreciating their deep hue for the first time. The spark of curiosity is there, and I smile.

      “All right,” I repeat. “That is your response after so little information?”

      For a brief second, her features pull together, my question making her doubt her own mind. “I’m trying to trust that you’ll take care to answer all my questions as you guide me along the way.”

      My eyes close at her reply. So fucking perfect. My cock throbs with the need to reward her. When I look at her again, I’m decided. I’m taking her to The Firm tonight.

      “I will, temptress,” I say. “I’ll teach you everything.”

      Our gazes stay locked as I imagine the ways in which I’ll train her. Then I point to her plate, anxious to get started. “Finish.”

      As she does as told, I ask, “How did you first hear about the position at Lark and Gannet?” I know the answer, but this is for her benefit. To put the pieces together herself.

      Placing a hand over her mouth—so dainty and ladylike—she swallows. “An internship. I was with another firm, one I started at right out of college, and I applied for the internship at Lark and Gannet.” She shrugs.

      I shove my plate aside and turn to face her. “You were interviewed?” She wasn’t. She didn’t need to be. The Firm gets first look at all applications into the internship, which there are three levels. The one she applied to was not for the law firm. Where paralegals and first year lawyers hope to enter and move up through the company.

      The internship Alexis was approved for meant her background was scoured. No simple credit checks or phone calls to previous employers. No, the partners invasively peeled back the cover of her life and read it layer-by-layer, page-by-page, as if it were a scandalous tabloid.

      She shakes her head at this, a furrow forming between her brows. Already, it’s starting to sink in. She probably even wonders why she never questioned our methods before. “I wasn’t. I was sent a formal invitation to start the internship.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “And your mentor?”

      “Julia? What about her?”

      Laying my hand on her knee, I rub her soft skin. I’m just simply unable to deny myself the feel of her. “During your first month, did any of Julia’s training feel…less than professional? Invasive, even?”

      She shivers beneath my touch, and I attempt to sooth her with the stroke of my thumb. “She was strange,” she admits. “But it was my first internship, and she was just more outgoing than me. Everyone is more outgoing than me.” She glances away.

      It’s more than that, though. Julia puts the girls through a rigorous testing procedure. The results are then scrutinized to be the deciding factor on whether the intern is advanced into The Firm.

      Most of them fail. It’s more than a safeguard; it’s imperative to the survival of the partners. Only a select number are advanced at any given time, and the rest are either let go, told there are no openings, or they’re allowed to stay on as fun little playthings.

      Alexis became neither.

      The reason for that decision: me.

      Once I reviewed her results, simply out of curiosity, I put in my first vote ever. This did more than pique the partners’ interest; it put a target on her back. I took it upon myself to ensure she was left alone. Which is likely where my obsession with her began.

      “You should listen to your gut instinct,” I say, then take a swallow of coffee. “You felt something wasn’t right with your training, and yet stayed on. For a year, no less.”

      Her slender fingers fidget with the hem of her dress. “I often feel out of place, and I had nothing to base a comparison on.” She looks at me, her long lashes sweeping her cheeks with each nervous blink. “I had never worked at a large law firm before.”

      “And when offered an entry position,” I say, rising from my chair. “You accepted. Without questions. Without reservation. Without complaint.” I push her knees apart and settle there, cupping her thighs. “You accepted a lower position than you’re qualified for because you needed the money.”

      “Yes.”

      The softly uttered word hangs in the air between us, a testament to her docile nature. Regardless if the truth of her circumstance is painful, or even humbling, she accepts it.

      I make small swirls along her skin, my fingertips tracing the rising gooseflesh as if her body is revealing a story to be read by my hands alone. I do know the story—the one documented with facts on a timeline—but it’s simply not enough. I want to learn the intimate details that only she can provide.

      “You keep to yourself at work.” My hands inch up, taking the hem of her dress with them. “But I’ve seen you watching me. When you think no one is paying attention, when I’m preoccupied, I’ve felt your eyes on me.”

      This causes her to shudder, and she tries to flinch away, as if my touch is too invasive—but it’s my words that evoke her panic.

      “I’m sor—” she breaks off, stopping herself from apologizing, and I smile.

      “You were curious,” I offer.

      “Yes.”

      “And have I fed your curiosity?” I dip my hand between her thighs, loving how her eyes flutter closed, the catch of her breath. “I don’t believe that a curious nature such as yours will be sated with a simple fuck, Alexis. You’ve only glimpsed the rabbit hole, and you have to know how deep it goes.”

      Her eyes open, her lust-filled gaze desperately seeking mine. “I did want you,” she says, her breathy admission slipping over my skin, hot and tantalizing. “I wanted you before I even understood how it was you made me feel these things…”

      Her wetness touches me, my fingers eagerly caressing her slick lips and spreading her hot juices around her pussy. “You’re scared, I know. You’re terrified of loving what I do to you, and what that means.”

      “I’m horrified,” she confirms. I push inside her then, driving deep as she pulses against me, her hips already rocking against the table and her eyes staring into mine.

      “I assure you, as dirty as I made you feel last night, as humiliated as it is working beneath Julia, my attempts will rival them all. Let me break you, tear down your ill-conceived notions, so that you can truly experience the pleasures of freedom.”

      Slow, measured thrusts bring her close, coaxing her body and building toward an orgasm. I’m almost tempted to give in; she’s so sexy and inviting, her breathy pants, her thighs pressing against my arms, her walls clenching and begging for release. I’ve never been so tempted to give a woman exactly what she’s craving as I am right now.

      But I rein in my yearning and stop. When her wide eyes ensnare me, her questions burning embers amid her irises, I move to diminish all doubt. “Where Julia failed, I would love to further your training.”

      Her chest rises with her deep intake of breath. She’s on the cusp, and I can’t think of what it means if she denies me. How far will I go to have her?

      “I want to negotiate some terms,” she says.

      Mine. She’s mine. The knowledge of this barrels through me fast and hard, speeding my pulse. The corner of my mouth hikes as I lower myself to my knees before her.

      “As one of ours, I would be disappointed if you didn’t.” I grasp her ass and slide her to the edge of the table. Her gasp fuels me on as I take her into my mouth, officially claiming her.
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          What’s Love Got to Do With It

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      Could I really belong to him—be owned by him? What does it make me that I almost don’t care to consider the consequences?

      Weak? Reckless? Damaged?

      Have I fallen so far outside the lines of right and wrong that this new blurred realm is where all indecisive women find themselves? This will be my new normal. Dominated and debased by a powerful man, and yet…where I should feel frightened at the risk of losing control over my life, I’m relieved. As if a burden has been lifted from my shoulders and all I have to do is not question it.

      And as his tongue flicks over me, his mouth masterful and possessive as he devours my inhibitions with every lick and suck, I release the frayed ends of my will. Freeing any and all reservations and letting them dissolve under the swell of my desire for him.

      Chase. His name flits through my mind like a wicked daydream—one that I’ve kept locked away, too ashamed to admit even to myself. I’m not the sexiest. I’m not the smartest or most vivacious. His lust for me is a simple commodity; I am willing to be his possession.

      This realization brings me some comfort, or else I would drive myself crazy trying to understand why me. What he could possibly desire. No man has ever afforded me this kind of clarity. And for that alone, to know exactly what is expected and demanded, his needs, and why I was chosen… I’m able to at least trust in that.

      His tongue delivers a vigorous lashing to my clit, making my muscles tense, and I release an unguarded moan. The feel of his scruff along my thighs sends a hand into my hair, my other to my breast. My body spasms and opens all at once as electric tingles of heat flutter over my skin.

      “Demand your terms,” he says against me, driving the ache in my core deeper, the vibration of his guttural voice teasing every nerve ending.

      I can barely breathe, never mind get out words strung together in any coherency. He acknowledges my state by slowing, and the ache intensifies into a sharp, demanding pain.

      “Tell me your terms while fucking my mouth, or else I’ll prolong this until you’re screaming for release.”

      There is no doubt that he will do just that. And revel in my pain.

      “I get to call you Chase,” I say, my face flush. Whether from his deliberate tonguing of my clit to make me squirm, or the cringing I feel from such a weak request, I’m not sure.

      He nips at my sensitive skin and I flinch, but the hint of his smile spreading across his lips assuages some of my shame. “When in private, you may call me whatever you like. In public, it’s sir. At The Firm, you will refer to me as Master.”

      The mention of the law firm as its own entity again has me questioning all of this. However, he said there’s a clause, an out. Whatever danger I find myself in can be escaped. “Yes,” I say, accepting the compromise. “I can do that.”

      He rewards me with a slow and sensual caress of his mouth, and the rest of my demands are nearly forgotten. Only one is able to penetrate the haze of lust swallowing me. “I need to be able to contact and go to my brother at any given time.”

      He sucks me into his mouth, hard and without mercy. When he releases me, he says, “Done.”

      The relief is instant. Selfishly, I dreaded his reaction, worried over what I’d have done had he denied me this, if he had any objections to my dedication to my brother. Before Chase turned my world upside down with just one touch…everything was clear and certain.

      I worked as a paralegal at Lark and Gannet. I spent my days wrapped up in cases, my nights alone, dreading the ring of my phone, a knock at my door—the confirmation to the sick feeling plaguing my stomach that my brother was gone.

      Living in a constant state of fear and panic has left little room for my own personal desires. Rather, they’re a burden, more easily ignored than recognized.

      Then, Chase brought a fantasy to life. Everything is twisted and warped now, filled with heat and sensation. Stirring, carnal want. And I don’t know if I’m more terrified to lose it or embrace it.

      The last time a man asked anything of me, he took and took…

      “And don’t call me baby,” I blurt as unwanted memories flood back.

      This request has the opposite effect of what I want. Chase pulls away, and before I’m brave enough to open my eyes, I feel him before me, his heady scent of cologne intoxicating, his warmth vibrating near.

      “Look at me.”

      I force my eyes to obey. The depth of his blue irises is startling; the intensity in his gaze a threat. I fear I’ve angered him—that I’ve somehow offended him.

      He cups my face, bringing me close. “I would never dare insult you with such a cheap, lazy declaration of my desire for you, Alexis.”

      And that’s all it takes. In one fell swoop, I become his. Completely. The brutality of his authority, the derision he’s inflicted thus far and all he promises to come, is swept aside with one intimate lamination of his near affection for me. The fall I’m about to suffer will wreck me so much worse than any scorn he can inflict.

      Still, there’s a curious glint in his gaze. A question masked beneath his conviction that flashes red with warning. He hasn’t asked—but he wants to know the why behind my request. And even as I’m tumbling, the fear of what he could do with that knowledge harbors on the edge of my consciousness.

      Before memories long ago buried can wreak havoc, his lips touch mine, his mouth sealing me to him in a binding contract. “Is that all?” he whispers, his voice so soft I almost believe he’s capable of that tender affection.

      But just as quickly, that gentleness vanishes when I nod my answer.

      “Speak up,” he orders.

      “Yes. That’s all I want.”

      That devilish smile curls his lips, displaying the dimple in his cheek. “That’s hardly all you want, temptress.” He proves his claim with an expert caress between my thighs, lighting my body aflame. “Lift your arms.” As I do, he grasps the bottom of my dress and drags it up my body, over my head.

      A shiver envelops me, the cool kiss of air licking my bare skin, the sight of him running the sheer material through his hand, stretching it out in front of me. Then with measured control, he raises the banded dress over my head and glides it down my back. Weaving it beneath my arms, he anchors the taut material around me. “Lie back,” he says.

      As I do, the dress supporting me as he lowers me to the table, my chest arced toward him as he crawls above, the erotic way in which he poses me this moment shatters all my barriers.

      This man could ravage me, body and mind. He could tear me down, and I’d beg him to do it again.

      “You’re under my skin,” he whispers so close to my ear his lips graze me. “And the only answer is to deliver a brutal fucking.”

      His threat steals my breath, the weight of him pressing me against the table as he covers my body prevents me from filling my lungs, and I know I’ll never take another breath without craving his scent.

      He reaches a hand down between us, his movements as he unzips his jeans rubbing me, teasing me, heightening my anticipation. With a harsh groan, he releases himself. His hardness is heavy against the sensitive skin of my pelvis. A pulse reverberates deep within me; the need to have him filling me consumes my being.

      Then he’s grinding between my legs, the smooth skin of his thick shaft sliding between my wet lips, drumming up my pulse until my breathing ratchets. A spike of pleasure travels through my back as he rubs against my clit.

      Cupping my wrist, he drives my hand above my head, where he clasps my arms together. Rising up, he grinds hard into me, bearing down on my wrists as he physically asserts his dominance.

      “I’m going to fuck you long and slow,” he says, each word enforced with a hard thrust, making my back arch off the table. “Make you feel how badly I’ve craved you all these months.”

      I suck in a sharp breath as his mouth surrounds my nipple. His teeth graze, his tongue flicks, and as my body reacts, muscles clenching, he drives into me.

      His groan travels the length of me as he pushes deeper, opening me up to take him. “Fuck. My tight little cunt—how I’m going to punish it for teasing me.”

      “I didn’t…” I claim. For some reason, I desperately want him to know this.

      Slamming inside me again with a deep, long stroke, just as he assured, he lowers his mouth to mine. “You did, temptress,” he says against my mouth. “Every time you bent over, daring me to take you. Every time you walked past and lowered your head…you were tempting me to make you mine. Now, I’m going to give you everything you begged of me.”

      I did—I admit it. I wanted him to pull me into some dark corner and make me forget the world. “I wanted to know what it felt like to be touched by you.” I squeeze my eyes closed, unable to meet his gaze—the one I know is hungry with questions.

      My admission spurs him on, his thrusts coming deeper and harder. My hands curl into fists as I wriggle against his iron grasp, seeking to touch him. My legs wrap around his strong hips as he slams into me, over and over. “You will,” he breathes against me. “You’ll learn what it feels like to be owned by me. I’ll memorize every inch of you. From the inside out. Every part of you belongs to me.”

      His intimate declaration ignites all the places he’s touching, and those he’s not. As if just saying it, he’s already lain claim to each of those needy parts. And as he rocks into me, driving me closer with each powerful plunge, I tighten around him, desperate to hold onto him as I careen toward climax.

      He reads my body, increasing his speed and delivering deep thrusts that have my thighs clinging to him. His name slips out on a frantic pant, and his hips pound against me mercilessly, as if his name on my lips tears away his control.

      I come hard. My body quivering and pulsing with electric aftershocks that heighten every time he drives deeper. He releases my wrists and my hands go to his back. I feel him tense under my touch, and the excitement of him filling me steals over, but he forcefully rips himself away.

      I yelp as he grasps my ankles and hauls me toward the edge of the table. His breathing is labored, his chest rising with each strenuous intake of air. “Get the anal plug.”

      Dazed, I blink at him, but soon his state registers in my lust-fogged brain and I scamper off the table. My legs barely support my weight as I hurry to the bedroom. Dread hasn’t even seeped in yet—until my hands are on the object.

      I creep toward him, wariness lacing my limbs. The clear jewel plug clutched in my hand as I take in his changed demeanor. His muscles corded tight. His firm grip on his cock as he strokes himself, causing heat to bloom deep in my core; the sight so carnal and savage, I could wilt under his ravenous gaze.

      His eyes devour my body as he stalks toward me then, his hand going to my hair and angling my face to his. His erection presses against my belly, throbbing and making my thighs ache. “Bend over the table,” he orders.

      Only he doesn’t give me time to process and act on his demand. He’s guiding me there with a firm hold in my hair, my feet struggling to keep up. My stomach hits the edge, then his hand flattens against my back as he pushes my chest to the table.

      His feet spread mine apart, opening me up to him, and my eyes seal shut.

      “Don’t clench up. Relax,” he says, taking the object from my hand. The feel of his cock sliding against me encourages his desired effect. I’m still wet and aching from before, and the thought of him entering me again sends a splash of heat all the way to my toes.

      He backs away just enough to insert a hand between us, circling his fingers around my slick lips. A quiver rocks my body, and my fingers dig at the hard slab. Then, with sure movements, he spreads the wetness over the tight entrance of my channel. I flinch out of reflex. But the more he massages, the more pressure that builds as he firmly applies his fingers, my walls contract and I’m worked open.

      “I will have your ass tonight,” he says, his voice a gruff promise. “You will not remove this unless I give you permission. If you have to use the bathroom, I’ll remove it for you.” I cringe at the vision his words evoke. His voice never sounds abashed, his tone never betraying any of the revulsion I feel when he talks about such things; only absoluteness. “Before we leave this evening, you’ll use an enema to prepare yourself.”

      Oh, god…it’s worse. This feeling of shame, hearing him talk about my facilities with such exactness is more than humiliating.

      “What’s your reply?”

      He rests the teardrop shaped plug to my back entrance, and I gasp in a breath. “Yes, sir.” My response rushes out as he eases in the tip.

      A heavy groan follows his lead as he slowly inserts the plug. My legs shake at the feel of pressure, my back taut with strain. His hand slips around my front and his fingers quickly find my clit. The stimulation causes my internal muscles to flex, and the teardrop is sucked in.

      “Oh, my god,” I pant, my arms stiff as I brace against the table.

      “You’re doing perfectly,” he encourages, expertly working my clit. He slips his hard cock beneath my aching center, his mouth near my ear. “Now. Scream all you want.” Then he’s pushing inside—one deep, hard thrust.

      I cry out. My stomach tenses at the feel of him filling me and the heaviness penetrating my channel. My immediate reaction is to push back, clenching to alleviate the spiking pressure.

      Anticipating my body’s response, he rests his pelvis against my ass, keeping the plug in place. He continues to knead my clit as his other hand cups my breast, adding stimulation and willing my body to accept the pain as pleasure.

      I’m torn in too many directions—too many sensations assault me to focus on any one feeling. With each swirl over my clit, my body spasms, my walls tightening around him. His thick groans follow each contraction, encouraging his heavy thrusts. As if my body’s refusal to accept him only drives him deeper, his thrusts coming more forceful, more possessive.

      His chest presses against my back, the friction of his taut muscles bearing down on me a pleasurable command over my body’s resistance. And as he pins me against the table, delivering a brutal fucking…a euphoric clarity grips me.

      I crave this.

      I accused him of being sick…of getting some twisted fix…but it’s me who desires to be forced into submission—me who called out to him. Pleading to be dominated.

      I’m the one who willed this man into my life.

      I’m going to give you everything you begged of me.

      As his words ring true, answering my beckoning cry, fiery currents sweep along my body. Blazing. Destructive. A fierce orgasm rips through me.

      I scream. And scream. Over stimulated. Unable to lock on to any one point of origin as the orgasm detonates all over; a trail of devastation left in its wake as my body sags from the outpour.

      He’s not slowing. Not stopping. Battering my insides with a vicious pounding that I’m suddenly afraid will break me…just as he promised. My mind tries to drift—tries to tunnel under the pressure…

      “Stay with me,” he rasps, increasing his thrusts as if he’s a machine, bent on making me feel everything. “My fuck toy doesn’t get off that easy.”

      He releases my breasts only to grab my hair, forcing me flat against the table. His other hand lifts up on my mound, kicking my ass up toward him as he rams inside, harder and harder, my screams barely masking his groans.

      Soon, the pain builds into another all-consuming pressure that has me cringing against the cold steel table, my skin aflame and muscles straining. I ache…everywhere. But the pulse of his cock matches the rhythm of my racing heart, and when he drives in a final time, I shatter. I’m so wet he slicks against me as he bears down to keep inside, his own release thrumming deep and hot within me, shooting electric currents through my back.

      I’m lost. So lost. All I can do is feel and breathe through the aftershocks as he pulls out of me and scoops my languid body into his arms. Arms that are still strong despite having worked so hard, like his chest that cradles me securely, as he walks us toward the bedroom.

      He lays me down on the cool sheets, his heat pouring off him and covering me from above as he hovers. His eyes meet mine, and I swear I glimpse a flicker of fear behind the hard mask. Just a second to see beneath…and then it’s gone. His mouth firm as he drags a hand down my body.

      “I can’t let you go now,” he says, his voice resolute.

      It’s right on the tip of my tongue. My avowal to never want to be released.

      But he steals that, too. His mouth dips down, his lips sealing over mine. Our tongues mingle and taste, slowly, tenderly, so in conflict with his demanding, controlling nature. I moan into the kiss, irrevocably sated.

      When he pulls away, a beautiful smile curves his lips. “I fear I’m going to break my word.” His gaze flits over my face, inspecting the furrow of my brow. He brushes his fingers across my skin, smoothing away the crease. “I told you I’d give back what I take, but I fear that’s impossible now, Alexis. I simply can’t stop myself from taking.”

      Though I should be alarmed, his confession sends a tingling thrill coursing through my blood. He’s there too now—coursing along my veins, speeding my pulse. Traveling right to that pumping organ his touch threatens to combust.

      “So,” he says, seating himself between my thighs. “You best confess what you need from me, before I completely devour you.”

      There’s no tease in his tone. The seriousness in his blue eyes urges his sincerity, and his weight bearing down on me enforces his intent. I’m almost afraid to speak, shocked that he plans to fuck me again.

      Am I not broken?

      Am I not a puddle of submissive goo beneath him?

      The heated look in his pale gaze answers my unspoken questions. I haven’t even begun to feel the extent of what this man is capable of.

      I lick my lips, watching the way his gaze follows the path of my tongue. Predatory. “What if I don’t know?” I admit.

      He raises his eyebrows, forcing his eyes back to mine. “Everybody wants something.”

      I don’t have any friends. My parents are dead. The rest of my family distant and estranged. All I have is my job and the worry over my brother. There are so many…too many things I don’t have that I don’t even know where to begin to long for them. Besides, anything and everything can be taken away. Stolen in the blink of an eye.

      While it’s true that everybody wants something in this world…it’s also true that once obtained, there’s a constant fear of losing it.

      I raise my chin, employing confidence I don’t feel. “I reserve the right to answer at a later date.”

      A true smile breaks across his face, his burst of laughter unfurling a flight of pleasurable shivers within me. I almost amend my answer, stating that what I want is to see that—being the only recipient of his heart-melting smile, instead of the one he flashes too often. The sultry, panty-dropping smile he uses to reel in prey.

      I bite down on my tongue, preventing myself from exposing what I have no doubt he’ll see as a weakness.

      “Still fighting for a promotion, I see.” His smile is gone, but the silver gleam still lights his blue gaze. “I admit, I don’t like surprises. Nor do I like not knowing the stakes.” Something flashes in his narrowed gaze before he inhales deeply. “But as I’m unable to get enough of your sweet pussy…” He rocks into me then, eliciting a soft cry from me. “I’m at a disadvantage.”

      I’ve nearly forgotten about the plug until he’s filling me, increasing the pressure in my channel as my hands push against his chest.

      When I open my eyes again, as the pain ebbs and pleasure sweeps in, his slow and steady thrusts not as intense—but just as demanding—I see the primal need strike like steel meeting flint in his gaze. That spark of desire to annihilate me.

      Lowering himself, he presses me into the mattress, driving inside me deeply, as he whispers against my ear, “But be warned, temptress. A disadvantage doesn’t deter me. I’m not to be fucked with.”
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      Chase

      I stand before the bathroom mirror, flipping a silver makeup compact over in my hand. My guest bathroom that has never been used is littered with feminine touches, suddenly making it look very lived in.

      It’s at my request, of course, that Jefferson fill it with every assortment that Alexis might need, but that doesn’t stop the irrational frustration at having my sanctuary invaded.

      Control and routine. Routine and control. They go hand in hand, and are the foundation of my life. It was my budding law practice that, years ago, became the base of what Lark and Gannet is today.

      My ideas. My routines. My connections.

      Mike Gannet offered a flare for marketing and a delicate finesse with the clientele that I didn’t possess, which made him a necessary asset. Otherwise, I hate change. Each partner henceforth was hand selected by me, because I deemed them worthy as they offered some valuable benefit for the practice.

      And, they had a similar foundation. A belief system that afforded them an invitation into The Firm—an association of the most elite, a membership, if you will, of likeminded, powerful men who like to play and still keep their reputations in tact.

      Politicians. Judges. CEOs. Too many great men have been brought down by their pricks. The Firm gives men with means—lots of means—a lucrative way to fulfill their needs without the fear of exposure.

      Truthfully, Lark and Gannet makes money—but it doesn’t accrue the kind of wealth that The Firm rakes in.

      I built my enterprise one client at a time, safely and securely, into the staple that it is now—and I’ve done so with an idealism and routine that was never questioned. Never challenged.

      Until now.

      I hate change.

      I toss the compact to the counter and look up when Alexis’s reflection appears in the mirror.

      My breath stalls in my chest. The elegant black dress hugs her curves as if it was painted on; the silky material stopping right above her knee and revealing her sexy thigh with a long slit that travels all the way back up. The thick straps at top cross over her breasts, wrapping her shoulders.

      It was a battle between us; me desiring her to adorn the sheer dress from earlier, and her negotiating for this one now.

      As much as I’m loath to admit it, the battle was well worth these results. “Turn around,” I say as I stalk toward her.

      With obvious reluctance, she does as told, spinning around as I come up behind her. The open back of the dress frames her sides, leaving her back completely bare. I close in, pressing my palm between her shoulder blades and drag it all the way to where the backside just covers the top of her ass.

      I suddenly regret announcing that I’ll be bringing her tonight. Rather, I’m more than tempted to feel the delicate material tear beneath my hands as I shred it from her body.

      Still, the desire to see her reaction to The Firm outweighs my carnal instincts.

      I press a kiss to the nape of her neck, and am rewarded with her shiver as I sweep my hand around her front and caress her through the silk dress. “Perfect. Let’s go.”

      Tonight, Jefferson pulls my personal limo up to the front door as I exit. I rest my hand at the small of Alexis’s back, guiding her just ahead of me toward the sleek, stretched car. I insist she sit across from me rather than too near, because I know my hands will find their way beneath that dress, then there will be no stopping.

      Tugging at the knot in my tie, I suppress the urge. “Are you nervous?”

      Her legs are crossed, her back ramrod against the seat. She’s been alternating laying her hands in her lap and fidgeting with the straps of the dress. I smile when she settles her hands in her lap again.

      “You know I am,” she says, her gaze meeting mine for the first time since we entered the car. “And I feel agitated without my phone.”

      Though I’m truly indulging in her anxiousness by keeping her in the dark, there’s a niggle of unease at her admission. I sigh and bring out the phone in question. “Put your concern over your brother out of you mind. I assure you, if you’re needed, I’ll let you know.”

      She looks down then, averting her gaze. “Thank you.”

      I slip her phone back into my pocket. Although I’d have never advanced her if I felt she couldn’t be trusted, I provide the best services for my clients because I’m cautious. Having her phone in her possession will only distract her from feeling the intense anticipation of the unknown, and I can’t chance she’ll record anything. Besides, she has no messages. Her brother hasn’t contacted her in over six months.

      I’m not sure informing her of exactly what his condition is will alleviate her worry, however. Last time I received an update, Jake Wilde had just been released from jail on his own recognizance after a stint in D.C. corrections for a simple possession charge. It’s a misdemeanor, but it’s his third one.

      Which is curiously interesting, considering his sister is a paralegal who works with top-notch lawyers. You’d think she’d be his first call. There was some falling out between them years ago, which I had assumed was due to his blowing through his inheritance that was split between them after the death of their parents.

      Later, there were deposits into his account from Alexis as her brother then blew right through her half of the insurance money.

      But knowing what I know about the woman sitting across from me, I doubt that dissuaded her compassion for the junkie. Once her assets went dry, unable to send him any more money, he cut off communication with her.

      I don’t know why I’m wondering about it now, other than the possibility that her brother could prove to be a distraction for her. A variable which may need further investigation on how to be remedied should that happen.

      The limo pulls to a stop before the hotel, and Alexis appears less tense. I hide my smirk, letting her feel the relief of not being subjected to some tawdry sex club, as I suspect she assumed.

      Jefferson opens the door for us and I exit first, offering her my hand. “You were expecting something different?”

      As she accepts my hand to stand beside me, she nods. “I don’t know, but I wasn’t expecting this.”

      The Skylark boasts eight floors in the heart of downtown Arlington. All sleek reflective glass and steel, the elegant building absorbs the city lights, casting the city’s shimmery reflection back at itself.

      It was a risky investment at the time I acquired it and began the renovation—the biggest risk I’ve ever been persuaded to take—but the hotel is now the flagship of one of three Hotel Skylarks. The other two located in more prime locations, such as D.C. and New York City.

      “I’m glad you’re impressed. Walk behind me at all times,” I instruct as I straighten my suit jacket and head toward the revolving door. Jefferson waits until we’ve entered the hotel before he parks, where he’ll wait to be notified.

      The desk concierge nods to me as I stroll through the lobby, the scent of fresh gardenias in the air. I give him a curt nod to let him know I’m here on business, not a random inspection. The hard lines in his weathered face smooth some at this, and I head toward the bank of elevators.

      Once we’re inside, Alexis settles against the wall of the steel car as I push a key in above the keypad. After I enter my four-digit code, the elevator begins its ascent to the penthouse.

      “The top floor?”

      My shoulders tense at her outburst. “Did I give you permission to ask a question?” I face her, my expression resolute. We haven’t had any official training, and I need her compliant. She’s the first sub I’ve ever taken on, and the partners will be studying us—studying me. Looking for a crack, a weakness to exploit.

      As soon as I smoke out the offender, I’ll let him hang himself with his own noose—then make an example out of him. Until then, none of them can be given the impression that I’ve become weak.

      Hostile takeovers happen with far less gain for the offerer, and as I have yet to be approached by one of the partners, I’m sure this is a hostile attempt to acquire control over The Firm. Which is far more profitable than acquiring majority shares of Lark and Gannet.

      I doubt the weasel has weighed the risks, however. If any of the clients get a whiff of a takeover, they’ll enforce they’re out clause. It’s a safeguard I set up that ensures their privacy, as well as mine, in the event any threat of exposure is made. But before it comes to that, I prefer to handle this matter myself, instead of risking a forced shutdown.

      My temples ache, the pressure creeping in. I hold Alexis’s gaze and she soon bows her head. I pull out the blindfold from my pocket. “Come here.”

      As she moves closer, I turn her around and slip the black satin mask over her head. “This is for theatrics, showing you as being welcomed in. Purely decoration.” Her fingers trace the slits over her eyes that allow her to see.

      “May I ask a question?”

      The tension wrapping my muscles eases some. “Yes.”

      “Do I need a password? And why the top floor?”

      Two questions, but I don’t reprimand. Semantics. “No passwords required,” I say, facing the doors as the car approaches its stop. “This is an exclusive members only association. If you’re here, you’ve been invited. And no dark dungeons located in some secluded mansion basement. It’s not like the movies, so you can wipe away any preconceived notions and simply obey my orders.” I look at her. “That’s of utmost importance. Your objective is to please me tonight, and you’ll succeed only by following all orders without question.”

      Her body trembles. I hook a finger under her chin and pull her gaze to mine. “Trust, Alexis. I won’t demand anything of you that I feel you’re not ready for.”

      Her eyes keep mine through the openings of the blindfold, then I break our connection as the doors open. “Always walk behind me,” I remind her.

      There is always a beginning and an end. To everything. But unlike history denotes, marking the moment of change, the impact, it’s the length of time between the two points that’s significant.

      As I enter the penthouse, the comforting sense engulfing me, I’m reluctant to reach the end any time soon. It’s more than despising change; it’s reveling in my creation.

      I built this floor with precise specs. With the initial play party in mind, majority of the room is an open floor plan with thick gray pillars running floor to ceiling. There are sections for different fetishes or themed play, sheer black curtains draped between sitting areas for voyeurs. The floor is lacquered gray cement. Rough but elegant, complimenting the red and dark gray walls.

      The entire ceiling is covered with woven steel rafters. All the sleek, black-patent leather furniture hung from chains. Each section promotes its own theme: St. Andrew’s crosses in some, benches with restraints in others, Shibari in the next with adorning ropes streaming from the rafters.

      I only get a few steps inside, the dimly lit room flickering with candlelight beckoning me home, before I turn to scrutinize Alexis. Her soft green eyes are wide behind the mask, her hands gripping the hem of her dress.

      I face her and raise my eyebrows, prompting her. “Speak.”

      “You said no dungeons…”

      A smile twists my mouth. “Well, maybe not in the traditional sense. This is much more than a typical dungeon.” I offer her my arm. She only hesitates a moment before accepting the lifeline.

      As I lead her around the penthouse, I’m greeted by the members. Men of station, of wealth, of great power. Being near D.C., the epicenter for the influential, makes The Firm a convenient place to funnel all the dirt through. And there are some dirty players here tonight. I shake hands with a congressman, noting the recognition in Alexis’s eyes.

      This is where the danger for her comes in.

      I’m bringing her into my world, where my protection—my possession of her—is most required. I hold her closer, staking my claim so there is no question who she belongs to.

      I guide her through the scenes, allowing her to absorb each one and become accustomed. Though I know for most a first time experience is overwhelming. And I’m not positive I desire for her to become accustomed.

      There was no shock for me. I am who I am. I simply designed my ideal sanctuary based on my own yearnings. And what I crave now is Alexis.

      Witnessing the astonishment in her eyes, the way her breath catches when a flogger meets its target with a loud crack, is like experiencing it for the very first time myself. A treat I never truly felt. I’m enraptured by her hesitant but curious nature. The way she avoids everyone’s eyes, her hands clinging to my bicep.

      “Come on,” I say, taking her away from the current scene and toward the only private section. “Time to introduce you to your subordinates.”

      She’s aware of who these men are, her bosses—but she hasn’t been introduced to the real men. The four corners that make up The Firm.

      Pulling back the curtain, I enter first, allowing Alexis to follow closely behind. This area is reserved for the partners and their subs, which Alexis is now considered.

      “Alexis, you’re acquainted with Mike Gannet, Caleb Mason, and Price Wells.”

      She keeps her head bowed, the way I coached her.

      “It’s lovely to officially meet you, Alexis.” This from Gannet, who assesses me carefully. “I’m surprised you’ve brought her here this soon. Does that mean she’s ready?”

      I feel Alexis stiffen beside me, her apprehension rolling through her to me. Not that I’m at all effected by their tactics, or worried she’s not ready. I know she’ll be as compliant and willing as the first day I laid eyes on her.

      This is something entirely different for me; a connection I don’t normally feel. Ever.

      And it’s intoxicating.

      I grasp her wrist, bringing her before me. “It’s time for your induction.”
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          Fall on Me

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      Fall.

      Fall.

      Fall.

      The mantra inside my head is more than willing myself to let go—it’s a battle of trust.

      Wearing a satin mask, I stand upon a platform in the middle of a secluded nook, eyes raking over me. Peeling back my layers as Chase pushes the straps of my dress down my shoulders.

      I’m staring at a place across the room. My focal point. So I don’t look any of them in the eyes. The marred scratch on the wall draws me in, keeps me from panicking, if only just. And I’m reminded of the time my brother kept telling me to fall… Just let go and trust him. He’d catch me.

      It was a game.

      All I had to do was let myself fall and be caught.

      The coarse friction of Chase’s hands graze my arms, my waist, along their descent to remove my dress. The chill in the air soothes the fire simmering along my skin, blanketing my naked body in false comfort.

      I’m being bared to these men. Chase is asking too much…and yet he requires my trust.

      Fall.

      It’s not a question of whether he’ll catch me; I’ve already been caught. I can’t escape him. And I don’t want to escape him. But the game he’s initiating before these men will test more than a tenuous thread of trust between us.

      I understand now that it’s not simply a matter of being broken. There are many levels of brokenness. To which my Master, my owner, means to inflict all.

      “Raise your arms,” he says, his breath grazing my ear.

      I lift them, and he snaps my wrists above my head. Then methodically circles a thin chain around them, banding my wrists together. I focus harder on the flawed spot of the wall as he secures my arms to a chain dangling from above.

      I wish the blindfold prevented me from seeing. It’s a cruel joke; meant only to arouse others; a theatric, like Chase claimed. I’d rather not know…not see what’s coming.

      The image of being flogged like the woman in the main room invades my mind. Or strapped to the giant X, nipple clamps fastened to the point of pain…but somehow, I realize that’s too simple, too mundane, for his tastes.

      I’m proven right when I glimpse the entrance of three women. To say they’re beautiful would be an injustice. They’re stunning, breathtaking, torn right from the ethereal pages of a fantasy.

      All have long waves draping their slim shoulders; two brunettes, one blonde. But all three wear only a thin, silver chain around their necks with a pendant. Otherwise, they’re as naked as I am. Heads bowed, they saunter toward the seated partners and take their places, kneeling before each one.

      Is this the length of my humility? To be shown what is expected of me from these perfect women—from these submissives? I almost burst from the flood of relief, a nervous laugh held at the base of my throat as Chase’s hand surrounds my neck.

      The cool brush of metal tickles my skin as he strings a delicate choker around my neck. “You’re to wear this at all times. It’s never to be removed. I’m the only one who can, and if I choose to, then you’re of no more service to me. I will release ownership over you.”

      For some reason, the weight of the silver chain is more binding than the agreement where I literally signed away my life. Before I was brought here, before this…relationship between us became official, proof of my submission was required.

      Understanding the law as I do, that printed agreement was more demeaning than anything I’ve experienced so far. Even now, standing before these lustful men, their beautiful women filling me with intimidation, having inked my name to prove my commitment to Chase felt more belittling.

      I’ve secretly craved his attention for months. I desired his touch. I made a choice, sane and rational, to be with him—but my word is not enough. Seeing my life—the research done into my background—splashed across the binder was a cruel reminder, proof that my word is questionable. That I still harbor some deep-seated doubt that I’m inadequate.

      And maybe I should thank him for that. Maybe I should’ve penned my signature in blood rather than ink. Giving him absolute control over everything. Because two days ago, I could never fathom myself here, now, being stripped bare before others in a secret penthouse.

      In having my life scoured and my secrets revealed, Chase prepared me for this very moment. Once all your sins are categorically ordered and printed on letterhead for strangers to read, then standing before them chained and exposed becomes of little consequence.

      Mercifully, I still retain privacy over my darkest secret. A background check doesn’t reveal all—and that’s my one consolation.

      My breath catches as Chase drops a kiss to the nape of my neck, the press of the clasp into my skin cementing his ownership. “Do you wish to please me?”

      I squeeze my eyes closed. I utter the words silently before speaking them aloud. “Yes, Master.”

      The feel of his secure grip, his body pressing against mine briefly, reveals his satisfaction at my response. “Begin.” His curt order prickles my skin. He promptly steps away, leaving me reeling.

      My eyes blink open. I turn my head, my gaze following Chase as he moves toward the empty seat in the middle of the partners. The chain above rattles with my movements, my fear of the unknown quaking through my body.

      As soon as he’s seated, all eyes on me, the three women advance.

      There is no reluctance as they approach, no falter in their sexy gait. The blonde progresses onto the platform, her sure and sultry walk bringing her right before me. Our eyes meet, but there’s an absence of emotion in hers. No fear. No vacillation. Only the robotic duty of obedience.

      How removed I am from that state? Does Chase already see me this way?

      I glance at the pendant around her neck. A diamond encrusted bird, though I’m not sure what kind. It’s beautiful and elegant on her.

      She brushes the back of her hand over my cheek, her soft fingers caressing and roving toward my lips.

      “You’re not to touch her mouth.”

      My gaze lands on Chase as he issues the order. Immediately, she removes her hand, dropping it instead to my hip.

      “Her mouth belongs to me,” Chase clarifies, directing his attention to the other men, as if delivering a threat. Which in turn makes my stomach churn with nerves. I suddenly realize for the first time that I’m in danger of being touched—being fucked—by them.

      My safe word is right at the front of my thoughts. If I use it against them, would it count? Would Chase stop them?

      I take note of the tension brewing among them before his order is accepted, then they return their gazes to their submissives and nod. I don’t understand the dynamic—I can’t process if Chase has ultimate say over the partners, their subs…or if there’s some battle of wills at stake. I can’t reason this internally as I typically do, because the feel of hands caressing and roaming steals all thoughts away.

      The woman before me drops to her knees and kisses along my belly. I jerk at the intimate contact, and as she slides her hands up my thighs, I seek Chase’s gaze.

      He’s more than condoning these women fondling me; he’s enjoying it.

      And as one of the brunettes runs her tongue over my nipple, his arctic eyes blaze with yearning. I can only look into his gaze; my new focal point. He approves of this, desires it, because his eyes alone beckon my devotion.

      Chase lifts his chin. “And you’re not to remove her anal jewel.”

      Humiliation sweeps through me so fiercely, I drop my gaze, unable to continue seeking a connection with the man who declares such things with no preamble.

      The air doesn’t even stir at his mention of the jeweled plug adorning my posterior; it’s only out of the norm for me—the newbie. The shy, awkward introvert. But he knows this. Whereas I believed he never noticed me for more than a passing glance, Chase has watched me. Studied me. He knows exactly what will shame me.

      And this is what he ultimately desires.

      The sensation of the chains biting into my wrists, their soft hands roaming, caressing, invading—I’m the perfect spectacle as I’m subjected to arousing stimulation which I’m unable to ignore—to pretend doesn’t excite me.

      Then as the blonde takes me into her mouth—so different than the feel of Chase; his firm tongue, his commanding caress—I gasp. While I’m trying to ignore the brunette working her hands and mouth over my breasts, it’s impossible not to buck against the other woman kneeling behind as her slender fingers ease inside me.

      “Oh, god,” I whisper, whether in need of answer or just helpless reaction, I don’t know. But I can’t stop the flood of stimuli. I can’t control my body’s response, becoming wet. Throbbing. The deep pulse building into a hot ache.

      At once, all men stand and approach. I flinch at their abrupt movement, attempting to shy away, but the women hold me in place. Their nails dig into my thighs, my waist. Their groping becomes frenzied—and against my will, my body likes the chase. Being bound and forced to accept the impending orgasm.

      Chase remains seated, his heated gaze intent on watching. I lock on to him, trying to envision it’s his hands on me. Only when the three men take their stance around me, directly behind their subs, my trembling becomes unbearable.

      The two—Gannet and Mason—are at my right and left. It’s Wells behind me, and not being able to see him, to know what he’s about to do, is terrifying.

      As their hungry gazes rake over my flesh, they begin to unbuckle their belts. Their zippers lower. Their pants drop around their ankles.

      Oh, god…

      I almost speak out—Red right on the tip of my tongue, but I bite down. Chase widens his eyes, encouraging me to still my racing heart.

      Gannet grabs ahold of the woman kneeling in front of me, raising her ass up to him as he drives into her without warning. Her moan vibrates against me, through me, and I flinch at the intense spasm that ripples along my flesh.

      The rest of them follow suit, taking their subs from behind, fucking them mercilessly.

      This is not happening. This is not happening.

      But it is—and I’m powerless against the rush.

      I seal my eyes shut, no longer able to seek Chase. He’s here. He won’t allow anyone to hurt me. The swell of overstimulation pulls at all corners of my mind. Dragging me to some clandestine level of arousal that doesn’t care if I’m being fucked, sucked, or put on display.

      All that matters is Chase—that he approves. I’m pleasing him. In knowing that, I release the threads, my body unwinding and becoming loose as pleasure sweeps through me, vicious and devastating.

      I’m lost on that current, adrift, floating in the deep blue of Chase’s storm, when a rough touch cracks the safety of my bubble. My vision swims as I pry my eyes open, the room and sounds and flickering lights bleeding in. Alarm steals over me.

      A callused hand clutches my throat, fingers digging into my jaw and forcing my head to turn. My wide eyes meet Mason’s—his dark irises lit with need as he thrusts into his submissive hard. Then his fingers move to my lips before he shoves them inside my mouth.

      “Your mouth wants me, whore,” he seethes close to my ear. “You’re going to take what I give you.”

      I try to jerk away, but in the moment his gaze drills into me, issuing a silent threat, Chase has him in a similar hold around his neck and yanks him off, Mason’s hand gone from me. His sub is only momentarily fazed before she resumes her task of nipping at my breast.

      But soon, all sensation stops as Chase hauls Mason against the brick wall. “You fucking test my authority?” His voice is a harsh boom, silencing all other sound.

      I yank at my restraints, panic alive and coursing. The abrupt cutoff clips my orgasm short, sending a shockwave of pain between my legs. So piercing and demanding, I barely hear Chase order everyone out.

      “Now,” he says, the deep timber of his voice traveling around the small nook.

      My pulse pounds loud in my ears, my arms straining as I reel back. Gannet obeys, pulling out of the woman, but his eyes stay on my trembling body as he wraps his hand around his cock and spurts over her ass.

      He gives me a wink, sending a chill along my skin. He then puts himself away and yanks the girl up to stand by her arm. “This is out of order,” he says to Chase as he buckles his belt. “Go,” he orders his sub, and she obeys quickly, leaving the room without cleaning herself off.

      Chase appears in my vision, his chest rising and falling with heavy breaths. Jaw set, eyes steely, he says, “I make the orders. This? All this? Is my law.”

      Gannet shrugs a shoulder, his demeanor too nonchalant for the tension strangling this room. “Mason is a beast. You know this. But is a cunt really worth the discord that will follow?”

      For a brief second, Chase’s eyes land on me and his mouth hardens. When he returns his gaze to his named partner, he says, “Get out.”

      The stare off between them lasts only a few seconds, but it feels as if time stretches out endlessly before Gannet takes his leave. I’ve forgotten all about Wells and the other woman until I feel the brush of fingers along my spine. Unsure if it’s his hand or hers, I remain silent, not wanting to alert Chase.

      Wells slinks past Chase, nodding his head as he departs between the black curtains, the brunette’s head bowed as she trails behind him.

      Within the same beat, Chase releases a low growl and storms toward me. Rage simmers in the depths of his eyes, stealing the breath from my lungs. “On your knees,” he demands as he unhooks the main chain, freeing my arms.

      My still-bound wrists drop, my muscles aching and nearly causing me to cry out. I swallow it back. Only I don’t move fast enough for his liking, and he snaps the link of chain taut, hauling me forward.

      He tugs the chain down, forcing my body to conform. I get to my knees before the fire seething in his eyes can scorch me.

      “I understand why they’re testing me,” he says, his hands making quick work of his buckle. The sharp ring of his belt sliding through the loops caresses my skin with a ruthless promise as he rips it free. “But you? I think you’re trying to fuck with my head.”

      I attempt to shake my head, but it’s useless. He’s already lowering his pants, not even taking them all the way down before he grabs the chain again and pulls, forcing my arms and head against the platform.

      It’s in this position that the ache between my thighs becomes intolerable. I whimper as he presses his palm against my back, pushing me farther down. “I have no choice but to finish you off. But that’s what you want—that’s why you torment me.”

      “Chase…”

      Edging up behind me, he digs his fingers into the soft skin of my behind, aggressively lifting my ass up toward him. “You better call me Master, Alexis. Or I’ll take no mercy. I’ll brutalize your wanting ass the way it needs to be fucked.”

      There’s no humor in his tone, no hint that this is in any way a game. He’s bent on making me feel every bit of scorn he just suffered. Which is somehow my doing.

      My breath saws in and out of my lungs, the short span of space between my face and the floor too hot, too stifling. Then I do cry out as Chase spears into me without warning. He fills me completely, not stopping until his pelvis slaps my ass.

      “Fucking hell,” he grates. “Your cunt is so fucking wet.” He slaps a cheek, making me buck. “Did you rain for those bastards?”

      My lips move, but no words leave my mouth.

      His pelvis connects with my ass again, triggering a reflex that nearly pushes the anal plug out. But just as quickly, his palm covers the jewel. “Answer,” he snaps.

      “No,” I say. “I didn’t.”

      “Damn right you didn’t.” He pulls out, then slams back inside, deeper. “You only rain for me. Did you get off on him touching you?” He follows his invasive question with a long, hard thrust.

      “No,” I say, my voice breathy as I accept the fucking. “I only want you.”

      He grunts as he delivers another savage thrust. “I should’ve broken his fucking hand.”

      It goes on like this. Him demanding answers. Me reassuring that I belong to him. He fucks me until I’m shaking, my arms barely supporting my weight, the chains cutting into my wrists.

      I suffer a violent orgasm that levels me, his ruthless thrusts never letting up as my body seizes, then he rips out of me and slaps my pussy, sending a tremor ricocheting through me. As he removes the plug, I bite down on my lip. The loss of pressure feels so good I almost cry from the sensation.

      I don’t get to enjoy it long; the tip of his cock is there, seated at my entrance.

      “I don’t think I’m ready…” The words are out before I realize I’ve uttered them.

      Chase is so still, I can hear my ragged breaths. Then, fisting a hand in my hair, he pulls my head back as he leans over me. “Remember what we discussed this morning? I don’t have the patience for indecisiveness, temptress. Are you ready for me?”

      My chest tight, I leap forward. “Yes, Master.”

      His low groan of approval slips over me. “You’re more than ready, temptress. Your ass has been begging for this since you first bent over to change that slide, you fucking tease.”

      My eyes squeeze shut, but my body reacts to his accusation. I’m hot and achy, and before I’m able to refute any such claim that I purposely provoked him, he releases my hair and pushes inside my channel.

      White-hot pain sparks behind my lids. The music from beyond the room heightens, the beat hitting my ears in sync with the sharp throb. That pain pulses and increases the farther he drives inside, opening me up to take him.

      My fingers curl around the link of chain, my arms shaking as I find a grip. And when he backs out only to slam inside once again, I grit my teeth, my voice lost as air vacates my lungs.

      His groan fuels the fire rising between us. “You want me to tell you how tight you are?” he asks as he plunges deeper, his voice as strained as my muscles. “You’d love that. Hearing how much I love your tight ass. How I can think of nothing else but fucking your little hole over and over, filling you, releasing inside you, but you know this. You know how badly you effect me – and how much I crave you.”

      Those impassioned words coil around my pain, transforming the piercing ache into a pleasurable friction that demands his rough thrusts. “God – yes. Crave me. Fuck me…harder.”

      I can’t believe my own loss of control—but there’s a visceral desire surging within me to own this man right back. I want to feel his loss of control. I want to make this powerful man powerless in wanting me. I want him to need me…until it breaks him.

      It’s as if a switch is flipped. And I feel the moment it happens—the breathy curse that falls from his mouth as his body quakes. The need thrumming through him so violently, he wraps his hand around my throat and drives inside me with an abandon that’s frightening…until I push back, accepting him fully.

      Heat travels the length of my body, igniting my tender skin, curling and arcing as he takes every last inch for himself. As he tightens his hold, nearly sealing off my breathing, the light in the room dims further. The pressure builds until I’m gasping, frantic.

      His growl tears through me as he rips his hand away, and the wave that crashes over me as I take a full breath is shattering. So much pleasure my body feels physically unable to handle the swell. He reaches down and strokes my clit right as I tighten around him. He knows my body, anticipates my signals. And the orgasm grabs hold. Fierce. All-consuming.

      Fall. Fall. Fall.

      I’m twisted, and warped, and distorted beneath his ravenous taking—and I’m willing. Willing to be shaped and altered into what he most desires. I’m his perfect, willing toy. Only I’m so much more, and the yearning to be his everything is almost unbearable as my climax spirals around us.

      He falls against my back, his heavy breaths singeing my sensitized skin, his cock pulsing inside me. The beat of his heart hammers in sync to the racing of mine, and as he clutches his arms around me, branding me with his fingers as they dig into my flesh, I pray they leave behind a mark. Some physical sign that this moment is real.

      “You’re going to be my ruin,” he whispers before he pulls out. “And I’m going to punish you for it.”

      His vow should elicit fear, but I’m not afraid of him. I’m frightened that when he does, as I’m begging him to discipline me within my overturned world, I’ll be powerless against falling maddeningly in love with him.
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      Chase

      There’s a baring of the soul that no one should witness.

      It’s painful and destructive, and when exposed, decimates everything in its path.

      The smiles we hide behind, the fake nuances, the cordial, polite, boring exchanges. The pleasantries we force ourselves to spew day after day… they are necessary, despite being exhausting. We do them because it’s what keeps others and ourselves protected.

      So when those walls come crashing down, and you let someone see the truth of you, there’s a certain damage control which must follow. We do not want to be looked upon as if we are that thing in our worst moment.

      Because that’s what we say, right? I wasn’t myself… I was so angry, I didn’t mean those words. But the sick truth is, we always mean them. They are the undisguised actuality of our thoughts, spit out in a moment of panic, fear, heightened emotion.

      We do not want to be this vile thing…yet we are.

      The absolute, unvarnished truth of a person is gruesome.

      Like salt in the wound, that is the sting of our true nature.

      I’ve always lived my life with a sort of honesty that made others uncomfortable. I believed that I was above cloaking my bad habits in order to provide those little shades of disguise that people crave so badly. But being with Alexis tonight showed me my own pitiful truth.

      There’s a monster lurking within me that even I hide from myself.

      That’s the most terrifying realization, isn’t it? When you discover an inherent darkness, an innate violence that you didn’t fathom you were capable of.

      I didn’t want to stop.

      I wanted to brand her body. Carve my nails in her skin and mark her. Fuck her until she bled…to let all others know she’s mine. An animal marking his territory. Spreading my scent all over her and debasing her in the worst way.

      Even now, the chill sweeps over me, the moment long gone but not fully abandoned. I latch on to the small comfort that I did not abuse her—that I stopped. I did leash the monster. But the pressing fear still lurks. The question of next time…

      The Arlington skyline is dark, rolling with ink-swollen clouds as the night is lit with a dusting of hazy lights. I stand before the long window, hands curled into fists by my sides, waiting to hear the shower cut off so I can take my next breath.

      Instead of bringing Alexis back to my place, I’ve secured my private room in the hotel for the night. This way, I won’t be tempted to chastise her further. Right now, it would result in releasing my frustrations, and the thought of other guests hearing her screams curbs some of the temptation.

      Some.

      With any other woman, I doubt I would’ve cared to see Mason’s hands all over the whore. In fact, I probably would’ve enjoyed watching her squirm, wishing I’d touch her with such rapt interest.

      I’ve never cared before. Not for any of them. And I’m not sure now if what I feel for Alexis is concern or just my greedy nature. The events of this week—Malcolm Bates’ trial and the partners trying to establish their dominance—has left me edgy and conflicted by my own thoughts.

      I’m not easily confused. I’ve always known what I want, and known how to get it. I’ve never questioned myself. I was born who I am; I was not nurtured into this beast. I didn’t have uncaring, abusive parents. Just the opposite. My home life was normal, with an average, happy childhood.

      My parents live in a grand home in the Hamptons where I visit them on holidays.

      So when the question comes…as I know it will eventually…when Alexis desires to know why my interests and appetites are so extreme, there will be no answer good enough for her.

      That bothers me more than it should.

      I hear the water shut off, and finally, my lungs expel a tense breath.

      Sinking my hands into my pockets, I turn to face her as she opens the bathroom door. Dressed in the black silk nighty I selected from the clothes Jefferson delivered, she’s wringing out her long hair out a towel. Her steps falter as she meets my eyes.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask, which tastes awkward on my tongue. I never ask, and I never care. But I need to know that she can handle my desires.

      She blinks a few times, as if stunned by my question, then tosses the towel over a chair. “I’m all right. Thank you.”

      The pressure on my chest eases some, and I nod toward the bed nearest her. “You’ll sleep here tonight, then I’ll arrange for Jefferson to take you home in the morning.” I walk toward the other bed and remove my suit jacket. “Tomorrow, go to Julia. She’ll show you to your office—”

      “Office?” she interrupts, and immediately realizes her mistake. Her head bows as she mutters, “Sorry, sir.”

      For some reason, my chest pangs at her response. “Chase,” I correct, unbuttoning my shirt and tugging it off. “Remember? When alone, that’s fine. You’re such a fast learner, though.” I give her a smile, which seems to lighten her dejected countenance.

      “As I was saying—” I strip off my pants, needing to be rid of the binding clothes “—your office. It’s a few doors down from mine, and I’ll have your assignments prepared for you when you arrive. Julia will help you get situated, but you can come to me with any questions.” I stall near the edge of the bed, turn toward her. “I have no doubt that you’ll do well in this position. You’ve worked hard, Alexis. You do deserve this promotion.”

      She tucks her feet beneath her, sitting so casually on the bed it makes my chest ache at the beautiful sight of her. With each softly spoken word, she seems to come alive a little more. Oddly, it encourages me to say more—to want to see this side of her.

      “Always let me know what you need,” I say as I pull back the comforter and slip into bed. “I’ll take care of you.”

      Before I reach toward the lamp, she eases off the bed and approaches mine, her steps as timid as her downturned gaze.

      “I need to feel you next to me,” she says, her voice breathy, unsure.

      Against my better judgment, I peel back the sheets, welcoming her into my bed. I should be stern, teaching her her place. But I can see she needs more aftercare than I’ve offered her thus far.

      I don’t think it was my brutality in taking her tonight that has shaken her. It was more the display on which I put her. Stripped nude before her subordinates. Made to perform sexually with women before an audience—which I have no doubt she has never experienced.

      Although that is required in the induction, it was more for me. Knowing just how humiliated she’d feel. And yes, when being inducted as my sub, she was supposed to be shared among the partners. That’s the agreement. That’s what keeps us equal.

      I broke the covenant.

      Of course, it’s within my power to do so—to assert my dominance over them—but it was a test I failed for myself. I didn’t know if I’d be able to go through with it, to allow them to touch her until that moment. And in a blinding fit of fury, I had my answer.

      And now, they have theirs.

      If one of them is really moving into position to advance a takeover, they know I’m vulnerable. My gambit failed. I thought I could sacrifice Alexis to them—to reestablish my dominance—but she turned out to be too great a sacrifice.

      She is not a pawn to be maneuvered. She is not even a pawn to be promoted; she is already my queen.

      And to my utter dread, I know the queen holds all the power.

      Should they try to abuse that knowledge, however, I’ll have to remove their power. For now, I’ll need to keep Alexis under close watch.

      Her slender body presses up against mine as she hesitantly lays her head on my chest. Her wet hair is bothersome at first, and I open my mouth to order her to dry it—but her scent of lavender soon douses my irritation, and I wrap my arm around her. I have to admit, though I couldn’t sleep like this, the feel of her so close and under my protection eases the rest of the lingering anxiety.

      “Tonight was hard for you,” I say. It’s not a question.

      She nods against me. “Yes.”

      I run my fingers along her back, giving her the comforting touch she needs. “It was more difficult than it should’ve been. That is partly my fault,” I admit.

      “Because they weren’t supposed to touch me.”

      My eyes close as I release the tightness from my chest with a heavy breath. “No, because they were.”

      She shivers as I stroke her arm, and I’m not sure if it’s due to my admission or my callused touch. Possibly both. “Once something is mine—once it belongs to me, I don’t like sharing. And ironically, I’m the one who designed the induction rule. It was meant to create an equality among the partners.”

      Bravely, she rests her hand on my chest, her fingers splaying over me. “You didn’t think you’d change your mind.”

      A clipped laugh slips free. “Close.” I glance down, taking her in with a hard swallow. “I don’t believe any of us are capable of change. Truthfully, I never feared that there would ever be something or someone that I’d deem valuable enough not to be shared among the partners. It was a rule I enforced more for them than myself. To keep any one of them from asserting themselves over another.” I stroke her damp hair. “It’s not within our makeup to share power.”

      “Then why put men like that in charge at all?”

      Good question. “Because The Firm needs dominant overseers to ensure the members obey the rules. And the law firm needs respected partners to set a standard.”

      She tilts her head back, her green eyes catching the low lamplight. “I think you enjoyed asserting your dominance over them tonight.”

      A crooked smile hikes my face. Relief settles me more—that I didn’t thoroughly terrify her. However, what does it mean that I terrified myself? “I enjoyed taking you from them.”

      I enjoyed it far too much—to the point I nearly lost control.

      The second I felt myself slip…Alexis broke through and could’ve easily pulled a switch. She could’ve demanded I do anything in that moment, and I would’ve obeyed her without question. Without thought. Willingly and helplessly. And that’s what has the monster within snapping and growling to finish her off.

      She’s more of a threat than any one of the partners.

      Shifting her to lie on her side, I wrap an arm around her. Content for now to keep her close. “Do you know why you cry when you’re ridiculed? When you’re embarrassed? Why the shame causes your chest to ache?”

      She tenses at my abrupt change of topic. Remaining silent, she shakes her head against the pillow.

      “Humiliation stimulates certain brain regions associated with physical pain,” I say. “Most people take that hurt and convert it into anger, a defense mechanism, to protect themselves. You, my unique creature, simply feel that pain. It lives inside you. That is what makes you so much more tantalizing to every top and Dom out there – you are a true submissive. You surrender to your emotions. You don’t hide from them or try to fight them. You’re a rare and delectable treat. I have never come across a more perfect, tempting woman in my existence. And that is why, from here on out, as you are mine to possess, I’m your shelter. No one will ever hurt you again. If they wound you internally, they will bleed.”

      She lies still in my arms. During my speech, she barely blinked, an almost mesmerized glaze to her expression that holds me captivated. This beautiful woman is looking at me like I’m the world to behold—yet it is she who has upset my most basic beliefs.

      Her fingers pull away to clasp the pendant of her necklace. “Does it have a meaning?”

      How far do I take her down the rabbit hole? My actions tonight didn’t scare her—but at some point, the veil will slip too far, and there won’t be any turning back.

      “It’s a skylark,” I say simply.

      Her eyebrows draw together. “Like your hotel.”

      “That, and it’s a play on my surname.” I pause a beat, just to accept that I’ve opened this door to her. “Pride was a big deal to my father. He believed names hold value, so I took that to heart. Plus,” I add, bringing her closer. “I knew it would look beautiful on you.”

      The doubt in her eyes calls me out, and I chuckle. “You didn’t have this designed for me,” she says.

      “No, I didn’t,” I say, admitting the truth. “But I had it designed with you in mind.”

      She accepts this more easily than I’m comfortable with. And I despise how honest and unfiltered the statement is. I suck in a breath and release her. “Roll over and get some sleep.”

      My abruptness severs the moment. She nods as I move toward the other side of the bed. There’s more damage control that will need to be done tomorrow. But lying next to Alexis, hearing her shallow breaths as she drifts asleep, relieves the urgency I’d normally feel to control the matter.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The ringing of my phone brings me out of a heavy sleep. I’m disoriented for a moment until I recognize the hotel room. Bathed in early morning light, her features pale and her body curled beneath the white comforter, Alexis slumbers through the ringing that has now been picked up by the hotel phone.

      I reach across her and grab the handset. “Who is this?”

      “We’re sorry to disturb you, sir,” the woman on the other end says. “But there’s an urgent call from a Mister Malcolm Bates. Do you wish me to connect you?”

      I blink hard a couple of times, clearing my vision. “Yes. Put me through to him.” I glance at the digital clock on the nightstand: 5:25 a.m. A knot forms in my throat, dread prickling my skin immediately.

      As I wait to be patched through, the clicking of the earpiece forces me out of bed, my annoyance bringing me fully awake. The press. A disgruntled neighbor. Kids pranking. Bates’ reputation has suffered during the trial, so I prepped him for the public backlash.

      “Larkin,” he says, his weary voice coming through the line.

      “What is it, Malcolm?”

      “I need you to come to my house in Falls Church. I’m about to be arrested.”

      My hand grips the handset as I pull it away and utter a harsh curse. With a deep inhale, I bring it back to my ear. “Don’t say anything. Don’t do anything.”

      “I know,” he says, and he does. We’ve been through this before.

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” I slam down the phone. “Fuck.”

      Alexis is awake now, her arms wrapped around her knees as she watches me pace across the room, picking up clothes and dressing hurriedly.

      “Find something decent to wear,” I say, buttoning my dress shirt. I snake my tie around my neck, forgoing tying it. “Now.”

      She springs off the bed and grabs for any clothes she can find in the closet. “What’s wrong?”

      When it comes to Malcolm Bates, what’s not wrong? I squeeze my eyes shut, angry with myself for thinking of my client with such contempt. But after nearly three months of working on one case—a rape case—I was relieved it was over.

      “Bates,” I answer her, figuring that’s answer enough. “I need you to start a couple hours early. There’s a recorder in my briefcase, and I need you to take notes. Just—” I look at her, loathing that this is her introduction into her new position. “Let me know if anything becomes too much.”

      Her head tilts a bit as she studies me, her gaze feeling intrusive in this small room. “All right,” she says.

      I notify Jefferson to pick us up at the front of the hotel. I’m sure he’s not ecstatic over the early morning call, either, but that’s why he’s paid very nicely for his services.

      He’s already waiting at the front as we exit, coffees to-go. Anticipating my needs; another reason why he’s paid so generously. Once he delivers us to my personal car, I give him a directive to take the rest of the day off. The less people involved, the less who have privileged information.

      I try to prepare Alexis for what she might see or hear, though I doubt I’m doing any good. This is not how I planned her induction to go—being introduced to my world through the grime I have to shuffle.

      I’m a difficult man. I have extreme, sexual preferences. But rape is not one of them. Only the lowest of filth gets a power trip from raping another human being. Power is to be obtained willingly—by earning it—not stripping it from another.

      Which is why being Malcolm Bates’ lawyer is becoming increasingly challenging. The day I no longer trust in his innocence, is the day he not only needs to find new representation, but a new city.

      Alexis sits in the passenger-seat, quietly thinking. Taking in the overcast morning with her cup of coffee warming her hands. I typically have Julia send over whichever paralegal or lawyer I see fit to meet with clients. Alexis was never one of them. Not because she’s incapable. Rather, because I sheltered her from the more difficult cases.

      Also, I wasn’t sure I could concentrate on my clients with her so near.

      This is her test as much as it is mine.

      “Pull my laptop out and get familiar with his cases,” I say, veering onto the highway.

      Falls Church is only about fifteen minutes from the Skylark, but we make it there in less than ten. Ten short minutes where I convince myself of my client’s innocence.
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          My Mirror Speaks

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      My weekends normally pass in a blur of nothingness. There is no measure of time more precise than that of boredom. Like flipping the pages of a book, watching someone else’s life play out in rapid succession, it’s safe, and isolating.

      And for the past three years of my life, I have done everything within my power to keep my world at a distance from my past.

      Being with Chase—even for the short time that I have—has suspended my internal clock. Days feel like years, minutes like days, seconds like hours. I can’t accurately compare it to anything I’ve ever experienced, as I’ve never experienced anything or anyone like him before.

      I’ve watched him at a distance for a year, as an observer, fantasizing. Longing. Desiring…but never once confusing my reality with expectation. He was just like a fictional character. I was under no delusion that I’d ever become a part of his reality.

      The moment he touched me, I changed. There was no impact on him; I absorbed the shock. I’m also under no delusion that I am anything more to him than what he desires for me to be.

      I am his object of derision.

      I am his.

      A belonging.

      And the glimpses he gives me beneath his rigid exterior are enough to sustain me. Like last night. I’m as equally aroused by his brutal touch as I am by his tender caress. I crave his harsh declarations just as I desire to hear his whispered confessions.

      If you’re to love someone, love them wholly. You can’t break them down into pieces. Compartmentalizing. Puzzling a person into the perfect, ideal someone. If I belong to Chase, then I belong to the monster as much as I do the man.

      I’m just unsure of which one will finally break me.

      I fiddle with the top button of my thin blouse, unaccustomed to wearing such revealing or expensive clothes. I know it’s expensive, because his tastes are extravagant. The car I’m in now is sleek and silver, and is probably worth more than I earn in two years. It soars over the road at a speed I’m sure is faster than it feels.

      In the short time allotted to me, I’ve gone over Malcolm Bates’ case files, trying to memorize the details. Chase peeks over at me often, a deep crease between his brows. I’m not sure if he’s concerned about my ability to be his personal paralegal, or if it’s the nature of the cases he’s worried I won’t be able to handle.

      He’s not wrong to question either.

      As we pull up to an enormous house, the gate is open, squad cars blocking off the entrance. “I’m the doctor’s lawyer,” he says as an officer approaches the car. “This is my assistant.”

      Chase hands the cop his driver’s license, earning a scowl from the young officer. The cop glances at it quickly before handing it back and waving us through.

      “Follow my lead,” Chase says as he parks behind one of the squad cars. “They’re going to arrest him, so we need to get as much information and any and all clues to the evidence they have before then.”

      Recorder in hand, I stuff my phone and the laptop into his briefcase, only taking a pad and pen with me. I finger the little bird pendant as I stare ahead, notepad tucked close to my chest, concentrating too hard on regulating my breathing.

      Then the feel of Chase’s fingers clasping my chin speeds my already racing heart. He turns my face toward him as he leans over the console. “You’re mine. That means nothing can touch you. Not even this filth.”

      His blue eyes blaze with the certainty of his words. I nod against his hold, and his fingers splay along my jaw, bringing me close enough to kiss.

      “Later, I’m going to fuck anything that upsets you right out of your head,” he avows against my lips before tenderly touching his to mine, the contrast between his heated promise and gentle caress stealing my breath.

      The whiplash spins my mind as I follow him past the open door into an elegant foyer. I need to focus, and yet all I can think about is the lingering wetness between my thighs. Only when I see the man who’s been splashed all over the Internet and TV seated at the bottom of the stairs, a cold blast knocks all enticing thoughts of Chase away.

      Malcolm Bates is handsome. His gray-streaked hair is distinguished, accentuating his dark, clean-shaven features rather than aging him. He doesn’t look like a rapist—but as I know from experience, rapists don’t have a stereotypical profile.

      I suppress a shudder as Chase reaches down to shake his hand. “Let’s find a private place to talk,” he says.

      Malcolm nods, rising and leading us toward an office. A detective in a clichéd trench coat and scruffy beard eyes me before he motions a cop to stand guard at the door.

      With shaky hands, I press Record on the device, then set it on the desk to prepare to take notes. So far, there doesn’t appear to be anything that stands out. This isn’t the crime scene, so why are they searching here?

      “Keep your voice low,” Chase says to his client. “Tell me everything you know.”

      Malcolm runs a hand through his disheveled hair, as if he’s been doing so all morning. “I don’t know anything,” he says, his voice rough, ragged. “I’ve been here all weekend. Haven’t had any company.”

      Chase narrows his gaze. “No one has been here?”

      The man throws up his hands. “I moved to fucking Falls Church to get away from the press hounding me, Larkin. For fuck’s sake, I just got done with a trial. Do you think I’m in the mood to date?”

      The way he says it, with such disdain, triggers a detail I read in one of his first statements. I hate the dating scene. That’s why I meet women online.

      Three victims were attacked right after he—allegedly—dropped them off at their homes after a date that was arranged through emails. The second two didn’t come forward until after the first was reported.

      “Malcolm, the detectives are going to say you moved here to cull new victims away from the city,” Chase says evenly. He’s all hard logic. Not a hint of emotion in his tone. “I need the truth. We’ll figure out what they need to hear, but you know the deal. I get everything. Every. Single. Fucking. Detail up front.”

      As Malcolm contemplates this, I jot down a note: Culling victims through dating website. Does the new victim use the same site as the others?

      “All right,” Malcolm says, exasperated. “I knew this girl. But only online,” he stresses. “I had plans to meet her. We hooked up through the fetish site, but it fell through. I backed out last night.” He shakes his head. “I wanted to celebrate, sure. But I decided against it at the last minute. I never hooked up with her. Next thing I know, the fucking cops are breaking down my door.”

      I write quickly, getting down anything relevant, as Chase remains quiet. When I glance up, his stern features and hard glare on his client make me question if he believes Malcolm. Chase looks over at me, searching my face, as if I hold the answer.

      “Didn’t I tell you to stay off that site?” Chase reprimands his client. “It’s not as anonymous as you think, Malcolm. You can’t chance it with the press.”

      Malcolm’s features fall in defeat, but he says nothing.

      The detective in the trench coat enters the office, breaking the silence. “Doctor Malcolm Bates, I have a warrant for your arrest.”

      “Say nothing,” Chase reminds Malcolm. “I’ll meet you at the station.”

      Malcolm assumes the position, placing his hands behind his back as the detective recites the Miranda rights and handcuffs him. I feel as if I’m in the middle of a bad cop show, but even in those, there’s at least some important information gleaned.

      We’ve learned nothing here.

      Once the detective places Malcolm in the custody of two officers who escort him outside the house, he turns toward Chase. “Processing here takes a few hours. We’ll call you when your client’s ready for questioning.”

      With a smirk, Chase lowers his head to look down at the detective, his height towering over. “That’s fine. Take all the time you want. But in the meantime, I want access to all evidentiary discovery. Including the police report and witness statement.”

      The detective cocks his head. “Sounds like a request for the ACA. Good luck.” He stalks off without another word.

      I touch Chase’s arm, bringing his attention to me. “They don’t have a strong case yet,” I say, and he nods, catching on to the same thing as me.

      “If they did, it wouldn’t be handed down to an Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney.” His slight smile reaches his eyes. “And at least we’re in another district and don’t have to battle Detective Quinn. We wouldn’t get anywhere if so. Come on,” he says, starting toward the foyer. “Let’s go hound the shit out of this green ACA.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’ve seen violence before. Depicted in images as I researched cases. The woman who filed spousal abuse on her husband. Her bruised face. Despondent, shadowed eyes that held so much pain. The man who was assaulted by a coworker. The chair that broke his arm. The claim that followed which showed the X-rays and hardship of his suffering.

      I always viewed this violent world safely removed, however. Just a shade away from the victims. The pictures spread out before me now seem too close, too real. As if I can reach down and touch Samantha Dean.

      The ligature marks wrapping her wrists make mine itch, and I rub my fingers over my skin, feeling the raised welts, the remnants of the chain that bound me the night before.

      Although mine was accepted willingly, I can’t help feeling a connection to this victim on a deeper level that has nothing to do with last night. The fabric of time is slipping, and I’m struggling to stay in the moment.

      Unlike the victim here, I don’t have visible proof of my scars. So they’re easily dismissed. Ignored. Forgotten. Proof, as I’ve come to learn, is all that matters. If you can’t prove it, then it never happened. I could’ve imagined the whole thing for all the world cares.

      “The victim’s account of last night doesn’t match the accused’s MO,” Chase says as he flips the page in the report.

      The ACA sitting at the table across from us leans forward, swiping a stray hair from her vision. “Then you admit your client has an MO.” She’s young, and her raised eyebrows give away too much of her thoughts, even though she’s doing a good job of that all on her own.

      Chase isn’t fazed by her accusation. Instead, he continues to read the victim’s statement without any acknowledgment her way. “Accused, Miss Garcia. Doctor Bates has been accused three times and stood trial, all accounts inciting a specific routine.” He does look up once he’s finished with the report. “Or ritual, if you will. This, however, is a clear witch hunt. So now, every time a rape is reported anywhere within three counties, the Commonwealth is going to waste precious time by first harassing my client rather than conducting an investigation.” He crosses his arms. “Good to know.”

      I’ve seen Chase in action before, during preliminaries and on news broadcasts, but I’ve never been this close to him while he’s in fighter mode. He exudes a dominance that ripples over my skin, heating my flesh. The woman across from him feels it, too. She touches her hair again and glances down, a clear sign she’s affected.

      She’s as much out of her depth with him as I am.

      After she clears her throat, she pushes another report across the table. “The scope of the warrant included Doctor Bates’ computer.”

      “Oh, come on,” Chase says, his tone mocking. “How did you even get that pushed through? What judge did you stroke off?”

      She blanches at his lewd allegation, and I can’t stop the smile that twists my lips.

      “You know this will be thrown out,” Chase continues. “There was no probable cause for a search of this scope. So what else do you have?”

      “The victim’s testimony should be enough, Mister Larkin,” she fires back. “I know you’re used to getting your way, but you won’t intimidate me. This is not a witch hunt. Malcolm Bates was the last interaction the victim had before she was attacked. In her own home. Both the victim’s and Bates’ metadata confirm they were in contact. And here,” she says, pointing to a bulletin point on the report. “You can read for yourself. The perpetrator used surgical gloves during the attack.” She tilts her head. “I know that you have many high profile clients, but maybe you should refresh yourself with the details of your own case. The MO of the previous victims all stated the perpetrator wore surgical gloves. Like a doctor. Like your client.”

      For dramatic effect, she stands, collecting her laptop and folders. “And of course, there’s the evidence of the email the victim sent just prior to the attack.” She glances between us, smug. “The one containing the victim’s address as per their agreed ‘hook-up.’ I think we’re done.”

      Before she marches off, I turn toward Chase and silently ask permission to address her. “Wait, Miss Garcia. I believe my assistant has something to add.”

      I thought he’d want to know first, but I guess this is where the trust comes in. I suck in a breath, let it out slowly. “What about the time?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, her dark hair slipping over her shoulder. “Can you be more specific?”

      “The metadata, according to the report, states the victim sent the email at 10:15 p.m. But the distance between the victim’s house and Bates’ residence is calculated to be fifteen minutes. She claims she was attacked in her living room, while she was still on her laptop.” I nod, urging her to catch on. “Six minutes after the email was sent. And the metadata also confirms that Bates didn’t open the email until two minutes prior to the victim’s attack.”

      Her mouth parts, and she looks at Chase as if to address him rather than me. “Circumstantial. He could’ve already been in route when he received the email. To which he opened on his phone.”

      “I don’t think so,” Chase cuts in. “Miss Wilde is correct. The metadata clearly states the email was received by his home IP address. Which means, you must have some exculpatory evidence for us.”

      The ACA curses under her breath as she tweaks a report from her folder. She slaps the report on the table. “I only just received this before you arrived, Mister Larkin. It still needs to be investigated.”

      The report is a record of Bates’ Internet activity at the time of the rape. Most of which is clearly visits to porn sites and a dark fetish site.

      Chase’s mouth kicks up into his devilish smile. The one that highlights his dimple. The one I love. “Your time would be best spent on investigating the actual rapist, Miss ACA Garcia,” he says.

      She releases a huff of frustration. “It’s a technicality that will be scrutinized closer, I assure you.”

      He tucks the report away before he stands, offering me his hand to rise beside him. “Not a technicality, but a fact that clears my client for the time being.”

      Once she leaves the room, Chase pulls me against his chest. His hand slips down and he tugs up my skirt. I gasp in a breath at the feel of his rough caress between my thighs.

      “There’s a camera in here,” I whisper.

      His gaze locks on to the camera in the corner. “Even if it wasn’t off, that wouldn’t stop me from touching you.” My hands grasp for the table behind me, seeking support as he pushes my underwear aside and possessively takes what he wants. “Are you going to stop me?”

      He knows I won’t. And I am under no delusion that his intention is not to demean me right here, the notion that someone can walk in on us at any moment adding to my increasing humiliation. He’s not just enjoying it; he’s feasting off it.

      The abrasive stubble of his cheek rubs against my face as he lowers his mouth to my neck, the feel more desperate and immediate, heightening this erotic secret between us.

      My pulse accelerates, triggering pressure to the spot he’s expertly working. But just as suddenly, the fear and excitement dissipate as he pulls away.

      “I’m more than tempted to take you right here on this table,” he says, adjusting his erection. “But let’s get Bates out of processing before they try to question him. Then I’ll take my time with you.”

      The promise in his dark tone sends a wave of heat coursing through me, confirming I wouldn’t have denied him.

      I don’t recognize who I am anymore. A woman who’d let her boss fuck her in a police station—and love it. What’s more, as he leads the way toward processing, I believe this man may understand me—what I desire and need—on a level I may never. I fear I’ve been more than dominated, more than owned; I’m being corrupted. And I crave every one of his defiling touches.
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          Ridicule

        

      

    
    
      Chase

      ACA Garcia is all contemptuous glares and wounded pride as Malcolm Bates is released from temporary holding. I enjoy every slitted scowl she sends my way. Though it wasn’t my discovery that freed Bates, she’s invested in beating me.

      Hearing my little, meek Alexis tear down the prosecution’s case in a matter of seconds was thrilling. She took control, owning a power she never knew she possessed. I saw it in her eyes the moment she scented weakness; the second the ACA faltered, giving her an in to strike.

      I’m crawling out of my skin to touch her. Devour her newfound power. I’m seconds away from hauling her into the dirty bathroom and fucking her up against a stall, when Bates exits through the door.

      I adjust my slacks as I stand, dampening all arousing thoughts, before I approach my client.

      “I swear, you’re a genius,” Malcolm says, shaking my hand.

      I nod toward Alexis standing at my side. “I appreciate your confidence, but this was all the doing of Miss Wilde, my secret weapon here.”

      His gaze is already assessing Alexis, a hungry glint in his eyes that raises my hackles. “I see what you mean,” he says, turning toward her and extending his hand. “Sorry we didn’t get a formal introduction before, with all the commotion of the pending arrest. Thank you for your services, Miss Wilde.”

      She offers him a tight smile, pulling her hand away quickly. “I only pointed out the facts, Doctor Bates. It’s my job, but you’re welcome.”

      My mouth curls into a slight smile, loving how she dodged his advance while not insinuating his innocence. Which stresses the need to discover exactly what happened to the victim last night.

      “Let’s walk.” I head toward the doors, not giving the ACA another glance as we leave the station. Once we’re near my car, I turn toward Bates. “Now’s the time to inform me of anything, anything at all that might pop up during their investigation.”

      His face pales as he shakes his head. “I thought this was over now.”

      It’s never going to be over for him. He’s in the system. A future suspect for any rape that happens within fifty miles of him. His trial was splashed all over the state, so the only thing he has going for him is that it didn’t go national.

      I don’t say this, however. Instead, I try to keep my client’s confidence that we’ll help him one day lead a normal life. “Malcolm, once the Commonwealth sinks their teeth into someone, they don’t let go so easily. Especially when the prosecution believes you got off on a shoddy defense.”

      Which is the truth, unfortunately. I’m damn good at what I do, but the jury was only moved to acquit Bates due to lack of evidence. With no DNA, no firsthand identification, and the only thing linking the rapes was the fact that Bates had just been with each woman prior on a date…there was much room for doubt.

      It doesn’t prove him innocent, but it’s not enough to convict him, either.

      With that in mind, I pull Alexis closer to my side, staking my claim.

      Bates releases a heavy breath as he considers this news. “I’ve told you everything, Larkin. I don’t know what else you want me to say.”

      That’s not what I want to hear. The prosecution is going to pull some form of evidence—no matter how bizarre—out of the air, and I’ll be left backtracking in order to suppress it or defend it. I’d rather have a strong offense on this one, considering the MO doesn’t completely align.

      I don’t like not being prepared. Control and routine.

      “I’ll keep in touch, then,” I say, offering him my hand. “For now, lay low. I can’t stress this enough. Stay off those sites”—I send him a knowing glare—“and you’ll be fine.”

      The worry that creases his weathered looking eyes bothers me. “Make this end, Larkin.”

      The only way that will happen is if my client is truly innocent and the rapist suddenly decides to confess or is caught. In other words, it’s starting to look doubtful on all accounts.

      Regardless of what proof Alexis uncovered, there’s one universal truth for innocents and criminals alike: people learn from their mistakes. They get smarter. More prepared. Cover their tracks better.

      For Malcolm’s sake, he better pray he’s gotten good enough to fool me.
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* * *

      I couldn’t get Bates out of my car fast enough. Once I dropped him off at his house, I decided to take the scenic route back to Arlington. This is exactly the type of distraction I feared. The reason why I have such strict rules…that I’m completely breaking when it comes to Alexis.

      I should be focused on discovering every bit of evidence the ACA thinks she has. Instead, I’m like a fucking horny teenager, seeking the first exit off the highway so I can satisfy my need for her.

      Alexis’s first day in her new position has already been spoiled. Most of the day was spent at the Falls Church PD, waiting for the ACA to get her shit together, rather than letting her get acquainted with her office and tasks.

      Since there’s no reason to go into the office this late, I decide her very impressive skills can be better appreciated by me personally, rather than my firm.

      “Where are we going?” she asks as I merge onto the exit lane.

      Normally, her prying would set me off, but I’m too agitated to scold her about trust this instant. I’m also exceedingly proud of her, with the way she handled the ACA, and her knowledge of the law. Something I’ve never given her enough credit for.

      As much as I hate to agree with that fucker Wells, it is a shame her talents went overlooked. I could’ve moved her up at any time, had I thought I could handle the temptation. As it is, I’m in dire need to make up for lost time.

      “We’re stopping,” I say, pulling the car over on the side of the road. We’re on a remote two-lane along the stretch of highway that rarely gets used, but Alexis doesn’t need to know this detail.

      I kill the engine and turn toward her to unbuckle her seatbelt. She lets the strap release with an unsure furrow to her brow. She’s aware, however, that I’m in no mood for questions. She remains silent as I open my door and walk around the car.

      I open her door and take her hand, pulling her out without a word and leading her toward the side of the car, where I then grasp her waist and hoist her onto the hood. “Lift up,” I tell her, my voice thick with restraint.

      She licks her lips, then quickly glances around, searching for oncoming cars. But as she eases her hips off the hood, I’m there within a beat, hiking her skirt up and jerking her panties down her thighs. They snag at her garter clips, and I curse.

      She slants a sexy smile. “You’re the one who demanded I wear the garter belt.”

      “Yes, and I think you want me to punish that sassy mouth,” I say, bunching the silky material at the hem to get a good grip. I tear them down her hip, and do the same to the other side, before I yank them off.

      The arch of her eyebrow is so damn sexy, I take my time unbuttoning her blouse, just to drag out her anticipation. Making her aware, very slowly, that she’s about to be naked on the hood of my car.

      Her breathing speeds, her chest rising quicker, as I reach the last button. Wide green eyes beg me not to…but her modesty is all too alluring, and I push her blouse off her shoulders.

      “A car could come by…” she says, then quickly amends, “sir.”

      Lowering myself over her quivering body, I nip her breast through the lacy material of her bra, loving how she bucks against my cock. “A car could come by,” I say, grasping the nape of her neck and pulling her toward me so I can look into her eyes. “And you know what they’d see?” She swallows, awaiting the answer. “Me eating your wanting little cunt like I own you. Like I can do whatever the fuck I want with you.”

      I slip my hand beneath her skirt and feel her grow wet at my words. She undulates against me, her mouth parting on a gasp. “Yes, sir.”

      Damn, but she’s learning how to play me. Giving me exactly what I crave from her. I unclip the front clasp of her bra, setting her beautiful tits free. “Trust me, temptress. You can feel all the shame that you want, but there’s nothing to be ashamed about when it comes to your beautiful body.” I push inside her, earning a soft moan from her sultry mouth. “They’re jealous. And I’m going to revel in every second of it. Taking you over and over, knowing how badly they want what they can’t have.”

      I flatten my palm against her chest, lowering her to the hood as I hike her skirt up past her hips. Then I kiss a trail to her belly before taking her pussy into my mouth. After the ruthless fucking she endured last night, I’m a bit gentler, licking slowly and tasting tenderly, rewarding her as much as I want to possess her.

      It damn near requires all my control to leash my desire and not ravish her on top of this car. I clutch her ankles and push her feet onto the hood, spreading her wide. Her pussy is swollen tight, soaking wet—beckoning me to take her.

      Soft sighs heighten into clipped, breathy moans as she attempts to restrict her orgasm, the fear of being heard, being witnessed by passerby too distracting. Flicking my tongue over her clit, I pull her attention to me, then suck her hard into my mouth.

      I can feel her contracting, her muscles tensing. My cock aches, straining against my slacks, and I pull away right before she breaks. Looking down at her, I tug at the knot of my tie to loosen it. “Take me out and put my cock in your mouth.”

      She forces a swallow, making me crave her mouth even more. As she sits forward, her shaky hands working my belt, I dig my hand into her hair, ready for when I’m set free. I thrust deeply, slipping over her tongue with greedy need, and love the way her unprepared mouth drags her teeth against my shaft.

      I hiss out a curse, my fingers curling into her thick waves and gaining a tight grip. “Look at me,” I order. Her wide eyes flick to my face, and I can see the contempt there. The yearning to loathe what I do to her, how degraded I make her feel—yet she aches just as badly for my touch.

      I shove my cock against the back of her throat, excited as she struggles to contain her gag reflex. She doesn’t want to hurt me, and the irony of that is intoxicating. Making my craving to brand her skin all the more irresistible.

      “Do you want me to stop?” I ask, painfully removing myself from her hot mouth.

      She swallows, the tears leaking from the corners of her eyes beautiful, alluring. “No, Master.” Her voice is too low, too dejected.

      I run the pad of my finger across her lips, savoring their plump, abused fullness. “Say what you want, temptress. Tell me what you need.”

      The wash of mortification over her face vanishes before I can even appreciate it. She doesn’t like being made to own her desires. She wants me to force them upon her, allowing her to experience her shameful longings within a secret pocket of her mind.

      With a deep breath, she rises before me, her soft skin caressing my cock as she stands. My stomach muscles flinch at the intimate contact, my hands curling into fists to keep from pulling her against me.

      “I want it all.” Her gaze roams over my face, then her hand follows, her delicate fingers tracing a lingering trail from my temple to mouth. My jaw clenches. “I need you to break me and dominate me…as much as I need you to love me.”

      My eyes seal shut as a terse expletive slips free, my lungs constricted. Then her gentle touch is clasping the back of my neck, bringing her warm breath to my skin, her lips kissing, exploring, timidly tasting my neck as she presses her tantalizing body against mine.

      I could just as easily fall to my knees as bend her over the car. I crave to worship at her feet as badly as I need to savagely fuck her into surrender. I’ve never been tempted the way I am right now to submit my will—and when she wraps her leg around me, rubbing her wet lips over my cock, I’m a fucking doomed man.

      My control slips in an instant and I grab her arms, hauling her against me with desperate force. “My love is a punishment, temptress.” Only I don’t know who I’m bound to punish more: her or me. “If you can survive that, then I’m yours.”

      She gasps in a breath as I shove her against the hood and sink inside her. Her arms link around my shoulders, clinging to me as I enter her over and over, the loss of control crushing, overpowering.

      “Chase,” she breathes my name, and I groan, driving deeper, unable to suppress the urge to bury myself inside her.

      “Say it,” I demand, gripping her thighs and hauling her against my cock as I thrust harder. “Say I’m yours.”

      “You’re mine. I want you to be mine,” she says, her eyes snapping to mine as her nails scrape across my back.

      A growl releases from deep within my chest, and I capture her neck with my teeth, branding her the way she’s imprinting my black soul. We belong to each other.

      She’s twisting my mind, and God help me if she ever tries to leave…if another dares to take her away…this twisted love will have no limits.

      I’m so lost in Alexis, overwhelmed by this new realm of lust and love, cruel touches melding against amorous caresses, that I don’t notice a car pulling to a stop until I hear an idling engine.

      Alexis tilts her head back, exposing her neck to me in the most erotic pose as she looks at the driver. I cover her body with mine, a carnal demand thrumming within me to guard my possession. And when I look up, my gaze meets the worn eyes of an older man, he and his wife wearing matching, horrified expressions.

      I lower my mouth toward Alexis’s ear. “Show them you’re mine,” I say as I ram inside her, eliciting a heavy moan from her lips.

      Appalled, the man speeds away from our display. I can’t help it, I laugh as Alexis squirms beneath me. “You did that on purpose,” she accuses, her eyes a fierce mix of mortification and righteous anger.

      I grasp her wrists and drive them above her head, bearing down on top of her. “And you love it.” With measured, slow thrusts, I hump her mound, rocking into her as I grind the hard slab of my pelvis against her clit.

      Her heated gaze shutters, her tits seeking friction as she arches beneath me, her body accepting this truth—that she’s mine to use, just as I’m hers to manipulate.

      “Tell me you don’t love every dirty thing I do to you,” I challenge.

      I continue to fuck her in a steady rhythm, my cock growing harder the tighter her pussy hugs me. “Oh, god…I do,” she admits. Her green eyes find mine, her mouth emitting tiny breaths as she undulates against me, seeking her release. “You fucking devastate me in the best way.”

      “Fucking hell,” I hiss. Her erogenous admission slinks around me, forcing my thrusts deeper beyond my control. And when she cries out, writhing her greedy cunt against me, I come hard. Every muscle tenses as her hot pussy milks my cock.

      “Sexy as hell,” I say as I collapse. My mouth claims hers, our tongues mingling in a sensual entanglement—both of us just as eager, just as desperate, to rule the other.

      For the first time in my life, I’m terrified. Terrified to lose as much as I am to win. Either fearful outcome means the loss of myself—but to gain all of Alexis, it’s a willing sacrifice.
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          Got You (Where I Want You)

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      The elevator ride to the sixth floor has never felt so long before.

      As the floor numbers slowly tick up, I fondle the skylark pendant against the hollow of my neck, the thin chain suddenly too tight, too constricting.

      Pulling the collar of my dress shirt farther up, I tuck the pendant beneath, concealing it from view. It’s not that I’m ashamed—I’m not. If it’s discovered that I’m seeing one of my bosses, I won’t deny it. It’s unethical, but not criminal.

      I’m already accustomed to being the outsider at work, so my coworkers’ judgment shouldn’t really affect me. Besides, becoming Chase’s submissive has given me something I’ve never had here before: an ally.

      Before Jefferson arrived at my apartment this morning (which was odd enough), I received a text from Julia. Something she’s never done. Ever. She supplied that my office was ready, and copies of the case files on Malcolm Bates were on my desk. She welcomed me—warmly—to my new supervisor position.

      At some point between the moment Chase shattered me on the hood of his car and I received that text, the world shifted. Julia became an ally. Which is more appropriate than friend. Friend feels forced. We’re not friends, but as I’ve never been able to call anyone here an ally, I’m content with that.

      The elevator doors open, and I take one deep breath before stepping forward and entering the lobby of Lark and Gannet.

      A few peeks, a couple raised eyebrows, and one sneer and counting as I make my way toward Julia’s office. Only as I enter the interoffice hallway, I spot my name stenciled in bold white on a glass door.

      “This is yours, Alexis.”

      Julia’s voice isn’t how I remember. Her tone is softer, and as I turn to face her, her features reflect that softness. So much has happened since we last spoke, that I’m wondering if it’s me or her that’s changed. Maybe both.

      “This is…” I trail off, at a loss for words. “I know that I haven’t earned it. Not really,” I say, lowering my voice. “I don’t have years of experience, and—”

      “Let’s go inside and get you settled,” she says, unlocking the door.

      She enters ahead of me and then hands me the key. “Close the door, please, Alexis.”

      As I do, I’m worried I may have assumed wrong about my new ally. “Julia, when I submitted my application for the supervisor position, I knew that I was inexperienced by like, three years.” I attempt a smile, then shake it off. “But I’m dedicated. I’ll do the job. I just wanted to thank you—”

      “As I said before, it wasn’t up to me.” Her smile is, strangely, more genuine than mine. “You don’t have the required minimum years of experience, but that’s not the only requirement. Mister Larkin feels you’re qualified, and I don’t combat his authority.”

      No other law practice in the country is conducted this way, I’m sure. I nod my understanding, even though she did state that she held sway over him the last time we spoke. She also seemed against my receiving the promotion. What’s changed?

      I’m not entirely sure why she’s being so affable. Chase is her boss—more so, he’s made it clear that Julia oversees the secret internship for The Firm. Her duties to the practice aren’t well-defined, but I trust her job doesn’t require her to be this friendly.

      “This is new for me, also.” She walks around the desk, situating the stack of files. “Mister Larkin has never taken on a submissive before, so we’re both going to have to feel our way through this transition. I’m still your mentor, as that was made clear to me. I’m here for you, Alexis, should you have any questions or need anything.”

      I clasp my hands together to keep from fidgeting. “Okay, then. Thank you.”

      She gifts me with another beautiful smile as she approaches. “As far as your duties, I think it’s best if we work on the Bates’ case together. I’ll help you get accustomed with delegating research and briefs to the paralegal team this week.”

      Relief floods me, and I relax my shoulders. “I’d appreciate that.”

      Her head tilts as she reaches up and unbuttons the top of my shirt. “You’re Master will be offended if you try to hide your collar like some shameful secret,” she says, opening my shirt to display the skylark pendant. “If you belong to him”—her eyes meet mine—“then you belong to him. Understand?”

      I do, more than I can express. “Yes,” I say simply.

      “Good.” She cocks her head toward the files. “Then first, check in with Mister Larkin. See if he needs anything from you before he releases your services to me, and then we’ll get started.”

      I lick my lips, my chest fluttering with anticipation. “Yes, ma’am.” I head toward the door, but Julia’s voice halts my steps.

      “You’re no longer required to call me that.”

      I glance at her, confused.

      “I’m just Julia,” she says. “I’m now required to refer to you as ma’am.”

      For the second time this morning, the world beneath my feet feels as if it’s shifting. I accept her vague explanation with a tight smile, knowing that I’m not going to understand everything all at once.

      I told Chase that I’d agree as long as I could trust him to guide me. As I head toward his office—the first time on my own—I’m suddenly worried about my outfit. I should’ve asked Julia if it was good enough, or acceptable, or whatever. The more stares I garner from my coworkers, the more flustered I become.

      Why wasn’t he in the car with Jefferson this morning? Had I gotten instructions from him first thing, then I would’ve been somewhat more prepared. As it is, I’m unsure of whether to knock on his door or call. Or text.

      And immediately, I despise this new situation.

      I’ve never been mistaken for bold…but I certainly never questioned every single stupid, mundane decision I have to make.

      I can feel the curious stares on my back, and in a need to get away from the encroaching anxiety, I raise my hand and knock. Three times.

      “Come in, Miss Wilde.”

      The door’s unlocked. I enter to find him seated behind his desk—the desk that I was bent over just a few nights ago. “How did you know it was me?”

      Chase looks up from his laptop, his eyebrows raised. God, but it was just yesterday that his hands were on me, that he was inside me, and I’m still spellbound by his sex appeal. The way his toned body fills out a suit should be a sin.

      “Julia,” he says in answer. “I told her to instruct you to report to me.” Pushing his chair back, he rises with graceful but purposeful movements, coming around his desk.

      I lower my gaze as he approaches. “Do you need anything—?”

      His fingers clasp my chin, forcing my eyes to meet his. “There are rules,” he says, his deep voice sliding over me like an abrasive touch. “You’re still in training, so it’s time you learn them.”

      An ache lodges in my throat as I try to nod, then say, “Yes, sir.”

      This Chase—he’s the same, but not. Was he not there with me yesterday? Did he not feel what I did? Or does he feel things differently? I find it impossible that he didn’t experience that moment between us on the same, profound level. But his demeanor is just as cold and rigid as when he first approached me in the hallway.

      Maybe he’s right; I’m still in training, still learning. Maybe he experiences that kind of connection with every woman he takes so brutally—and I’m the inexperienced, the sheltered girl who tastes it for the first time and confuses sex with love.

      Regardless, I’m here. I’m committed. I couldn’t walk away from him if I wanted to. And I don’t. I have to accept that Chase has…layers. Some of which I may never penetrate.

      “When you enter my office,” he says, walking toward his desk where he leans, “you’re to kneel here”—he points to the place where he had me kneel before—“and wait for me to instruct you.”

      I obey without question. Lowering myself onto my knees, I assume the knelt position, my heels to my ass. Thankfully, I’m not wearing stilettos, and my two-inch heels rest comfortably enough against my backside.

      I bring my chin to my chest as he stands before me.

      “You’re no longer just another paralegal in my department. You’re mine, and as such, you’re required to dress like it.”

      A pang reverberates through my chest. I hunted through my closet all morning, trying to find clothes that would please him. In the end, I chose a white dress shirt and pencil skirt. Simple, yet tasteful.

      “Julia has access to my account. She’ll take you shopping this evening.”

      A flutter of anger bubbles to the surface. “I have money,” I say.

      He doesn’t reprimand me right away, and I stay silent, my breath bated. “Yes, you do. A twenty percent bump in your salary, in fact.” Then he’s closer, his polished shoes entering my vision. “That’s not the point, however. You’re mine to do as I please with, and my pleasure results from you wearing the clothing I choose and provide.”

      Like a kept whore. Just as quickly, I push the thought away. I’m not angry with Chase’s ways, his desires. I understood them when I accepted, willingly, to be his sub. I’m furious with his ability to ice me out with his stone walls.

      “Yes, sir,” I say, softening my voice. “Thank you.”

      “Are you wearing it?”

      His abrupt question heats my face, and the scent of his arousing cologne is like a punishment. Tormenting me with the man I can’t stop craving. “Yes, sir.” I almost didn’t…but I knew if I didn’t insert the anal plug this morning, as he requested before he dropped me off yesterday, then I’d be punished. And as his rewards have been near punishments all of their own—just as he avowed his love would be—I’m not yet prepared for his wrath.

      From my peripheral, I glimpse him adjust the hard bulge in his slacks. A buzz of warmth spreads between my thighs, initiating a deep ache at the thought of me turning him on.

      “Good,” he says, his voice more gruff, more revealing. “That’s all for now. Return to your office and start on the Bates brief.” His feet leave my sight as he moves away. “We need to have one ready to present in the event the ACA moves for a pre-trial.”

      My brow furrows. “She’s filing charges?” I ask, then hurriedly amend. “Sir. I don’t understand. With what evidence?”

      “Stand up,” he orders.

      I go to place my hand on the floor to give myself leverage, but his hand is already there, offering me his assistance. I slide my palm against his, savoring the roughness, the coarse heat my skin craves.

      He helps me rise to my feet, our gazes locking. Then he straightens his back, pulling away from me. “The Commonwealth are claiming the metadata was hacked. We need an IT expert to refute this.” His blue eyes flick over my face, his mouth pressed in a hard line. “The partners and I are working on that strategy, so I need you and Julia to make sure you cover every minute of the metadata in the brief. Our evidence needs to be solid.”

      “Yes, sir.” I glance up at him. “Is that all you need?”

      His nostrils flare, the intense look in his eyes wrapping my heated skin in a longing shiver. “Yes. For now. You can go.”

      His curt dismissal feels like rejection. As I turn away and head toward the door, I’m more than confused, more than dejected. I don’t understand what I’ve done to earn his resentment. The outfit? Maybe he hates my style that much. Another game where he degrades me…? Possible.

      But this feels…distant. It feels like a punishment.

      “Alexis.”

      The heavy rasp in his voice infuses every muscle, every nerve, pulling me to a stop. “Yes, sir?”

      “Fucking hell,” he swears under his breath, then his hands are sealed around my arms as his chest presses against my back.

      My hands reach out toward the wall, bracing myself against the impact.

      “That fucking skirt,” he says out loud, but I’m not sure it’s meant for me to hear. His hard want pushes against my ass, and I suck in air at the feel of the plug lodging deeper. “Did you wear it to torture me on purpose?”

      I didn’t—but I’ll be sure to remember his loss of control over it from now on. I shake my head as his hands hike the hem of my skirt, his rough fingers searing my flesh as they drag along my skin.

      He turns my back toward the wall, his arms bracketing me in. “I’ll never be able to train you if you keep fucking with my head.” Before I’m able to deny anything, his lips crash into mine.

      I’m submerged under the swell, a muffled moan swallowed as the force rocks through me. He lowers his arms and grasps the backside of my thigh, bringing my leg up. His other hand seeks beneath my skirt, his fingers slipping my underwear aside and sampling the wetness as his tongue abuses my mouth, greedily claiming me from the inside out.

      He drops my leg and snatches my underwear down my thighs, his mouth leaving me flushed and panting. “You tease me, then you can go the rest of the day without panties.”

      I watch him pocket the black bikini underwear—the only barrier I had; my only sense of security—though probably a false one—that I wouldn’t lose the plug at some point today. “Chase…sir?”

      His lips, that are just as swollen as mine, slant into a wicked smile. “You’re welcome to earn them back at the end of the day.”

      Flustered, I push my skirt down, then situate myself and turn toward the door. Before I grasp the knob, my own smile makes an appearance.

      “Thank you for a most illuminating meeting, sir,” I say, then toss a wink his way as I open the door and exit.

      The stunned expression on his face, knowing I affect him as much as he does me, helps my head lift a little higher as I saunter through the hallway, able to ignore the stares a little more easily.

    

  




    
      
        
          14

        

        

    
    






          Self-loathing

        

      

    
    
      Chase

      I was prepared for today to be difficult—but I damn sure planned to be in better control than this. I palm the bunched up lump of Alexis’s underwear in my pocket, waiting for the throb in my cock to subside.

      If I was a paranoid man, I’d think Gannet or one of the others placed her here on purpose. She’s more than a distraction, more than a temptation; she’s my certifiable weakness. The chink in my armor.

      I push the intercom button and get Julia. “Tell Gannet it’s urgent.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      So my stonewall attack failed with Alexis. It never was a strong opening for me, especially against someone who knows how to maneuver around it. And she does. Quite effectively. A dumb smile tilts my mouth as I remember that little wink; how she got exactly what she wanted from me.

      Who’s the fucking Dominant in our relationship?

      Was worth a try, though, to maintain some sense of control, to try to keep her from creeping under my skin.

      Unfortunately, she’s already there.

      My best moves won’t work on her. I can’t play her like a piece. I’m convinced it will backfire every time, resulting in confusion for her and blue balls for me. Both of us being punished. This time, it may be easier, if not less complicated, to lay it all out. I’ve never been tempted to do that with anyone—yet with Alexis, I fear I don’t have a choice.

      She’s going to fucking break me.

      My office door swings open and Gannet enters with a furrowed brow. “I don’t like being summoned like one of your whores.”

      “We have a problem,” I say, waving my hand toward the couch, making sure he understands it’s not a request.

      He only refuses for a second, his dark eyes trained on me with a hard glare. “What’s the problem?” he says, taking a seat.

      “Bates.” It’s explanation enough.

      He exhales audibly. “What, has he advanced to murder?”

      Just the mention of that twinges my insides. “Not yet.” Not yet is not a no. It’s not a denial that Bates could ever be capable of such a thing. It’s an admission that I am now questioning whether or not my client is guilty, and the fact that it’s not entirely out of the realm of possibilities he could very well advance there.

      More seriously now, Gannet says, “How long do we have?”

      I shrug. “This victim’s case is being prosecuted by the ACA. Some green lawyer right out of grad school,” I say. “But she’s just the frontrunner. She has a lot of backing to get Bates locked away.”

      Giving him the details, I go over each aspect of the new dilemma we’re up against. “The ACA is trying to sideline me with some claim the metadata of Bates’ computer was hacked, faked. An expert witness would be ideal, to show just how difficult it would be for Malcolm to pull something like that off.”

      

      He nods slowly, digesting this information. “All right. And we can bury her in paperwork. Enter all of Bates’ online posts and comments to the fetish site into evidence. She’ll be weeding through the filth for weeks. Should give us some time.” He grins.

      I rub the back of my neck, tense. “All right. For now. But we need our investigator to dig up what all she has. Here’s the report.” I toss a folder at him, and he slaps it out of the air.

      His forehead creases as he looks over the victim’s statement. “You think the metadata angle is a diversion?”

      “Yes,” I say, turning toward my laptop. “She wants us focused on that so we don’t get a whiff of whatever she really has.” And she was quite smug in the meeting. “Get Wells and Mason on the investigator angle. We can handle the experts.”

      He glances up from the report. “We?”

      Normally, I’d put Gannet working his own angle. He’s good. He doesn’t need my total supervision. But trust with a client like Bates is difficult. Not only is he my top client, he’s also my neediest. I’m becoming spread too thin, however. There’s no way to keep my client out of prison while keeping an eye on all of the partners.

      It comes down to pawns. Who am I willing to sacrifice, and who do I trust the least?

      At one time, my named partner was the only person I trusted. Not implicitly…but I trusted him enough to share a practice with him. In my world, that’s vast.

      Change is inevitable, though. No matter how I fight the tide, demanding consistency of routine, people are creatures of change. They’re greedy and deceitful, and the powerful always desire to obtain more of what they love the most: power.

      “You have an issue cocounseling this case?” I ask.

      Gannet shrugs. “Just like old times, huh?”

      I nod at that. “Minus the shitty bourbon,” I say. “I guess so.”

      I really hope my partner isn’t trying to screw me. I’d hate to have to end this partnership—which isn’t a simple business transaction. For a partnership like ours, the end result would be many broken bones and lots of pain.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Did they swab for DNA at the police station?” Gannet asks, not looking up from the mountain of paperwork he’s been leafing through for hours.

      I drain the last of my bourbon, which is not shitty in the least, before I push the tumbler away. “No.” I then turn toward him, curious. “Why do you ask?”

      He sits forward, rolling his shoulders. He’s long since discarded his suit jacket and tie, the both of us working past closing. I sent Alexis a text to have Jefferson drive her home, but the mouthy little vixen told me no. No. She’s intent on working late with Julia on the case, and despite my best efforts, I’m more than tempted to kick Gannet out and punish her for this newfound defiant streak.

      But I enabled her, didn’t I? The moment I gave in this morning and let her jerk me around like her puppet, she gripped those strings tight. I have to remedy this soon. Especially since the whole day, I’ve struggled to think of anything other than her strutting around the floor without panties.

      “There’s a mention of it in one of the uniform’s reports,” Gannet says, drawing my attention back on the case. “An Officer Myer. He stated the DNA found at the victim’s residence would be tested against the alleged.” He shakes his head, weary. “What DNA?”

      “Son of a bitch.” I rifle through the ACA’s documents, seeking the medical report.

      “Maybe it’s a hack report,” Gannet says, standing and grabbing his jacket. “Some rookie cop getting the facts mixed up. It’s happened too many times.”

      It’s possible, and even likely… “Still, that bitch might be playing your card, trying to bury something.” I tweak the report from the stack and read it over. “The victim said she ‘thought’ she scratched her attacker.” I rub my index finger and thumb over my eyes, clearing away the eyestrain. “There’s no other mention from the examining doctor who issued the rape kit on collecting blood or epithelial cells. No record of any DNA on file.”

      “Then the dumbass rookie got it wrong.” He starts toward the door, pausing. “I’ll put Sol on it. Have him question the cop and the doctor. He can investigate the doctor, too, just to dig up anything from his past we can throw at him, make him look incompetent. I mean, if we need to go there.”

      I nod, knowing our in-house investigator is that good. He can find almost anything a person is trying to hide. When someone hides something, tries to bury it, they actually make it more obvious. Leaving a trail right to their secrets.

      “As for me,” Gannet says. “I’m done for the night.”

      “Fine. But for now, don’t repeat the DNA to Wells or Mason,” I say, garnering a confused look from him. “Not yet. I want to investigate it personally first.”

      He throws his jacket over one shoulder. “Your call.”

      Once he’s gone, I pick up the officer’s report and jot down his badge number, then head back to my desk, ready to put in a call to Officer Myer when I’m stopped in my tracks.

      Alexis is leaning against the doorjamb, her shirt unbuttoned midway, revealing her sexy cleavage. Her hair is loose, tumbling in soft waves over her shoulders. The sight of her, standing there so alluring, catches my breath.

      I clear my throat as I sit in the chair behind my desk. “Come here.”

      She obeys instantly, shutting the door and strolling toward me without reservation. I’ve created a monster. The thought makes me smile, and I clasp her hips as she stops before me. I lift her onto my lap, letting her straddle my thighs.

      Her hands slip along my chest. I groan at the feel of her heat; her cunt sliding over the hard ridge of my cock. “Did you get anywhere?” she asks, rocking her hips just the slightest, making every thought of Bates and the case float right out of my head.

      “Right now,” I say, roaming my hand over the swell of her breasts, excited to find she’s already discarded her bra, “I couldn’t give a fuck about the case.”

      Her fingers knead my shoulders, strumming the tension out of my tight muscles. And I allow her. She didn’t ask permission, she should be flung over the desk and fucked for being such a distracting tease, but I’m more than curious to relax under her needs for the moment—let her set the pace.

      Simply, I’m a man hell-bent on pleasing this woman who has successfully slain my will. But only for the moment.

      “I want to please you,” she says, arching her back as I open her shirt.

      I secure my hand along her lower back, bringing her closer as I cup her breast and take her pert nipple into my mouth. Swirling my tongue over her pebbled peak, sensually caressing down to her ass, I fist her skirt and drag it up.

      “Take me out,” I say against her.

      She eases her hips up and snakes a hand down along my chest toward my buckle. The feel of her fingers working the belt, then unzipping me, the soft, exploring touch grazing my cock as she takes ahold of me, about drives me out of my mind.

      I leash the wild yearning to spear her soaked pussy and, instead, let her settle me at her entrance. My fingers dig at her skin, the anticipation pulsing through my body and pricking every erogenous zone along the way to the throbbing tip of my cock.

      I see it in her eyes; she knows what she’s doing to me, and she loves it.

      “Careful, temptress,” I say, splaying my fingers over her ass. “The harder you work me up, the harder I’m going to have to fuck you.”

      As she slips me between her lips, slicking my cock with her wetness, I guide her hips in a rocking motion that is so erotic and torturous, I hiss out a curse.

      “What if I’m doing it on purpose?” Her head tilts back as the tip of my cock hits her clit. “So you’ll fuck me as hard as you can?”

      Fucking hell. I give her ass a light slap, making her hips buck. “You better put me inside that sweet pussy before I decide to take my frustrations out on your defiant little ass.”

      My words do the trick; she’s even wetter as she slides down over my shaft, her tight pussy stroking me to the hilt. I push the back of my head against the chair as she braces her palms on my chest, lifting up and rocking back down.

      “Do whatever you want, Alexis. I want to watch you fuck me,” I encourage her, fascinated by the way her features strain, so hot and beautiful at once, as she takes me deeper.

      Not losing her rhythm, she removes my tie, then slowly unbuttons my dress shirt. She lowers her chest to mine, her tits seeking friction as she grinds on top of me. I give her what she needs, pulling her ass harder to me as I raise my hips to meet her.

      Her hands seek my hair, and I allow her to find purchase there, reveling in her loss of inhibition. She rides me slowly, tender and affectionate, and it’s like sweet, beautiful torture. The way she coaxes my body to submit to her needs.

      All she has to do is plead my name once, the sound of it so desperate, and I obey. She’s ready for me to take control—to give her what she truly needs to reach that shattering orgasm.

      With a groan, I push her shirt off her shoulders and drag it down her arms. “Put your arms behind your back,” I command.

      Her body is lit, vibrating like a cord strung too tightly, begging to be strummed into ecstasy. I yank her shirt down around her wrists and secure it in a fitted knot, then grab the middle and force her hands upward, arcing her chest.

      “Beg me to fuck your cunt.” I place my hand along her pelvis, my thumb locating her clit. I work the bundle of nerves as I drive into her, my hips bucking out of the chair.

      She barely gets her plea out around her heavy pants and gasps, each vigorous thrust taking her closer to the edge. I watch her come, the pure bliss of her orgasm rippling through her as she tightens around my cock.

      I sit forward and capture her nipple between my teeth, delivering a sharp nip before I clutch her hips. “You’re not getting off that easy.” I wrap my arm around her back and lift her against me as I stand.

      Clearing away my laptop and folders with a hard swipe of my forearm, I lay her on my desk. “Arch your back,” I say, pushing my pants down and stepping one foot out.

      Her labored breathing looks sexy as hell as she does, bowing her body into a sensual position to keep her bound wrists behind her back, her pussy seated right at the edge of my desk.

      Hooking my arms under her knees, I ram into her tight center. Her moan verges on a scream, sending a thrill racing through me, my muscles taut as I hammer her pussy, my mercy long gone.

      “You deserve a punishment for being such a cock tease.” My voice is thick with restraint. “Is that what you want? Is that why you fucking toyed with me all day?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Hell, but she’s dripping wet. “Then demand your punishment.”

      She swallows hard, and I slow my thrusts. “Punish me, Master. I deserve it.”

      I pull out and grab her waist, hauling her forward. Her feet only touch the floor for the second it takes me to turn her around, shove her chest against the desk. I grip her bound wrists and push them away from her ass.

      “What’s the safe word?” I ask, admiring the clear jewel as I smooth my palm over the soft skin of her behind.

      “Red,” she says, not a hint of fear in her voice. She’s beginning to trust me. I rein in my lust, getting control over the pounding need to deliver a harsher than necessary punishment. The moment between us at The Firm rushes back, and I grit my teeth.

      I seat my cock at her pussy. “Spread your legs.” She does, as much as possible, and I flick my wrist, giving her a firm swat.

      Alexis flinches, more from the sound than the sting, before she settles against me again. “Harder,” she demands.

      Leaning over her, I say, “You don’t want to push me, temptress.” But the damage is done; I raise up and smack her ass with more force, earning a satisfying cry from her.

      “Harder,” she says, kicking her ass out.

      A deep groan rumbles through my throat. I curl my hand into a fist, my eyes shutting as I reel in the dark thoughts. “Alexis, I’m warning you—”

      “Please…” Her plea aches through me, and I’m unable to deny her.

      I rub her ass before I spank. Harder. Each time, she cries out, her body recoiling but absorbing the blows. I issue three in a row before yanking my hand back, my breathing labored.

      The red prints on her ass are too seductive, and I shove inside her hot cunt as I bring down another slap to the same spot. She looses a high scream, her pussy soaking me. I bite out a curse.

      “Again,” she says, but the tremble in her voice douses the roaring in my ears, the fire simmering beneath my skin.

      “Alexis, this doesn’t fit your punishment—you didn’t earn this.” I try to reason with her, regardless of the fact that I’m damn near clawing out of my skin to finish her off. She has no idea the restraint it’s taking to leash myself—and I have to nip her shoulder to offset some of the desire.

      “I’ve earned it,” she says, too breathy. “I’ve caused so much pain…I’ve ruined things. I deserve your worst.”

      “Fuck.” My jaw clenches as I reach down and snatch my belt free of my pants. She’s no longer here with me; she’s in some haunted subspace of her own making, and I’m going to end it quickly. For both our sakes.

      I coax her to push the anal plug out as I remove it. Then I untie her wrists and toss the shirt aside. “Grab the edge of the desk.”

      As her fingers cling to the desk, I push inside her, deep. I stay there, and once she’s braced, I fold the belt into a loop. There’s a moment of doubt—a few seconds where I question my intent—before I bring the leather down.

      The belt whips the air before it cracks loud against her ass.

      Alexis writhes against the desk, her cry searing against my own skin. I may be a monster, but I’m not an evil one. The sound is worse than the bite; it’s what she needs—to hear the punishment. It would’ve been more painful to use my hand and make her skin raw.

      I come down again, with less intensity now that her flesh is sensitized, and follow up the whap with a long thrust. Her throaty cry curls around me as I groan, my cock pulsing inside her clenched cunt.

      She comes so hard, her swollen pussy nearly pushes me out. I drop the belt and latch on to her hips, pumping my cock deeper, until my own control is spent. I release inside her, a string of expletives filling the air as I collapse. My hands slam against the desk, my arms barely holding me above her.

      I hover there as she comes down, her muscles contracting and milking the last of me. Then with strength I don’t feel, I scoop her into my arms and rest her against my chest. Her cheek is wet as she nuzzles into me, her limbs dangling weakly.

      I take her to the couch and cradle her on my lap where I hold her until she wants to be released. I stroke her hair and kiss her forehead, all the while loathing myself for seeking her out. But I did—I sought her, needed her, and now I’ll always give her what she asks of me. Always.

      I’ll rip out my beating heart and hand it to her if she says the word.
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          Fade Into You

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      I’m teetering on the edge of serenity and oblivion. Adrift. Not lost, but not fully aware. Sleep pulls at my consciousness, but I fight against the drowsiness, content to stay in this moment for as long as I can.

      As the adrenaline leaves my body, a calm relief encases me, distancing me from the tormenting emotions that are always right on the edge. It’s liberating in that it may not be redeeming, but it’s accepting. I’m accepting of myself for the first time in years.

      I didn’t even realize how obvious the fissures were—how they threatened to crack clean through and spill my misery—before Chase revealed what it’s like to be in control, satisfied. Really alive.

      I may appear weak to some, but right now…right in this moment…I understand what true strength is. What it means to accept the past, the pain, the unchangeable, and embrace the future.

      How long has it been since I thought of the future for only my needs? I’m ashamed that I don’t know.

      Chase’s hands soothe away the rest of my thoughts as he applies more of the cooling balm to my backside. His tender caresses are in such stark contrast to the fierce power I know he possesses, I shiver just from his touch.

      “Cold?” he asks, his husky tone revealing his own cycling thoughts.

      I shake my head against his balled up shirt, comforted even more by his scent that still clings to it. “No. I’m fine.”

      He finishes rubbing in the cream, then crawls over me, careful of where his body grazes mine. He kisses along my shoulder as he settles beside me. “You’re not,” he says as he runs the pads of his fingers across my back. “Alexis, what you asked of me tonight…had I been any other man—” he breaks off, emotion rising in his voice. “In order to be a good Dom to you, I need to know things. I can’t be caught unawares.”

      I lick my lips, stalling. The weight of his words crushes the hope I had of avoiding this between us. It’s what’s expected, though, isn’t it? No matter what kind of rules and boundaries you set for any relationship, a baring of the soul is required. Or else, how can there ever be trust? Trust that the person you’ve chosen will not hurt or damage you further.

      And Chase—this relationship between us, no matter how unconventional—requires trust. It’s what he first told me, and it’s what first made me question if I could be what he needed—because I fear trusting him.

      But I fear losing him more.

      So I tear down the dam. I let the cracks crumble the wall and release the flood. I tell him about how my mother discovered her cancer too late. By the time she was diagnosed, she was given a life expectancy of six months. The storm struck so suddenly and so acutely, the true wreckage wasn’t felt until she died.

      My father, suffering his whole life from bipolar depression, ended his own within hours of her death. There would be no weathering the storm together as a family. Just me and my brother, who was only seventeen. Who also shared my father’s depression.

      I don’t stop there, however. If I’m to show him exactly who I am, I have to divulge the ugly truth—the regret, the shame, the unforgivable.

      I was twenty. In college and my life turned upside-down by the death of my parents and my new responsibility as my brother’s guardian. Even still, I thought the storm was coming to an end. It had torn through our family and left jagged debris in its wake, but we would manage.

      The day of my parents funeral, a man approached me. I’d never met him before, but he claimed to be my father’s friend—someone from his past that heard the news. There were so many people like that. The ones who came around after the tragedy.

      He had been drinking too much. He wanted to take care of my brother and me. He wanted to help. He wouldn’t leave. After the wake, he found me alone, crying, desperately trying to breathe—and he made an advance. And when I rejected him, he threw me down on the floor of my parent’s bedroom and took what he wanted.

      John. He said his name was John. John called me baby—his baby—as he decimated the last of me.

      Chase’s arms surround me, but I sit forward, away from his comfort. “Please don’t,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t want pity, and I don’t deserve sympathy. That’s not why I’m telling you this.” I pull in an aching breath. “I’m giving you the foundation, so I can explain why I did what I did…although I know there’s no excuse.”

      I slip Chase’s shirt on and pad to my office before I lose momentum. I’ve come this far, all that’s left is the truth. After I grab my purse and return, I sit next to Chase on the couch and show him the picture I keep with me.

      “This is me and my brother, Jake.”

      He doesn’t say anything as he stares at the picture of Jake and me standing before the Air Force Memorial, his arm slung around my shoulder. It was taken during one of my visits home from college, right before our mother got sick.

      “I didn’t realize at the time that he was already off his meds,” I say, running my thumb along the edge of the photo. “And when everything hit, no one was really paying attention to how bad off he was getting.”

      “Alexis.” His deep voice can’t help but stir the quiet of the room. It sends a shiver over my skin. “We need to go back to what happened after the funeral—”

      “No.” I tuck the image away in my purse and roll my shoulders. “There’s no going back in time.” I almost laugh, just hearing myself say it aloud. “I was weak. Instead of taking responsibility, I panicked. I walked away from my brother and went back to college. I let him go off to live with our aunt, who knew nothing about his mental condition. He had no insurance, no way to get his medication, and he started self medicating.”

      “He’s an addict,” Chase says so boldly, I balk.

      “He’s sick,” I clarify. “With everything that happened…everything he went through—”

      “That you both went through,” Chase cuts in.

      “—do you blame him?”

      “Yes.”

      The air is charged, the snap of quiet buzzing in my ears as I hold his unwavering gaze. “He needed me, his sister, to take care of him. And I ran away from all of it. I ran away from him.”

      He takes my hand in a move so intimate, my breath halts in my chest. “I’m pretty damn sure you were suffering shock, Alexis. You can blame yourself all you want, but none of your brother’s actions, his choices, are your fault.”

      Pulling free, I run my hands down my face, over my hair, clearing away the remaining debris from my mind. “I know. I do know that. Now,” I say, and I hate the way it sounds. Magnified in the stillness of the room. “When I recovered, if you can even call it that, I went to him. I apologized, tried to explain, but he was so angry. At me, our parents, the world. And for the past two and a half years, I’ve been trying to make it up to him. I’ve been trying to fix all the wrong. But I can’t. I made a mistake, but how long am I going to be punished for it?”

      Chase moves to the floor. He kneels before me, his hands cupping my face. “You’re mine, Alexis. That means I’m responsible for you. You’re not merely my possession; you’re my much longed for priority. Do you understand that?”

      Do I? Not completely, but I say, “Yes.”

      “I’ve taken charge of your life and your best interests, and I’m telling you now to trust me. You do not deserve the punishment you’ve already suffered, and you’re not going to keep punishing yourself.”

      Stupid tears prick my eyes, and I fight to keep my lids from closing. I don’t want them to fall. “That feels…like a copout. Like I’m just passing along accountability for my actions to you.” I release a stuttering breath. “You shouldn’t have to deal with my issues…or try to fix them or me. I’m not fixable. I just am.”

      He lowers his hands to my neck, his thumbs stroking my jaw as he moves closer, his breath touching me as he says, “No one understands that more than me.”

      “And I’m not here to fix you,” I say, some rare courage peeking through. “You’re perfect – perfect for me and what I need. You opened a vein and my pain bled out, freeing me. I just want us to…belong to each other.”

      His lips find mine then. And I again fall. I give up the guilt, and the pain, to Chase—to my dominant, strong half that will help me carry the burden. I’m not entirely free, but I’m accepting that one day I will be.

      Jake and I—our relationship is broken. At some point in my life, I have to embrace that I am only partially responsible. Then accept that he’s to blame for the rest of our estrangement.

      I was selfish. During the time when he needed me the most, I was consumed with my own pain. Spiraling down into a self-involved emotional vacuum. A void of selfish, venal loathing. I didn’t want to acknowledge his suffering. I couldn’t. I only had enough hatred for myself and the man who hurt me.

      For that, I know I have a price to pay. And I’ve been paying it tenfold. But the veil has been lifted. When the guilt has eaten away all the shameful walls you once hid behind, and you’re able to peek above the darkness, there’s a clarity you can only find on the other side of pain.

      It’s a sort of brutal, honest enlightenment that dispels all the lies.

      My brother is a drug addict.

      And no matter how hard I try to hold onto my guilt, accepting the full blame, he made a choice. He chose, willingly, to turn to drugs. Which was his own selfish escape.

      I can, and have to, love him at a distance.

      My confession aches as it pours from me. The pain is dull and deep-rooted. Chase’s arms are like bands of strength shielding me against the daylight that will make this night a memory.

      I’m fearful that I won’t be the same person in the morning, but I’m even more afraid that I will. For now, I revel in his touch as he strokes my back, the seconds of silence stretching out and fortifying my attachment to him.

      “You’re beautiful,” Chase says.

      I am—I’m beautiful to this man who has devoured my self-inflicted derision without choking on the thorns. He’s taken it within himself so I no longer have to feel it alone.

      “You’re strong and you’re powerful,” he continues.

      I smile as I lace our fingers together. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I would.” He rolls me over, conscious of my tender skin, and pulls me into the nook of his body. “Haven’t you figured out how true power works yet?”

      At my silence, he says, “A submissive holds all the power. You’re the queen on my board, Alexis. You set the pace, you tell me what you like and don’t. You tell me what you need, and I do everything within my power to give it to you.”

      “But,” he says, running his finger along my bottom lip. “You have to be careful not to abuse that power.”

      Hearing Chase—the most powerful man I know—say that I hold sway over him is impossible to believe. Besides: “I would never abuse our relationship.”

      His smile is genuine but knowing. “I trust you. And I’ll never take advantage of your pain. I’ll guard it as if it’s my own, because you’re mine to protect.”

      Professions whispered in the night are easy. It’s carrying them out in the light that’s the test.

      “But I’m not capable of change, either,” he continues. “When you need comfort, I’ll hold you. When you require tenderness in my love, I’ll be gentle. I’ll give you everything you ask of me, but I will always demand your submission. There will always be a balance of pleasure and pain—it’s just who I am.”

      I feather my fingers through his dark hair, still so in awe that this beautiful man is mine.

      Chase is not broken. He’s not damaged. He’s the unyielding to my yield, the steadfast to my chaotic flow. “Your love has to be felt to the depth of both; equally benevolent and brutal.” I stroke his cheek. “I need all of you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s late by the time Chase pulls up to my apartment building. “I won’t demand that you stay with me…although I should,” he says, putting his car into Park. “But I’ll offer it again.”

      He’s worried about my mental state, which is understandable. I just bared the darkest part of myself in an emotional outpour that’s left me drained and exhausted. I need sleep, but that’s something I won’t find with him. “Can I stay with you tomorrow? When I’m not on the brink of passing out.”

      He crooks that sexy smile, and I’m more than tempted to close the car door and let him take me wherever he wants, just so I can stare at that dimple. “All you ever have to do is ask.”

      The air between us feels tenuous and fragile. As if a sudden gust of wind could blow us off course. I’m sure that’s only my frazzled emotions, though. Chase saw the whole of me and he didn’t turn away, even though I knew it was a possibility. I’ve been avoiding it, waiting for the bottom to fall out. Because it has before.

      Learning to trust is like trying to breathe under water, conditioning yourself with patience till you can take that first, unobstructed breath.

      I go to step out of the car when I feel his hand on mine. “If you knew where your brother was,” he says as I turn toward him, “what would you do?”

      His question catches me off-guard, and I shake my head. “I don’t know. I mean…” Would I try to talk to him again, knowing that he’s the one who shut me out? Or do I just want to be able to hear my phone ring or a knock at my door without the fear…? “I wanted the promotion because I believed I could help him.”

      He nods slightly. “His medication,” he says, making the connection. “You believe if you could afford it for him, then you could convince him to stop using.”

      Hearing it out loud sounds desperate. “Yes,” I say.

      The deep furrow of his brow reveals nothing of his thoughts. “Jefferson will pick you up in the morning. Goodnight, Alexis.”

      As I watch him pull away, the turbulent whirlwind of my emotions finally sets in. I only get as far as my couch before crash fatigue claims my body and I land right there. All worries over my brother and my past—for once—not interrupting my sleep.
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          Antipathy

        

      

    
    
      Chase

      “I want you on it now.” I end the call to Sol and have to grip my cell to keep from throwing it against my office wall.

      This is the cost of owning a person: losing sight of yourself, your sanity, in order to take care of them. Alexis is more than my responsibility; she’s my passion. And she may not want her rapist punished—but I do. I’ve been able to focus on nothing else all day but finding and castrating the bastard.

      The statute of limitations isn’t up. Once he’s found, if she still feels unable to press charges, that’s fine. I’d rather avoid putting her through a ruthless rape case, anyway. I know how traumatizing it can be for the victim. Hell, I’ve been the tormentor on the other side of the stand.

      I don’t need the law to punish him. There are other, more rewarding ways to penalize a rapist.

      She’s given me little information to go on in this endeavor, however. Trying to locate an anonymous man from three years ago who only gave a first name—most likely a fake—is like chasing a ghost.

      I’ve battled cases like this before. I’ve won cases like this before. These evil shits prey on women at their most vulnerable, victimizing them further. I make a mental note to have Sol examine our past cases and highlight any that match a similar MO.

      The loud knock drags my attention toward the door. “Mister Larkin, sir. I’m sorry, but Mister Gannet wouldn’t accept your request to be left alone.” Julia’s voice sounds harried over the intercom.

      I hit the button. “It’s fine. I’ll handle it.” I march toward the door and unlock it.

      Gannet opens it and steps inside before I can turn the knob. “You pulled the investigator off the Bates’ case?”

      “Shut the door,” I say as I head toward my desk.

      The slam of the door tenses my shoulders. I crick my neck.

      “Why would you pull Sol off the case without consulting me first?” he asks. “Sol is our best investigator.”

      “Exactly,” I say, sinking my hands into my pockets as I face him. “And I need his expertise on something else right now. I have a freelancer working the metadata angle. It’s covered.”

      He shakes his head, his jaw tight. “Something else? You mean something personal,” he says, then holds up his hand. “Fuck it. I don’t care. I’m not talking about the fucking metadata – I’m talking about the DNA discovery.”

      “I thought you chalked that up to a rookie mistake?”

      His narrowed gaze bores through me. “You mean you don’t know?”

      A sharp stab to my gut—that’s what it feels like. “Know what?”

      His dark eyes blaze. “The fucking DNA discovery, Larkin. The analysis the ACA sent over. The one that the warrant for Bates’ car produced which proves he had been with the victim.”

      Hands balled into fists, I approach him slowly, cautiously. “When did the ACA send this?”

      “About an hour ago. But, Chase—” he eyes me seriously now; all contempt drained from his tone “—we need Sol on this. This could be the nail in Bates’ coffin.”

      I grip the back of my neck, my teeth clenched. “Specifically, what DNA do they have?”

      “The sweep uncovered a smudge of blood—the victim’s blood—on the trunk handle.” He crosses his arms. “And you know what was in his trunk?”

      “Medical supplies. He’s a fucking doctor.”

      “Gloves,” he states, irritated.

      I pace my office. “So we demand our own experts be allowed to examine the evidence, claim the blood was transferred there from the victim’s house or the lab.”

      Gannet shakes his head. “That’s a huge reach,” he says. “I’m not saying we can’t stir up some doubt. Everyone knows those lab techs are morons. But if you want to go there, we need Sol to interview all the techs, paramedics, CSU… He’s the only one good enough to dig up any kind of mistake that we can use.”

      He’s right. And yet, I’m torn. Pressure builds at my temples and I pace some more.

      “Larkin.” Gannet’s solemn tone breaks through my thoughts, and I stop. “We’ve never discussed this before, not seriously—”

      “And we’re not now,” I say.

      “We have to.” He steps forward. “In all likelihood, Malcolm is guilty. We have to bring this to the attention of the other partners and vote on a course of action.”

      I grit my teeth, the pressure pulsing in my ears. Ethically, I can’t demand we continue to represent Bates unless all the partners agree. “We’ll discuss it later this week. After I’ve read through the DNA report myself and decide if we have a case or not.”

      “All right. Sounds good.” He turns to leave, but pauses. “You might want to read over the victim’s statement, too. To compare it before you decide.”

      “I’ve read it,” I say, making my way around my desk.

      “How? The ACA only just submitted it today.”

      I glance up. “I read it at the police station.”

      Halted at the door, he stares at me, a hard line bracketing his mouth. “Whatever’s going on with you, get it under control. The ACA submitted an emended statement, Larkin. Stating the victim was suffering shock during her first interview and now recalls more details of the attack.” He sighs a lengthy breath. “The Commonwealth knows your tactics. They’re building a strong case. So…just consider the ramifications.”

      He’s never feared any ramifications from the Commonwealth before. I eye him suspiciously. “Do you think the Commonwealth wants a conviction bad enough to plant evidence?”

      My question wipes the stern expression from his face. “That’s a dangerous game, Larkin. Personally, I wouldn’t go down that road.”

      I hold his stare a moment longer, waiting out his poker face. Then it’s there; his tell. Just the slightest tick of his eye. Gannet wanted Bates inducted into The Firm, or he wanted to use his request as a means to feel out my loyalty to my client—whether I believe in his innocence. Now he’s going to push for a vote to have our representation removed from Bates.

      He has an agenda, but I’m just not sure what it is. Not completely. Making me look incompetent on this case could swing the partner vote in his favor for a takeover. And that might be all it is. But there’s an unsettling feeling I can’t shake—like this goes deeper.

      “All right,” I say, dismissing him. “Later this week.”

      Once he’s gone, I pick up my phone and pull up a text to Alexis. My thumb hovers over the onscreen keyboard, my brow creased as I consider whether or not I want her on this case anymore.

      Before last night, I held no reservations, but seeing how I’m struggling to keep my personal feelings from affecting my judgment—a rarity for me—I can’t help but want Alexis far away from all of this.

      “Fuck.” I shove the phone in my pocket and jam my fingers through my hair.

      Motivation is key. A person’s motivation drives every decision, whether right or wrong. A bad choice can feel like the only right course, if your motivation is strong enough. I used to have no trouble deciphering my motivations.

      Then Alexis complicated things. I want to punch myself for thinking it—it’s such a prick excuse. Only it’s the truth.

      Right now, my motivation is to get a handle on this case, then get control over the chaotic force annihilating my life. But I knew how dangerous she was for me before I went there—I knew she’d upset my world. I just didn’t believe I’d fall for her as hard as I have.

      I tap the intercom. “Julia, bring me every document that ACA sent over.”

      “Yes, sir. But I thought you wanted—”

      “Now,” I grate. “And give Miss Wilde the day off. Have Jefferson take her…wherever she wants.”

      The pause on the other end of the line almost makes me question my directive. Then Julia’s, “Yes, sir,” seals my resolve. I can’t do my job if I’m thinking about Alexis. And I can’t stop thinking about her when she’s so damn near.

      I need her away from all this filth of the rape case.

      I groan, knowing I’ll suffer her dejection later. Hell, I don’t know how the others get anything done at all with their fucking subs trotting all over the floor. Then I smile, shaking my head at my own idiocy.

      They’re not in love.

      I am.

      There’s the fucking truth of it.

      If Bates is guilty—and he better pray the evidence proves otherwise—then maybe pulling my representation is for the best. I don’t want to concede to Gannet, but I can’t defend a rapist. At one point, sidelining my own convictions for the law wasn’t an issue.

      The law is the law. The law is rules and order. It’s steadfast.

      However, things have changed.

      Change.

      That pesky inevitability.

      Fuck me.
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* * *

      The Firm is closed through the week. Which makes it the perfect, peaceful place to reflect on the case. I walk the length of the penthouse, my hands tucked into my pockets. I come here when a case is wearing on me and I need to put things into perspective.

      It’s my domain.

      I pour a bourbon and then settle on the long white couch facing the floor-to-ceiling window. The city isn’t dark yet, just a hint of night touching the sky. There’s an illusive feeling I can’t quite grasp; as if I’m skirting the obvious.

      All evidence points to a guilty verdict for Bates. The freelance investigator can neither confirm nor deny that the metadata of Bates’ computer was altered. Sol’s investigation backs this up. That’s not good.

      I can argue it wasn’t altered with a lengthy and tedious testimony from an expert witness about metadata, but the prosecution can argue their side right back with their own expert. With no factual evidence to prove it one way or the other, it’s a draw. Probably not even a very good angle to support doubt. Unless there’s one or two IT techs on the jury, the metadata angle is a wash.

      The only alternative is to create another suspect. I have Sol digging through the victim’s personal life, scouring friends, family, friends of family, and the like. Seeking anyone that I can steer the jury toward.

      In all honesty, it’s a desperate move. One that if the jury is smart enough—if there’s any one juror with half a brain—will see coming.

      There’s also the issue of public opinion. Malcolm Bates was dubbed Doctor Date Rape by the fucking press. We escaped the court of public opinion during the first trial, as the jury was sequestered, but that won’t help us now. Bates has been all over the media.

      In all actuality, Bates is guilty. Case done. I should let it go.

      But there’s one niggling doubt I still harbor—one suspicion that’s brought me here before I make the decision to drop the case.

      I set my drink down and pick up the folder to my right. Before I thumb to the victim’s statement, my phone beeps with a text message. I sigh, setting the folder on my lap and digging out my phone.

      Alexis: I need you

      Her words are like a kick to my stomach, and I feel each one, loathing myself. She knows just what to say to make me give in to her. Regardless if I stand by my choice not to involve her further, closing her out feels like I’m severing one of my own damn limbs.

      I haven’t yet decided what to do about her brother, and I had hoped to have that figured out before now. There’s the pressing conviction that I owe her the truth—but there’s also the nagging certainty that it will result in a worse predicament for her.

      I have Sol on watch until I decide. For now, the only option is to talk to the judge overseeing her brother’s newest charge. Luckily, Judge Morris is a member of The Firm, so getting Jake’s jail time exchanged for a treatment center should be easy enough.

      It’s what I feel will truly make Alexis happy. And that’s all I want.

      Me: Where are you?

      Alexis: The lobby

      Dammit. I already know before I ask.

      Me: Jefferson?

      Alexis: Yes. I made him. Don’t be angry

      Too late. I’ll have to have a word with my employee to clarify what I meant by take her anywhere she wants.

      Me: Get in the elevator

      I head over to the panel and enter my code, giving Alexis access to the penthouse. When the metal doors open, my chest constricts. She’s wearing a silver silk blouse tucked into a pinstripe skirt. Her hair is raked back into a loose bun, highlighting her green eyes. She looks elegant and sexy; like she tried hard to please me today.

      The thought pangs my chest, even if I was right not to see her. There’d been no way I could’ve left her alone after one glimpse. I’d have spent the day in my office peeling away her layers of clothing, getting lost in the feel of her.

      The elevator doors begin to close and I reach out and stop them. “You look beautiful. So beautiful, in fact, you’re a welcome distraction.”

      She cranes an eyebrow as she steps out of the elevator. My gaze is drawn to her heels, then drags up her legs. “Distraction,” she repeats. “Blaming me for your lack of work productivity? So that’s why I was sent away.”

      The hurt in her voice tears through me, and I’m unable to keep from clutching her hips, pulling her against me. Not sure who’s in need of reassurance more. “That, and I didn’t want the case to upset you.”

      She looks down, placing her hand against my chest. “Chase, I love how safe you make me feel. I love feeling protected by you. I’ve never been able to let my guard down around anyone.” Her eyes flick up. “So please, don’t shut me out.”

      I fist her blouse, tugging the back up so I can touch her warm skin. “Even if I think it’s best?”

      She releases a small sigh. “I’m really not that breakable.”

      For a year, I’ve craved just that; to break her. Hear her desperate pleas. Feel her unravel beneath my touch. Gain control over the woman who threatened every bit of mine. And last night, I witnessed her break. Only it didn’t have the effect I once desired.

      She broke me right back.

      She fused herself under my skin. I can’t breathe without craving her scent. Every taste is bland if I’m not consuming her. All my senses demand only her. I may’ve broken her restraints, freed her of the ties to her pain—but she’s equally made me her captive.

      I rest my forehead to hers. “Temptress, breakable doesn’t make us weak.”

      As I pull back, her eyes study me, seeming entranced over my use of us. “I understand that, but it has been three years.” She blinks up at me. “I’ve given you my trust. Now you have to trust me. I want to work this case with you. I can work this case with you.”

      She’s so delectably defiant. More so than I ever realized. My fingers trace the smooth skin of her waist as my gaze roams the room. “You picked a very inappropriate environment to make your stand,” I say, finding her eyes.

      Her gaze tracks the wall behind me, where one of the St. Andrew’s crosses are stationed. “Or very appropriate,” she says with a hint of a smile. “I’m not opposed to mixing work with pleasure.”

      A low growl works its way free as I force her close, our clothes an annoying, constricting barrier. I lower my mouth to her ear. “There’s a price for teasing me, temptress.”

      She quivers a little in my arms, and I love the way my words elicit rising gooseflesh along her skin. “I make good on my debts,” she says.

      This is not the same woman who entered my conference room nearly a year ago. Oh, she’s still every bit the docile Alexis I’ve fallen for, the woman who captured my being, but she’s now the complete version of herself—aware of her inner strength, even if she hasn’t fully embraced it yet.

      I want to be the man to help her embrace it.

      “This place doesn’t intimidate you?” I unbutton the top of her blouse, skillfully working my way down. “No apprehension?”

      As I push her blouse open, revealing the lacy black lingerie she’s wearing beneath, I curse. Her smile steals over me. She knows she devastates me, can make me do anything with just one request.

      “Julia took you shopping, I see.” My gaze hungrily devours her. “You bought this on my account?”

      “I did.” A sultry smile curls her lips. “Do you approve?”

      “Ardently.”

      “And no,” she says, lifting her chin. “I’m not scared. You’re here with me, so there’s no reason to fear.” She tentatively reaches for my tie and I nod, giving her permission. Knowing how much sway she holds over me and yet still seeking my approval is her power. The gift of another’s strength is the ultimate arousal.

      Before Alexis, I thought I understood myself. The need, the desire, the absolute compulsion to dominate—there was no question of who I was. But just as Alexis was a shell of her true self, so was I. I haven’t changed. The longing to control is still present; only now it’s magnified, becoming clearer.

      I don’t wish to dominate her—I crave her relinquished control to me. There’s a difference between the two that I thought I understood before, but now realize, with Alexis, I’ve only just begun to explore.

      As she eases my tie free, I grasp the back of her neck and pull her mouth to mine, sensually tasting her, breathing her inside until it aches. When I release her, I take her hand in mine and lead her toward the red section. “Without a little fear, where’s the excitement?”

      Her gaze widens as she takes in the St. Andrew’s cross. “I’m not sure I even know what this is used for.” Her hand reaches out toward the lacquered wood, her curious nature trumping any reservation.

      “Undress,” I instruct, my breathing already speeding. “But leave the halter corset. For now.”

      “A man who knows his lingerie,” she says, unzipping the side of her skirt. “That’s sexy.”

      “When did you become so mouthy?”

      “About the time your cock was hitting the back of my throat.”

      Jesus Christ. I jerk my dress shirt off, ridding myself of the confining thing as I stalk toward her. “I think you’re trying to provoke me.” Sealing my hands around her wrists, I bring them up against the top of the X.

      Her chest rises with her quick breaths, her breasts grazing my chest. The friction of the lacy material clashes with her smooth skin, sending arousing tremors all the way to my cock.

      “Keep your arms raised.” I release one of her wrists. She keeps her gaze trained on me while I secure her other wrist in the cuff. There’s enough slack in the chain between the wood and cuff that her arm isn’t strained; just restrained enough to stir her arousal.

      I take my time as I finish cuffing her wrist, and then her ankles, making sure I touch and linger at every inch of her body on my way down. I have no intention of bringing her to her breaking point tonight. This—this is all for her pleasure.

      As my hand roams up her leg, eliciting a shiver, she gasps in a deep breath when I bite the seam of her panties and then shred them away from her body.

      My hand is there in an instant to feel her become wet. She drenches my fingers as I hiss out a curse, my control already long gone. I suck her into my mouth, hard and needy, my teeth nipping her clit as I tongue her hot pussy.

      I reach up and grip the lacy top of her corset, tug it down until her breasts spring free, then I’m kneading one, plucking her nipple to make her tighten against my mouth.

      “Fuck me,” she breathes out. “Now, Chase. I have to have you inside me.”

      The fierce need to concede to her spoken demand barrels through me. I plunge a finger inside her tight center, giving her the penetration she needs, as I lower my zipper. “Say it again,” I order.

      “Fuck me…right now. Take me—”

      I’ve barely gotten her ankles free of the cuffs before I’m hauling her leg over my shoulder, my pants just lowered enough for my dick to seek her entrance, my control ripped away. “Do you love what I do to you? Love how I make you feel?”

      Her eyes penetrate mine, the sultry swell of her breasts as she heaves making it painful to withhold—but I do; I ease the tip of my cock between her soaked lips, stretching out the anticipation. Hers and mine.

      “I’m in love with everything you do – everything about you,” she says. “I’m in love with you, Master.”

      My hands latch around her hips and I haul her against me, driving in deep as I press my lips to hers. Her cry is swallowed by my hungry kiss, my need to devour her overbearing.

      I break away just far enough. “Tell the man you love him.” I capture her gaze, make her look into my eyes.

      She doesn’t waver. “Chase, I love you.”

      “Fucking hell,” I say under my breath as I sink inside her, deep, claiming, taking her mouth once again. I’m lost there, inside her kiss, inside her—unwilling to let her go. “My love for you is all I am.”

      The truest part of me admits defeat. I’m hers. It’s the greatest loss I’ve ever experienced. And as she shatters around me, pulling me farther within her soul, her body, it’s sweet mercy that releases me within her.
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      Alexis

      There can only be one pivotal moment that alters your world. Only one—that’s what I’ve believed ever since my life shifted so tragically once before. And yet I’ve been proven wrong, inclined to trust that with Chase, I’m never going to stop experiencing them.

      How many times can I be awoken, remade? Transformed by his touch?

      I catch myself staring off into space, Julia nudging me to bring me back down. “Alexis, do you want me to handle the paralegal research?”

      Giving my head a stern shake, I say, “Uh, no…” I glance down at my files, trying to sort through the same documents I’ve been organizing for the past hour. “I can delegate the work…I just need to weed through it first.”

      Julia’s smile captures my attention. “It’s the best feeling, isn’t it?” she says.

      I glance her way, unable to hide my own telling smile. “What?”

      She rolls her heavily kohl-rimmed eyes. “Oh, please. Save it for the paralegals and interns. You’re not fooling me. You’re in love.”

      I’m taken aback, shocked at having Julia—the scary lioness I’ve tiptoed around for a year—talk so openly with me. It’s not a matter of trust; I realize in this circumstance, she’s the only person I have to confide in; it’s the issue of being able to confide at all. For me.

      Even when my mother was alive, it was difficult for me to talk candidly, wary of opening myself up to let others in. The way I view things…the way I see the world…it’s just too tiring. I feel awkward just thinking of trying to explain it.

      “It’s okay, Alexis,” she says, laying her hand over mine. “I’m not going to judge you.”

      My forehead creases. “I’m not ashamed,” I say, suddenly defensive, and she laughs.

      “You’re so flustered. It’s obvious. Just do me a favor.” She turns my way so that she’s facing me. “We’re colleagues, and technically, I’m your superior – but within the regulations of this firm, we’re equals. Although your being Mister Larkin’s sub places you above me on that measure.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t see it that way, Julia.”

      Her smile is sincere. “I know. But you are, Alexis. And the deeper you go into this world, the more you’re going to become a part of your Master. Just remember to reserve a place for yourself. For your own feelings and thoughts.” She eyes me closely. “Sometimes, you’ll need a little of that freedom of separation.”

      I tilt my head, really looking at Julia. I guess I assumed she belonged to one of the other partners, but I never actually asked. “Sounds like you know from experience.”

      A sly smile tilts her red lips. “I do, but not in the way you think. I’m a Domme, Alexis.”

      “Oh,” I say, even more confused. “Then how do you take orders from Chase?”

      The tinkling laugh she releases fills my office. “With great precaution. Mister Larkin knew that another submissive wasn’t the best choice to oversee the partners’ subs. Only another Dominant would work. So here I am. And that’s why I know you need to carve out a place for yourself. I always tell all my subs to do so, for their mental health.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Just how many do you have?”

      She flips her binder closed. “More than enough.” With a tick of her chin, she motions toward the door. “You should probably go address your team now. Come on. I have faith in you.”

      What world is this where Julia the Domme is becoming someone—possibly the only someone—I consider a friend? I smile to myself as I collect the files, feeling more at place within the walls of Lark and Gannet than I ever thought possible.

      That feeling dissipates a little as I enter the cubicle area, the room where I spent so many months trying to blend into the scenery. Working on a case solo has always been my strength. I’m focused and dedicated, and I get more work done without the distractions from others.

      However, if we’re to truly test what we are capable of, we have to embrace what scares us. For most, standing in front of an office full of paralegals and interns is a minor inconvenience. For me, it’s the thing nightmares are spawned from.

      The glass walls actually pulse in my vision. The gray carpet bevels beneath my feet, threatening to trip me with every step. Julia clears her throat, her wide eyes directed toward me, presenting me to the full office.

      Shit.

      I breathe slowly, aware of the perspiration breaking over my face. “Mister Larkin and the partners have requested that our team research the victim statements,” I begin, not clearly hearing each word; as I’m too focused on the echo of my voice.

      I pause just long enough to recall the stress Chase was under the night before, how he paced the penthouse. I’m not just here for him as his sub—a belonging or a fuck toy; though I’m quite happy to always be the one to bring him satisfaction—I’m also his partner, in a sense. In that way, I want to help him. “We’re under a time constraint,” I add, my voice bolder, louder. “We have two days to discover if there’s any crossover among victim statements. Anything that can tie the client to each offense, or point to another suspect.”

      Chelsea, who now occupies my old desk, speaks up. “I thought the case is being focused on the DNA discovery.” She smirks at me. “Did you not get the memo?”

      That fucking smirk of hers, it sets my teeth. And I’m surprised to find that I’m not wilting under her open challenge. Rather, before today, I’d probably smile nervously and agree, questioning my strategy.

      That’s not happening. “The partners have that handled. You’re not privileged to every aspect of this case, Chelsea.” I walk steadily toward her and drop a stack of copied testimonies on her desk. “If you feel your assignment is too much for you, let me know. I can transfer you to another case.”

      Eyebrows hiked to her badly dyed hairline, she manages to say, “Yes…I mean, no, ma’am – I’m fine working this one.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate your cooperation.” I turn and head back toward the front of the office, where Julia and I pass out the rest of the copies, giving instructions on what needs to be focused on and highlighted, all relevant and pertinent information brought to our attention.

      When I reach the section near Chelsea, I hunker near her ear to whisper, just for her: “By the way, I’m neither a lesbian nor do I have an STD, but otherwise, that’s none of your business. I do happen to have a fucking hot as hell boyfriend who’s going to fuck me senseless real soon.” I pat her shoulder before I move on. “Just thought I’d clear that up.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’re hurtling toward the end of the day, and I haven’t even worked my way through the final victim’s statement from the first case. I glance at the time on my phone: 4:50

      Instead of isolating myself in my office, I decided to work alongside the paralegals at the main table in the office area. It saves time, in case they need anything addressed right away, but it also feels right.

      I don’t want my first official week as their supervisor to be spent locked away in my office, drawing some proverbial line between them and me. It works well for Julia—she has the intimidation down—but I’m not Julia. I have to find my own rhythm in managing my team.

      Two of the women opposite me glance at their phones, then up at me. “All right,” I say, accepting defeat. “We’ll pick up here in the morning. We still have another day.” I start stacking the files. “Oh, and thank you all for the diligent work today.”

      Smiles and nods, and some goodbyes, and as the team heads toward their desks to leave for the day, a sense of accomplishment washes over me. Not for the case, but for the way I handled my first real test. The case is a different matter.

      “Miss Wilde?”

      I look up to see Sophie. “You can still call me Alexis.” I smile.

      Nodding, she sits at the seat next to mine. “Alexis, I wanted to ask you something before I left. Is that okay? Or should I wait till tomorrow?”

      “Oh, no – that’s fine. I mean, yeah, what do you have?”

      She pushes a coil of her dark hair behind her ear and slides a document toward me. “All the victims stated they were taken to the same bar by Doctor Bates—” she points to the highlighted bar in question “—right before he dropped them off at their homes.”

      I raise my eyebrows, prompting her on. “Yes, that’s right. The bartender confirmed their statements.”

      “But later, when the attacks occurred, they’re certain it was Doctor Bates. Why?”

      I shake my head, the long day wearing on my mental capability. I pull my notes from my binder. “The attacks happened within fifteen minutes of the time the victims arrived home,” I say. “Okay, here. They all corroborate that they recognized his cologne and the sound of his voice.”

      She widens her eyes. “But couldn’t that be circumstantial? Or even a coincidence? How about someone at the bar, who knows Doctor Bates, like the bartender—”

      “I see where you’re going, and it’s not a bad theory,” I say, turning to face her. “But Chase – I mean, Mister Larkin already interviewed the bartender. He was seen at the bar at the time of all the attacks.”

      She sighs. “There goes that angle.”

      I smile at her. “You’re not reaching, Sophie. Giving the jury another suspect is a strong case. Only in this particular case, we don’t have the bar as a common denominator to connect this victim. She was never taken to that bar, or even on a date—” I stop short, looking down at my notes.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “The common denominator,” I repeat, finding what I’m seeking. “It’s not the bar that links this victim to the others, it’s what they stated—the manner in which they were attacked. Their attacker forced them to perform sexual scenarios which had only been discussed on the dark fetish website. So not the cologne, or his voice, or the other similarities.” I look up, lost in my thoughts. “The site.”

      Sophie digs a paper out of her folder. “Was the metadata ever conclusive either way?”

      She’s thinking the same thing as me. “I don’t know, but that doesn’t matter, not if it can be suggested Bates’ account to that site was hacked.” I glance at her. “Worth a try to see what the partners think.”

      Her smile twists. “Gotta love the digital age. Anyone, anywhere can become a suspect. It’s actually scary.”

      I nod, agreeing more than she realizes. It’s an angle for doubt, sure—but it’s also a very real possibility. It’s not completely implausible that he’s innocent, and that there is another suspect out there. Someone who’s been watching him closely, linked to the same dark fetish website.

      “Thanks, Sophie,” I say, standing and gathering my binders. “That was an excellent brainstorm.”

      I head toward my office, my attention on my phone as I type out a text to Chase. He’ll probably have a reason to combat our theory based on different ways the prosecution could counter, but I just feel strongly about it—like it has to be investigated.

      My shoulder knocks into someone, and I hear a, “Sorry, ma’am,” which draws my full attention. I look up into the eyes of the blonde from The Firm—the one in the alcove that night.

      She bows her head, apologizing again as she walks away. I stare after her, about to tell her she doesn’t have to call me ma’am…when Wells appears before me. I take a step back.

      Silently, he places his finger beneath his chin and raises it, a sign for me to lift my head. And then he leaves.

      The vibration of my phone awakens me from my thoughts and I shake my head.

      Chase: Meeting with the partners. Have Jefferson take you to my place

      I smile at that, then start toward my office, passing the other partners as they advance to Chase's office with my head held a little higher. I’ve been dreading seeing the partners since that night, but it was a useless fear. I belong to Chase. They can’t touch me.
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      Chase

      If this were a chess match, the game would be called on account of a draw. As I’ve proven before, however, there are no draws among the partners. A decision is always made.

      It’s simple logic: leave no room for debate.

      And even though I welcome a healthy debate…that’s not what transpired in the meeting this afternoon. No, that could be more easily compared to a bloodbath, each partner throwing his weight around, fists raised, staking their claim on my client.

      A bunch of dominant pricks flexing their muscles. Greedy little fucks.

      Gannet is pushing to terminate representation while Mason demands to continue our efforts. Wells and I, oddly enough, are the only ones undecided. And truthfully, I feel as if Wells really couldn’t give a damn either way. He’s been preoccupied the entire length of this new development. He’s likely to side with my vote—when I come to a clear decision.

      Once I have, it will be time to reevaluate the partnership. Suddenly an all-male practice headed up by The Firm’s elite players doesn’t seem like the most beneficial practice anymore.

      As much as I loathe change, I’m getting used to the idea.

      Alexis enters the living room, stealing my thoughts. Welcomingly. “Come here.”

      She sets the bourbon on the table and then slips beside me on the couch. “I thought you might need a break from your brooding.”

      A smile twitches at my mouth as I slide my hand up her thigh. “If it means tasting that sassy mouth, you thought right.” I toy with her panties, slipping a finger along the seam to feel her, as I lean in to capture her mouth.

      Getting lost in Alexis is effortless. If I’m not careful, I could lose sight of everything else around us. That’s the one thing I can’t allow to happen. It’s my responsibility to make sure her world isn’t affected by mine.

      I utter a curse, pulling her tighter to me once more before making myself release her. “Work first, then pleasure,” I say, separating us so I can think clearly. I stand and grab the bourbon. “I have to make a decision by tomorrow on whether or not I’m going to continue representing Bates.”

      The confused draw of her eyebrows is clear as she rises beside me. She picks up one of the files I have scattered over the table. “Why would you not?” she asks. “Did the ACA announce another finding?”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      “It’s not because of me, is it?”

      Alexis alone is reason enough to never represent another alleged rapist, but honestly, I’m no saint. Never will be. “This is about my own ethics,” I say, and her features relax. “I don’t defend people who I believe are guilty. It might sound heroic, but really, it’s just smart law. The partners are feeling the heat from the DNA discovery. Simply put, they’re not so much ethical as they are greedy. They don’t like losing cases.”

      Alexis moves back toward the couch. “You truly believe he’s guilty.”

      With a furrowed brow, I sink a hand into my pocket. “I have some doubt. But it’s not enough.”

      “It’s not about the truth or justice, it’s about what you can prove,” she says as she sits on the couch and crosses her legs. Her deep eyes search me. “Julia once said that’s what you believe.”

      I force out a heavy breath. “The law is black and white, Alexis. I’m not.” And that’s the most awakening revelation I’ve come to understand. “The law doesn’t change; people do. I do my best to work within the gray overlies.” Without taking a sip, I set the bourbon down and walk toward her, closing the distance between us. “I have to trust my instinct.”

      She reaches out and takes my hand. “Which instinct? The one signaling doubt, or the one pressuring you to concede to your partners?”

      Checkmate.

      She didn’t conquer me all at once. Not with deceit or tactic. My beautiful temptress claims her victory with truth. I kneel before her, taking her face between my palms. “You astonish me.”

      I kiss her, sealing my lips over hers and breathing in the sweet taste of her.

      When I pull back, her eyes are glistening with understanding. “You would defend Bates,” I say, testing her reaction. She doesn’t flinch. “Even if he is guilty. After what you’ve suffered.”

      “He’s not my rapist,” she says, her gaze unwavering. “And he might have questionable morals, but he shouldn’t be convicted for that. I do believe in the law, Chase. Something has to remain steadfast.”

      My lips quirk into a slanted smile. “Damn, that’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. Rock-hard in a matter of seconds.”

      Her bright smile sweeps through me, decimating the last of my uncertainty. “Work first?” she says, running her hands over my thighs, making me wish the casework was already behind us. “Then pleasure?”

      I stand, adjusting my cock with a groan. “Sometimes I hate my rules.”

      We break into the files, going over what we know and piecing together the case. I’ll never question Alexis’s determination again. Her ability to disconnect her personal life from a case is far greater than any of the lawyers in my firm, even me. I’m not sure if it’s the years gone by which has created a safe barrier, her introverted nature, or just sheer stubbornness—but she’s more than capable of seeing the details beyond a skewed perspective.

      What’s more, I’m not one to work alongside anyone. I do so with the partners and mainly Gannet, when a case like this requires our vested collaboration. But even then I’m a soloist, developing my own opinions and angles.

      I find a synchronization with her that thrills me.

      With Alexis, I have no reason to shield my thoughts. She’s not seeking a weakness to overthrow me. And ironically, she’s the only one who has the power to wield my weaknesses against me. She accepts me wholly; the monster and the man. She doesn’t balk at my crude thoughts or actions.

      “I can’t get a read on the victim,” she says, looking over her profile for the second time. “I wish we could interview her.”

      “We’re lawyers, not cops.”

      She peeks up. “You’re a lawyer. I’m your lackey.”

      Just the suggestion has my pants tightening as I envision pulling her beneath me, showing her just how I like to treat my lackey. I clear my throat. “Read it out loud.”

      “Samantha Dean. Twenty-three. Single. White,” she begins in a formal tone. “She works as a marketing director for an online fashion magazine. Spends a lot of time on her computer as she works from home. Dates mostly men she meets online. Which matches Malcolm’s own romantic lifestyle.” She flips the page.

      I massage my temple, thinking past the pending headache. “In her first statement, she couldn’t remember if she scratched her attacker or not. There was no foreign DNA found on her person. No trace of her attacker. Then in her revised statement, she recalled that he scratched her. Inside her mouth. Why is that detail so important to her?”

      Alexis shakes her head. Then she flips faster through the report. “But how? He wore gloves. I mean”—she holds up the picture of the victim taken at the hospital—“she was battered, yes. Her face is covered with bruises and her body sustained horrific abuse that caused abrasions. It was traumatic—but she clearly stated he was wearing gloves. The examination recovered surfactants and latex residue.”

      I hold up a finger and then reach for a folder. “In her amended statement, she claims he removed a glove. That’s why it’s important.”

      “And she just happened to remember that very specific detail later?”

      Still digging through the reports, I say, “Are you suggesting a ruse on the prosecution’s part? You think a victim would be so easily swayed?”

      She sighs heavily. “I don’t know,” she says. “Personally, I think that if the victim believes Malcolm to be her attacker, she might be desperate enough to put him away by saying whatever she feels necessary.”

      “Only one problem – shit – her statement’s not here.”

      “What’s the one problem?”

      I glance up at her, giving up the search. “It doesn’t matter if the glove was removed or not. If the offender scratched her or not. It doesn’t matter because it wasn’t the offender’s DNA that was recovered. It was hers, on Bates’ car. So why—?”

      I stop abruptly. Lacing my fingers behind my head, I palm the back of my neck, suppressing the urge to put my fist through a wall. “They’re withholding evidence,” I say, too calm compared to the storm rumbling to life inside me.

      Alexis is off the couch and approaching me with cautious steps. “How do you know this?”

      Lowering my hands, I get to my feet and reach for my suit jacket. “A rookie cop’s statement,” I say, sliding on my jacket. “He claimed other DNA was recovered at the scene or on the victim. It wasn’t clear, but that’s the only logical conclusion. The ACA is withholding it.”

      “But why?” She steps toward me. “Where are you going?”

      “Why? I don’t know – the DNA was corrupted? It’s too small a sample to share with the defense? She’s buying time to get a warrant for Bates’ DNA to compare?” I shake my head, exasperated. “Fuck. Any number of reasons why the ACA would withhold it isn’t good. I need to get the damn victim’s revised statement. We have to compare it to the cop’s. I need to find something I can use to get a relief to access all the prosecution’s evidence.”

      “Wait.” She turns and grabs her purse. “You’re in lawyer mode. Stay here and work the case. I’ll have Jefferson take me back to the office to get the statement.”

      “We’ll both go,” I say, but she’s already holding up her hand.

      “There’s not much time if you have to make a decision tomorrow.” She gifts me with the sweetest smile, and my chest tightens. “I’ll be right back.”

      As she turns to go, I reach out and grab her hand. “Don’t take long. There’s still the matter of pleasure to address once we nail this case.”

      She waits patiently for me to kiss her. I seal my lips over hers, sweeping my tongue inside the tempting cavern of her mouth to taste her, telling her in one action that I don’t want to spend another moment without her.

      If I get my way—which I normally do—I won’t ever have to.
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          Broken As Me

        

      

    
    
      Alexis

      I don’t see the gray lining the evening clouds. I don’t feel the bite of the cool night breeze. I pay no attention to the eerie quiet that blankets the city as I approach the town car. For once, I’m alive in the moment. Neither dreading the future nor regretting the past.

      So when my phone rings, I smile. I don’t even look at the ID as I swipe the screen to accept the call, expecting to hear Chase’s voice. “Yes, sir?”

      “Miss Alexis Wilde?”

      My steps falter. My heart misses a beat and then kick starts with a hollow flutter. “This is she. Who am I speaking with?”

      “Miss Wilde, this is Doctor Jerome Taylor. I’m sorry to be the one to inform you, but your brother is currently in the ER at the D.C. Memorial Hospital. You’re listed as his next of kin…”

      The silence of the city falls away, replaced by screeching brakes and honking horns. Shouts and soaring planes. All the sounds of the world crash down in one united boom so that his words are some strange, foreign droning in my ear.

      Then two words bleed through the chaos: drug and overdose. They come across the line so clearly, the cold sweat slicking my skin loosens my grip and I nearly drop the phone.

      “Miss Wilde?” the doctor beckons my attention.

      “Yes,” I say, clutching the phone as if that will steady the swaying. “I’m on my way.”

      As I end the call, I’m already on autopilot. The gears in my mind switch. Click. My feet move. I’ve prepared for this. I’ve anticipated this call for years; I’ve heard those exact words in almost that exact order recited in my head.

      “Where am I going?” I glance around, and Jefferson is in my peripheral, waving his hand.

      “Alexis?”

      But it’s Chase’s voice calling my name that thrusts me forward. His gravitational pull reels me in. I move toward him, wondering why he’s running. “I have to go,” I say. “My brother—”

      “I know.” His hands clamp around my arms, strong bands that keep me from falling. “I’ll take you.”

      I shake my head a little, gaining equilibrium. “What do you mean you know? How do you know?”

      Agitation at standing still grips my senses, then I’m moving. “I have to go.”

      “Alexis, stop. I will take you. My car’s this way.” His hand latches on to mine, and that one action splinters the universe.

      The routine I practiced no longer exists. I haven’t rehearsed this part. “How do you know?” I ask again, breaking free of his grasp and whirling around to face him.

      His face is bracketed in hard lines, giving nothing away. He’s more practiced than me. “I’ve had someone looking in on your brother. I just got the call…probably right when you did.”

      A moment of sheer confusion clouds my thoughts before I’m tunneling. “You knew where my brother was?” Hurt. Betrayal. Embarrassment. Guilt—so many emotions surface, but it’s impossible to know if they’re validated.

      I shake my head again, taking a step backward. “I can’t do this right now. I don’t want to. I just need to go.”

      “All right,” Chase says. “Let’s go, then.”

      “No.”

      The word darts forth without effort. Have I ever told him no before? Am I even permitted to within the confines of our relationship? The fact that I’m processing this here, now, snaps me out of my haze. “No, Chase. I’m going alone.”

      Anger seizes his features. “You’re not going alone in your state,” he says, his voice deep and commanding. “It’s not safe.”

      I almost laugh. “My state? I’ve been in this state for a lot longer than I’ve known you. I can handle it.” I take another backward step. “Besides, I’m not entirely sure how I feel about you failing to mention that you knew where my brother was. I need…some time to myself. And I just need to be with him like, right now.”

      Chase stalks toward me, the breeze sweeping his hair lopsided along his forehead. He looks too disheveled, too unnerved. I have to ball my hand to keep from reaching out to him. “When you agreed to the terms of our relationship, you agreed that I’m to take action in accordance with your best interests.”

      Stunned, I stare at him. How can he be so formal right now? “And you agreed that I could go to my brother at any time.”

      “Yes, but not alone, Alexis. Not when you’re this upset.”

      “Unbelievable,” I mutter. Licking my lips, I approach him, this man that I know I love—that I have opened myself up to. “Do you remember when we were lying in your bed? When I asked to reserve what I wanted for myself in this relationship? Or…I’m sorry…this exchange between us?”

      For the first time, I see his face pale with fear. “Anything. I’ll give you anything you ask of me.”

      Before I lose my nerve, allowing my emotions to crumble my will, I reach behind my neck and unclasp the necklace. I drop the silver skylark in my palm, the chain following its path to pool around it. I then extend my hand out to him. “Right now, I want to be free to decide my own best interests.”

      A muscle feathers along his jaw. “Alexis, your guilt is—”

      “Don’t,” I say, looking down at the ground. Not into his eyes. “Don’t talk to me about guilt. You can’t possibly fathom what I’m feeling.”

      He doesn’t accept the necklace. Instead, he motions to Jefferson and asks for his briefcase.

      “Chase, please—”

      Jefferson returns with it quickly, handing over the black leather case before I’ve gathered my thoughts. Chase reaches in to produce papers. “You no longer wish to be under my ownership?” He tears the papers in half, then once more, before he places the pieces in my outstretched hand. My signature stands out against the white page, surrounded by the destroyed legalities of our exchange. “But keep the necklace. It was my gift to you.”

      My fingers curl around the chain and torn document as I drop my hand. “Just like that?”

      His chest rises, his broad shoulders tense. “If it’s what you desire, then yes. Just like that.” He takes a step forward then, putting him directly in front of me. His hands clasp my face, his breath searing my lips as I look up into his drawn face. “I made choices for which I’m bound to suffer the consequences. I’m human. I’m imperfect. I’ve also never done this before – this, between us, is all new to me. But all was done out of my concern for you.”

      I swallow past the ache his touch provokes.

      “You need to know,” he says, “your brother’s drug use didn’t begin after your parents’ death – or after you left. He was already on that course before then, Alexis.”

      “How do you know—?” I close my eyes briefly, the answer so obvious it’s painful. When The Firm looked into my past, that covered everyone in my life. “You’re not going to make it go away that easily, Chase.”

      “I know, but you deserve the truth. And,” he says, his thumb caressing my cheek as he tilts his head, his eyes fixed on me. “The agreement, the legalities…it’s all mute, anyway. It’s impossible to own a person whom you’ve already given ownership over your own heart.”

      He kisses my cheek before he pulls away, so chaste compared to his intimate admission that’s left me breathless.

      “Jefferson, take Miss Wilde to the Memorial Hospital in D.C.,” he orders. Then glancing at me, he says, “It will be all right, Alexis. Take as much time as you need.”

      Somehow, I allow Jefferson to lead me into the back of the town car. I’m still clutching the shredded papers and necklace when the car leaves the driveway. Chase gave me what I asked for. Without protest, without a power struggle. Without a second thought.

      I look over my shoulder to find him disappearing into the garage beneath his house. My chest aches with every breath. A fiery current lashes through my constricted airway, threatening to suffocate me.

      I realize my decision was voiced out of pain and guilt. Chase tried to call me out on just that. But there’s no logic to be found where our emotions are concerned. Had I not been so consumed with Chase this past week…would it have made a difference for my brother?

      I don’t know. I’ll never know. And Chase may feel he’s being punished for my guilt—but he’s not. The sight of him walking away…the sound of the paper tearing…

      I am.

      I’ve always succeeded in punishing myself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The steady beep of the heart monitor is the soundtrack to my brother’s hospital room. It’s not really a room, more of a corner sectioned off by drawn curtains providing the effect of privacy. But the sound of his heart—strong, steady—is all I’m focused on.

      I place my hand atop his, my fingers resting on the plastic hospital bracelet. Jake had gone into sudden cardiac arrest. His heart had stopped. He nearly died. By the time his doctor contacted me, all this had already taken place.

      How was I working on a case while my brother was dying? How did I not feel him almost slip from the world?

      It took me sixteen minutes to get to the ER doors. Sixteen of the longest minutes of my life. No one should ever be given that much time to think when a loved one is dying. Your thoughts go to the darkest, most destructive places.

      Careful of the ventilator mask covering his nose and mouth, I stroke his dark hair away from his forehead. It’s longer now, just past his ears, and is dingy and stringy. His skin is so pale there’s a blue tinge. The doctor said that’s common with a heroin overdose.

      I glance away, my eyes blurring with the sting of tears. I blink them away as I suck in a deep, antiseptic-laced breath, forcing myself to look at him. His hospital robe is askew and I glimpse the defibrillator mark along his ribs, the outline of the pad where he was shocked three times. Restarting his heart.

      I straighten his robe, my hands numb. It’s cold in here so I search for another blanket.

      “Miss Wilde?”

      “Is there an extra blanket?” I ask, not looking up at Doctor Taylor as I continue to hunt around the room.

      “Jake is comfortable,” he assures as he pulls the curtain back. “He’s in the best state possible.” I meet his eyes then, noting the severity of his tone. “Jake was more than lucky, Miss Wilde.”

      “Please, it’s Alexis,” I say, taking a seat on the only available chair.

      The doctor sets his clipboard on a rolling cart. “Alexis, Jake was lucky because he was brought in before he went into cardiac arrest. Someone cared enough to recognize the signs of overdose and brought him in.”

      That someone who cared enough wasn’t me. “Do you know who?”

      His weathered face contorts. “No. They didn’t stick around. As is usual in circumstances such as this.”

      I nod. “But he’s going to be okay. He was revived in time.” I don’t understand all the information being thrown at me since I entered the ER, but I do understand that when a person goes into cardiac arrest, it’s only minutes…seconds…that mean the difference between a full recovery and impaired motor skills. Brain death. Or worse… God, what could be worse? Death, I answer myself. I will always take care of Jake, no matter what. Death is what I won’t be able to survive.

      Doctor Taylor approaches me. “I don’t want to upset or scare you—”

      “Oh, my god, he’s brain dead.”

      He rests his hand on my shoulder. “No, he’s not, and Jake’s vitals are good. I can’t say with any degree of certainty, of course, but I believe Jake will recover. What is concerning, however, is now that his body has suffered to this extent, his drug use is now even more of an issue.”

      I nod again, slowly processing this. As he moves toward the hospital bed to check on the ventilator, I say, “My brother will come live with me. When he’s released.”

      Doctor Taylor turns to face me, his severe frown disheartening. “My advice, Alexis, is to get him into a program.”

      “AA, NA, counseling…of course.”

      “I’m suggesting involuntary commitment,” he says.

      My mouth pops open. “But I’ve tried that. I was denied. Everyone makes it sound so easy…and maybe it is. For some people.” People with money. People with status. “So what? Now that he’s caused himself harm…almost died…he’s a candidate? What if he had died?”

      He releases a heavy sigh. “Unfortunately, the system can be trying and long. Jake needs immediate treatment, and he needs to be on medication, according to his records.” He pauses. “I’ve recommended a private facility. It’s within five miles of here. With my referral, they will accept him upon his release.”

      Private facility. He might as well have said Mars. I hate the words that are about to leave my mouth. I loathe them, because they make me seem pathetic. Selfish. “I can’t afford private treatment. Believe me, if I could, I would’ve gotten Jake help sooner.”

      His tight smile doesn’t ease my pain. “It’s already in the process of being arranged. All that’s needed is your signature.” He grabs his clipboard from the cart and hands it to me. “You can read over the information before you sign, but I strongly suggest you do, Alexis. As his sister, as his only immediate family, it’s within your power to get him the help he needs.”

      My power. Suddenly, after years of struggle, everyone is so keen to tell me about all this power I have. I press the ache between my eyes. “Doctor Taylor, I’m sorry, but I can’t afford—”

      “His treatment will be covered by your insurance. All of his expenses, in fact.”

      My eyes snap to his face. “What?”

      “Your employer called, providing your insurance information. I have to be honest, not many bosses care enough about their employees to take care of the details. But, he didn’t want you to worry about the technicalities while you were distraught over your brother.” His eyes search me. “Mister Larkin said he’ll have the court order processed by a judge tomorrow to expedite the process. Then once Jake is released from my care, he’ll be taken directly to the facility.”

      I’m sure the shock on my face doesn’t escape him. “Okay. Thank you,” I say, as if a “thank you” somehow conveys what I’m feeling. I can’t even process what I’m feeling yet.

      His smile seems more sincere now. “So it’s already been handled, Alexis. You can breathe. Jake is going to get the best treatment. All that’s required is your signature.”

      It erupts from me all at once. A painful sob breaks free, wracking my body. I bury my face in my hands, allowing the fear and relief to dissolve into each other as the cry wrings my body.

      When I’m able to take a breath without stuttering into tears, I read the information for Jake’s care, then sign my name as his appointed guardian. Chase knew the only way for my insurance to cover Jake was if I’m legally his guardian again. In the sixteen minutes it took me to arrive—where my life was falling apart, where my brother had no chance—Chase changed everything.

      As I hand the documents to the doctor, he says, “I’m moving Jake to his own room now.”

      “Oh,” I say, looking at Jake, feeling like I haven’t had enough time. “Will he wake up tonight?”

      That grim expression tugs at the doctor’s face again. I hate that look. “No. And I’m going to keep him under for at least a few more days. He needs to heal. His body not only needs to recover, but we have to monitor him closely through detox.”

      Because he’s on heroin. Because if he has to go through detox, he’s been on heroin for a while. At least six months. I want to believe I would’ve seen the signs. If he was using heroin before he disappeared from my life, I would’ve known.

      I want to believe that I was helping him at all…but I was just as lost as he was. All I did was patch the wounds as they reopened. Treat the scrapes but not fade the scars. I wasn’t offering any real remedy to heal the cause of the damage. That’s what Jake needed—what he needs.

      I watch the nurses lift the sides of the bed, bracketing my brother in a cradle of shiny metal. I follow behind them as he’s taken to a private room, reciting a promise in my heart that I’ll be here when he wakes.
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* * *

      As Jefferson drives us over the bridge to Arlington, I run my fingers over the jotted visiting hours on the back of the paperwork. I don’t care if Jake’s unaware of my presence, if I was allowed to be there every day and night, I would be.

      I fold the documents and slip them into my purse, drained. I am suddenly so drained, but I know I won’t sleep. “Jefferson?”

      “Yes, ma’am?” His gaze catches mine in the review mirror.

      “Would it be terribly inconvenient for you to take me by the office?”

      “No, ma’am. Not at all.”

      “You can call me Alexis. I think we know each other well enough.” That’s not true. I know very little about the man who chauffeurs Chase around, but right now, the silence is killing me.

      “I’m sorry about your brother, Alexis.”

      A tight smile rims my mouth. “Thank you. I think he’s going to be okay…in time.” How much time, is the question. And whether or not he’ll disown me all over again once he realizes I’m the reason for his commitment.

      I can’t worry about that right now, though. Jake just escaped death, and he’s not completely out of the woods yet. So for now, I just need to do this one thing at a time.

      Before the news of Jake’s overdose tilted the world off axis, Chase and I were making headway on the case. I almost reach for my phone to text him. Or call him—to hear his voice. I don’t, though. I want his explanation, his reasoning, for why he kept Jake’s whereabouts from me—but I want it when I can mentally comprehend my feelings.

      That’s not this moment.

      However, with all Chase has done for me tonight, I doubt he’s been able to work further on the case and come to a clear decision about Malcolm Bates.

      I reach into my purse and bring out the skylark necklace. As Jefferson pulls up to the front of the building, I link it around my neck. “I might be a while,” I say. “You can go ahead and leave. I’ll be all right.”

      He swivels in the seat to face me. “Mister Larkin gave me implicit instructions, Alexis. I’m to take you directly home before I’m relieved of my duties tonight.”

      “I won’t tell if you won’t.” I give him a warm smile. “I’m sure you have much better things to do than wait on me. I don’t know how long I’ll be”—I glance up at the sixth floor—“I live just a few blocks away.”

      His handsome face twists in uncertainty. He glances at the time on the dashboard, then exhales heavily. “Do you know the code to disable the alarm?”

      I didn’t even think about that. My brain still feels foggy. Jefferson realizes this with a smile before he exits the car and walks around to my door.

      He escorts me to the front of the building, where he unlocks the door and shows me how to disable and enable the alarm. “Here’s my personal number,” he says, handing me a card. “I’d prefer if you called for a ride to your apartment.”

      Deciding I don’t want to get him in trouble—or worse, fired—I nod. “All right. A compromise. I’ll call you when I’m done. I’ll try not to be too long.”

      He tips his head. “Take your time. I have no life.” He grins, revealing a more relaxed side. “That’s why the boss hired me.”

      A small laugh escapes me, and I’m relieved I’m still capable—that I’m able to express emotions other than grief. Maybe I’m exhausted. Or just so out of sorts that I’m operating below my usual level of awkward disconnect with people. Regardless, once he leaves and I’m inside the elevator, I ride the car up to the offices of Lark and Gannet with a little less pressure constricting my chest.

      I’ve never been here alone before. Without Chase, the floor is more imposing, making me regret my initial decision and almost turn around and walk home.

      Only the thought of Chase sacrificing his time for me spurs me on, and I unlock my office and go inside. All the files are just how Julia and I left them. A mess.

      I claw my unruly hair into a ponytail and sigh out the rest of the tightness from my lungs. There’s a heavy sleep feel to my eyelids. I blink hard, giving my head a shake. The thought of curling up on Chase’s couch is tempting. It might be the only way I’ll sleep tonight, being able to inhale his scent that lingers in his office.

      Pushing the thought aside, I open my laptop and dive into the files. If Chase did have the victim’s revised statement picked up, he left the original here. I tweak it from the folder and try to pick up where we left off.

      It’s mostly the same as her first statement. All but the amended sheet to the back. I flip there and widen my eyes, eradicating the thought of sleep from my mind. My eyes start to close, the words bleeding into each other. I have to reread each line, and as I read a sentence for the third time, my skin prickles, startling me fully awake.

      I read aloud so I can register what I’m seeing. “He took his glove off and forced his fingers inside my mouth. He told me to ‘take what I give you’ and ‘your mouth wants it’.”

      My office is too small, too quiet. The pounding of my heart pulses in my ears as I push away from the desk. It could be a coincidence—her statement reads like she’s revealing the actions of any sick individual—but the quoted words of her attacker are too specific for me to ignore.

      In the stark quiet, I hear his voice, feel his fingers shove inside my mouth: Your mouth wants me, whore. You’re going to take what I give you.

      There is another suspect.

      Mason.

      In the penthouse of the Skylark, inside the corner alcove of The Firm, Caleb Mason whispered those words to me and I felt it then—that gut feeling. Only how was I supposed to decipher the difference between his actions and any other there?

      I did sense it, though. That same vile aura that lingered around my own rapist.

      Malcolm Bates may be innocent, because one of his lawyers is framing him.

      I pump my hand a couple of times to stop the trembling before I grab the victim’s statement and my purse. I’m pulling out my phone to call Chase as I enter the hallway.

      “Seems we both had the same idea.”

      A splash of cold fear freezes me in place. I clutch my phone, my only lifeline.

      “Working late, that is,” Mason says. “I just can’t seem to get this case out of my head. Keeps me up at night.”

      “I forgot something in my office,” I say, trying to disguise the tremor in my voice. “I’m leaving now.”

      Mason’s heavy footfalls echo through the hallway. “Rather late to be working. Must have forgotten something quite important.”

      I tuck my phone against my chest and start toward the bank of elevators. “Just my purse,” I say, quickly formulating the distance to my escape. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Alexis, stop.”

      I don’t. I pick up my pace.

      “I told you to stop—” His voice is closer, and as the panic reaches my heart, I break into a run.

      His growl wraps around me the same moment his arms seize my waist. Mason lifts my feet from the floor. I’m kicking and wriggling. “Let me go!”

      “You’re so fucking disobedient,” he hisses in my ear.

      I struggle against him, but that only helps strengthen his grip. My scream is cut short as he tightens his arms. He shoves my body against the wall, my face mashed against it.

      “I obey my Master,” I say, my breathing painful due to his vise-like hold. “Not you.”

      His deep chuckle crawls over my skin. “I’m going to enjoy teaching you differently.”

      “Chase is going to—”

      “What?” He hauls me away from the wall and plucks the statement from my hand. “I hardly think Chase is going to be able to do much, considering how distressed he’ll be once he discovers you’re gone.”

      My arms wrapped around my stomach, I slow my breathing, trying to control the adrenaline coursing through my body.

      “I was all for letting you be, Alexis.” His eyes skim the statement and then pin me with a narrowed glare. “I mean, hell. Do you know how many whores I say that to? How many nasty little tidbits I whisper in their ears when I’m fucking their brains out?”

      I can’t quell the tremors racking my body.

      He laughs again, shaking his head. “But damn if you’re not the smart little whore. I heard it in your voice the moment you made the connection.” He moves closer. “You’re very transparent, Alexis. Now give me your damn phone.”

      Within seconds, his hand is clamped around my throat. My hands latch on to his as I gasp past the constriction. He holds me there a moment longer, his teeth bared in a mocking grin, before he releases me and scoops my phone from the floor.

      I fill my lungs as I hold my neck, coughing around my restricted airway.

      “So fucking defiant,” he says, looking through my phone. “I don’t know what’s so special about you, why Chase just can’t seem to help himself.” His gaze pins me. “But I’m going to have a fucking fun time figuring it out.”

      With more courage than I feel, I say, “There’s DNA.” I lift my chin. “The prosecution has your DNA.”

      All humor vanishes from his expression. “If that’s true, what will they compare it to? I’m not in the system. And with no one to point a finger at me, Bates is still the main suspect.” He cocks his head. “And as one of his lawyers, I can easily state any foreign DNA was bad handling on the techs’ part.” He shrugs. “I’ve done so before. It always gets thrown out. Besides, it’s not my DNA that’s crucial. It’s the victim’s DNA that was discovered on Malcolm’s car.”

      “You planted it there.”

      He doesn’t deny it, and as the depth of his actions sinks in, I realize I’m the only one who knows the truth. “Then why do I matter?” I ask, my voice less unsteady. “All I have is some circumstantial claim that a judge or anyone else won’t take seriously.”

      “Alexis, Alexis,” he says, grabbing my ponytail and pulling my head back, forcing me to stare into his stone-gray eyes. “You have Chase. Wrapped around your fucking little finger. That’s why you matter. That’s why you have to disappear. Because he will listen to you, and I can’t have that.”

      He drags me forward, and my feet follow despite the urge to struggle.

      This can’t be happening—how is this happening? My thoughts cycle like a vortex, funneling every detail that has led to this point in time. Every word, every step, every action intricately woven along the walls of my downward spiral—the distorted pattern formed to display my demise at the hands of a rapist.

      As Mason shoves me over my desk, I don’t scream. As he tears my clothes from my body, I don’t cry. As he strikes me across my face, I don’t blackout.

      I hold on to the light at the top of the axis. My actions may have been fated for me, but they were also fated for those I care for. My brother will get help. I believe he’ll recover. Chase has loved me. He’ll love again.

      There’s only one thing left to fight for.

      Me.
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      Chase

      I’m not equipped to be a wreck.

      Rumpled dress shirt. Hair disheveled from the continuous running of my hand through it. Sitting in a dark room, brooding. The damn ache in my chest is torture. And the worst part: the loss of control.

      You can’t control someone else’s pain.

      I swore to guard Alexis against hers. I promised I’d protect her. Instead, I caused her additional pain. When your pride gives up the battle and you admit to that failure, their pain becomes your own.

      The simple fact of the matter is that I’m not built to be this wreck of a man. It doesn’t suit me—but that’s exactly what I am. Wrecked. I’m a fucking cliché.

      And a wrecked man can only stare at his phone so long, his thoughts battering his brain, before he has to take action. I’m not above accepting my defeat—but I’m damn sure going to do everything to fix her pain.

      To an outsider, it might look like the text I’ve been writing for the past hour is riddled with tired excuses—and likely, as Alexis has effectively turned me into her whipping boy, it is—but it’s also necessary.

      I’d rather not put into a text what should be expressed in person, but I can’t let another second pass, putting even more distance between us, that she considers herself severed from me irrevocably.

      I won’t accept that.

      She’s asked for time. I’ll give her as much time as she needs, but she’ll take that time along with my reasons. With anyone else, there’d be no explaining myself. For Alexis, I’m making an attempt, even though I’ve backspaced and growled at the fucking phone the entire time I’ve been contemplating just how to explain those reasons.

      I’m not built to bow under another, either. It’s not within my makeup to submit to another’s needs. Hell, it’s not within my makeup to submit. Period.

      I toss my phone aside, then tug my necktie loose. By now, Alexis knows what I’ve done. My invasion into her life did have some benefit. I’m damn good at maneuvering the law, which made it easy enough to give her what she wants most: help for her brother.

      That course was already in action before tonight, and maybe she’ll despise me for it—but she’ll despise me while accepting the help, because her love for her brother trumps her anger toward me. My betrayal was precisely that: a betrayal. Regardless if it was a betrayal I wasn’t aware of.

      How you validate a conundrum like that, however, is the fucking question.

      Uttering a curse, I grab my phone and add another line, to which I will finally send this damn text and be done with it. When her brother is healthy, and Alexis has had a reasonable amount of time to mend from the upheaval of her life, if I need to, I’ll bend her little ass over my knee and spank her until she concedes that she’s still in love with me.

      Like I said, I’m not built right. But I am built for one specific woman, and that’s Alexis. I won’t stop pursuing her until she understands that.

      I went into this relationship with her like I would any other woman. As if she was just my object to possess. I took responsibility for her when I took ownership, only I didn’t take responsibility for myself. I demanded compliance and honesty from her, without giving her the same transparency.

      I required her trust, but I didn’t trust her to make the right choices.

      I’m close to ramming my head through a wall just to make these enlightening thoughts cease. I’m not about to become enlightened unless Alexis is around to witness it. I’m still a man, after all. I know that it doesn’t count unless the woman you love sees it for herself.

      I hit Send.

      Then I’m off my couch and heading to my bedroom. I won’t hover around my phone like some pussy-whipped teenager. I cling to what dignity I have left, however little.

      It doesn’t work. The thought of her suffering steals my breath. What if her brother’s condition has worsened? What if I’m so ill-equipped at handling these emotions that I should’ve demanded to be with her through this?

      These thoughts pummel my brain in the dark of my room, keeping me from sleep. I should be focused on the case, but all I can visualize is the pain on Alexis’s face after she got the call.

      “Fuck.” I roll out of bed and pull on my jeans, then head toward my phone.

      No reply.

      I call Jefferson. “When did you take Alexis home?” I ask as way of greeting. There’s no sense in platitudes. I hired him because he knows this.

      His groggy voice sounds over the line. “Sir, I didn’t. Not yet.”

      My brow furrows. “Then she’s still at the hospital?”

      “No, sir. She wanted to go to the office. Said she had—”

      “Then you’re still there. With her.”

      A beat. Then: “She’s going to call when she’s ready to leave.”

      “You left her there alone?”

      “I’m on my way back there now—”

      “No,” I say, my voice a dark boom. “I’m going.”

      I hang up and try her number. It rings for a while before going to voicemail. Dammit, Alexis. I try calling again, and again, her voicemail picks up.

      I type out a quick text: I’m on my way to you.

      I don’t bother with a jacket and am already grabbing my keys when my phone rings. I dig it out of my pocket. Alexis’s beautiful face is on the screen.

      “Are you all right?” There’s many different ways to answer this call…other things I wish to say…but this is my main concern. I need to know she’s all right. That she’s not sitting up in her office, hurt and alone.

      The receiver picks up her shaky breaths. “I’m all right,” she says. “Chase, I don’t think this is going to work.”

      I brace my hand on the door, holding my phone against my ear as I hang my head. “I don’t accept that, Alexis.”

      She remains quiet, and I wait. Wait for her to realize what she’s saying is wrong. It doesn’t feel right because it’s not right.

      “You tore up the agreement, Chase. There’s nothing between us anymore.”

      My hand balls into a fist against the door. I grit my teeth to keep from rearing back and punching it. “I don’t need a fucking agreement to be with you.” I exhale, releasing the searing ache from my lungs. “I tore it up because I want more than something stated in callous legal jargon, Alexis. I want you. All of you—”

      “Chase—”

      “I’m coming to you. If you’re done with me, then tell me so. But do it to my face.”

      “I’m already gone,” she says, essentially slicing my chest open.

      “Where are you?” When she doesn’t answer, I practically growl into the phone, “Where the fuck are you?”

      “Thank you for what you did for my brother,” she says, and it infuriates me more. This whole debacle is because she took issue with my interference into her life.

      “Alexis, I demand to know—” I pound my fist against the door “—please, Alexis. Tell me where you are. We’ll figure this out, but—”

      “Chase…I can’t. I know that Jake will be okay, and you’ll be okay.” The phone is muffled and I hear a sob break through the line. My gut clenches.

      “Alexis?”

      “I’m starting over, Chase. I have to get away from here and just start over.”

      Three quick beeps end the call.

      “Fuck!” My fist makes contact with the door, leaving a dent. I’m only rational enough to keep from smashing my phone.

      I open the door and slam it behind me, clicking my key fob to unlock my car. Another man might accept this rejection. Might drink himself stupid and go find the quickest, easiest pussy to bury his dick in.

      But I’m too stubborn for that. If Alexis is this distraught over her brother, this lost over us…then she needs me. She’s strong—stronger than she even realizes—but it’s usually the strong who break the hardest. She’s breaking.

      There’s a sick twisting in my stomach that grips me whole, my instincts shouting to go to her. I’ll be damned if I lose her tonight. I’ll be damned if I don’t do everything within my power to stop that from happening.

      I pull up the GPS on her phone. Another thing she might despise me for…but she can scold me all she wants later. I’ll gladly take the beating as soon as I have her in my arms.
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      Alexis

      “That was pathetic.” Mason grips my chin, forcefully raising my gaze to his face. “You were supposed to make him believe, Alexis. To save his life.” He tsks. “You barely made me believe you want him to live, and I don’t want to have to end him. I rather like Chase. He’s a damn fine lawyer who I consider a friend.”

      I suck in an unsteady breath and jerk free of his hold. “He’ll believe it when…” I trail off, unable to voice what’s to happen next, even if I’ve accepted my fate. “When I disappear,” I grit out between clenched teeth.

      Mason drops my phone and stomps it. The crack echoes around the office, severing my link to Chase. “A precaution,” he says.

      My wrists burn from the leather belt, my failed attempts to twist free having torn my flesh. My bare skin is blanketed in sheets of ice-cold sweat. My bra and underwear a flimsy barrier to the chilly air. Yet still I maintain my fight.

      Mason tucks the gun into his waistband behind his back, his eyes narrowed on me. Then, his hand lands another slap to my face. My vision explodes in white. The blinding pain dulls into a throb as I choke back a cry.

      “Chase is smarter than you,” I say, willing my voice steady. I look up, blinking my vision clear. “Malcolm goes to jail, then what? You’ll have to find another scapegoat. Because you’re sick. You can’t stop. You’ve already made one mistake by leaving your DNA behind. You’ll make another. Chase won’t need me to put it together, then.”

      He raises his fist and I recoil, bracing for the impact.

      It doesn’t come.

      Instead, he yanks the skylark necklace from my neck and pockets it. My skin burns, the lingering sting of the chain still there. He grabs the knotted belt behind my back. “Get up,” he orders.

      I struggle to my feet as he hauls me off the floor. “Where are you taking me?”

      “To my scapegoat, baby,” he says, yanking me forward, and I cringe at the word. I loathe it. More than I loathe Mason’s attempts to defile me. The memories it evokes. “You’re just too damn smart a cunt, but at least I don’t have to bother with any pretenses.”

      I lift my chin despite my fear. I fought Mason off once, I’ll continue to fight. He can kill me…but I won’t let him violate me. I’ll do whatever’s necessary to make it end quickly before he gets the chance.

      He shoves me against the wall. I lean there, watching him tidy my office, making me disappear. “You can’t keep using your clients as patsies—”

      “Pawns,” he says, tossing my torn clothing into my purse.

      “What?”

      His eyes meet mine. “They’re pawns. See, Larkin and Gannet believe they’re grandmasters of this domain.” He spreads his arms wide. “But it’s been my board they’ve been playing on all along.”

      I shake my head, moving farther down the wall. “You’re demented.”

      He cocks his head in a clipped shrug. “All great men are. It’s the price one pays for genius.” He stalks toward me then, bracing his arms on either side of my head and locking me in place. “I think you’ll realize that once you acknowledge you’re just a pawn, too.”

      I swallow hard, calming my breathing. His smile is too revealing, he wants me to ask. So I don’t.

      “Lee Brooks,” he says, eyeing me closely. “Oh, wait. That’s right. What did Chase tell Sol? That you only knew him as John. A man that somehow charmed his way into your panties at your parents’ funeral.” Mason grins. “What a whore you are, Alexis.”

      For the first time, my defense drops. Fear pervades my senses, ripping through me with a fury that decimates my nerves. Mason holds me upright as my legs give out. “How do you—? He raped me. He raped me…” The words tumble out, a painful release that I despise Mason for witnessing.

      He presses against me, and my stomach roils at the feel of his erection digging into my belly. “I know, baby. He sure did, and he’s about to again.”

      I shake my head, attempting to get as far away from him as possible, but his body seals against mine.

      “Chase used company resources to dig into your past,” he whispers in my ear. “Seems that Lee was a client of ours once. In fact, Chase defended him, how do you like that? And I thought to myself, how ironic.”

      Ironic. That Chase once defended my rapist, that he knew who he was—no, that’s not ironic. That’s just another cruelty linking us together in this fucked up world. I’ve been afraid to face the man who raped me, to face my past—but I’m not angry with Chase for any of it. “I don’t care,” I say. “You’re trying to hurt me, but you can’t. Stop your lame monologue and get this over with. I’m sick of looking at you.” I spit in his face.

      I’m provoking him. It’s what I have to do. My only assurance that I’m protecting Chase—that we’ll be gone by the time he comes looking for me.

      Mason only smiles, then licks a trail across my lips. I sputter back my revulsion. He pushes his erection harder against me, and I wish I could tear it from his body.

      “You want to know the real irony that’s about to take place?” he asks. “Chase learns that by sicking an investigator on Lee, he revealed your whereabouts to him. As paranoid as Lee is, he had no choice but to take out the woman threatening to put him away.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Now you’re seeing the whole picture. Of course Chase wants to punish the man who hurt you. The man who comes back to hurt you all over again. And he will. He’s just going to punish the wrong man this time.” As he pulls back, his gray eyes assessing my reaction, he says, “Checkmate.”

      I’m thrust through the office door on wobbly legs. Mason walks behind me, directing me down the hallway. My whole body feels ready to shut down. The adrenaline that kept me sharp, primed to fight, has depleted my muscles, leaving me drained and hollow.

      There’s a calming relief washing over me, though—as twisted as it is. It won’t be the truth, but if Chase believes Mason’s lie, if he accepts a man from my past has done this to me, then he’ll know I didn’t willingly leave him.

      Only Mason hasn’t thought this all the way through. He hasn’t been methodical. He didn’t have time to plot this out, think around all the angles and evidence. He stumbled upon a jagged piece from my past, one he thinks he can forcefully wedge into his warped puzzle.

      But it’s half-hatched and sloppy. Leaving behind a trail that Chase will follow.

      “Framing Lee is going to be more difficult than you think,” I say, nearly buckling from the throb in my shoulder as he jerks the belt to halt me at the elevator.

      “When you know the law, you know how to get around it,” he says simply. He turns me around and drives my back against the wall, knocking the breath from my lungs.

      He smiles at my pain as he closes in. “I’m not a bad man,” he says, drawing the gun from behind his back. “I just have particular tastes and needs.” He runs the barrel between my thighs, the cold metal biting into my skin. “I’m going to do things to you Chase only fantasizes about. Things you never knew you craved.”

      I’m shaking. I can’t help it. But I don’t lower my gaze. I hold steady, looking right into his eyes. “Even if I never figured out the truth, you were always going to do this. You want what belongs to Chase.”

      The backs of his fingers graze my cheek. “I can’t help myself – you’re forbidden fruit.” The gun makes contact with me through my underwear, and my breath is lost. His smile stretches. “Taking Chase’s plaything for myself is just too irresistible.”

      I close my eyes as he reaches around me…and then the ding of the elevator doors opening sets my breath free.

      “Let’s go.”

      Inside the elevator, Mason keeps me in front of him, the gun seated at my lower back. I can’t help but think that at one time, when Chase first approached me, I was just a game to him. A piece to be moved around. A possession to be owned. His property.

      Mason said it himself: I’m a pawn. Pawns are meant to be sacrificed. I want to believe that’s changed—that somehow, we’ve become real—that Chase no longer sees me as a pawn. I have to trust in that—in us—or else my sacrifice is empty.

      Finally, I understand the dynamics of this firm, only too late. This is all a power struggle for the partners. Each one taking turns trying to conquer the other. Chase’s warning, his promise to protect me…did he know Mason was capable of this? Does he realize how malicious one of his partners is?

      No. He can’t. Chase plays the game, too, but he’s not capable of the vileness Mason harbors. Mason isn’t playing on the same level—he’s deranged.

      I love Chase. I believe he loves me. That’s all I need to trust in. I’ve never belonged to anyone the way I belong to him. I’m known by Chase in a way I’ve never felt before. He has protected me. Had I never given myself to him, I wouldn’t have discovered just what I’m capable of.

      In the seconds it takes the elevator doors to open, the brief moment where time suspends, where my eyes connect with Chase’s and Mason extends the gun, fate no longer controls my life. I control fate.

      I’m only granted a second, but time—for once—obeys me, and I lunge to the right.

      My eardrums explode. The blast ricochets around the small enclosure of the elevator, a dizzying effect that rocks my equilibrium. All noise fades away, just the thud of my heartbeat filling my ears.

      My name breaks through the muted current of sounds before the floor hits me.

      When the world rights itself, my sight scrambles to latch on to an object—any object—and my gaze catches Chase. He’s a blur of movements at first, then he comes into focus along with a pitch of sound that brings everything around me racing back as time speeds up.

      Chase has Mason’s arm pinned against the wall of the elevator, the gun held within Mason’s grip. With his free hand, Chase is pummeling Mason’s face. Red mists the air as Chase connects his fist with Mason’s face over and over.

      As I try to sit forward, a sharp pain sears my shoulder. I cry out, struggling against the restraint of the belt. “Chase!”

      His attention is momentarily directed toward me, his clenched hand held aloft mid-swing.

      “Don’t kill him,” I manage to get out. “Don’t—”

      Chase bangs Mason’s arm against the wall, loosening Mason’s grip on the gun and it falls to the floor. Then Chase has Mason by the collar and slams him into the metal wall. “I should kill you,” he grates through clenched teeth. “But you’re already a dead man.”

      He delivers a final blow to Mason’s face before he leans over to pick up the gun. Then he’s kneeling beside me and unbinding the belt. “Don’t move,” he says, the tremble in his voice evident.

      “I’m not hurt,” I say, the pain in my shoulder going numb. “I need to get up.”

      “Alexis—” his solemn gaze finds mine “—you’re shot. Stay still. I got you.” He digs out his phone with one last glance toward a bloody Mason, then brings his phone to his ear. “Wexler, listen, there’s a situation at the firm—” A beat. “No, the law firm. Lark and Gannet. I need officers here to arrest one of my partners, Caleb Mason. And I need an ambulance.”

      He doesn’t stay on the line; he ends the call and is cradling me in his arms, careful of my shoulder. “I should’ve killed him,” he says. “Why did you do that?”

      My eyes flick up to his face. “Because I could.”

      Despite the seriousness of our situation, he eases a tight smile out. “You’re beautiful when you’re defiant.” He kisses my forehead, my cheeks, my lips. Then as he glances around, he curses. “We’re not waiting. I’m taking you to the hospital myself.”

      “No—wait.” I grasp his arm, pulling myself up against his chest. “We can’t leave him here—”

      The doors of the lobby open, and then heavy footsteps fill the ground floor as three men dressed in black approach the scene.

      “Mister Larkin,” one of them says with a curt nod. “Our employer wishes to thank you for alerting them of the situation first.” He eyes Mason, then returns his sharp gaze to Chase. “It will be taken care of.”

      “Who are you?” Chase demands.

      The man—nearly as tall as Chase, broad shoulders squared, with no hint of fear in his dark eyes—smiles. “It will be taken care of, sir.”

      Chase’s arms wrap around me, securing me to his chest as the man takes a close look at my shoulder. “It’s a flesh wound, but you’ll want to get it treated.”

      Chase exhales the tension from his chest. Evidently, as relieved as I am. A flesh wound—I’ll live. I look up at Chase. “I’m fine. I don’t need—”

      “You do,” he cuts me off. “Let me take care of you.”

      I give up the battle easily, acknowledging that all I want is for Chase to do just that.

      “We have a medic here,” the man says, nodding to a woman entering the lobby. “It’s best if this doesn’t get reported.”

      My mouth parts, but all questions flee my mind as the other two men yank Mason up and haul him out of the elevator. Mason is coherent enough to realize he isn’t being apprehended by the police.

      From over his shoulder, Mason glances at Chase. “You son of a—” But his words are cut short by a punch to his stomach. Then the men drag him toward the doors of the building.

      As terrified as I was upstairs with Mason, as horrified as I was the moment I saw Mason raise the gun toward Chase…I’m now petrified.

      “Is she yours?” the man asks Chase.

      He pulls me tighter to him. “Yes,” he says, letting the guy see the gun he sets on his knee.

      The man holds up a hand defensively. “I assure you, there’s no need for that, sir.” He gives me a smile that’s neither forced nor genuine. “Miss, can you please explain what transpired between you and Caleb Mason?”

      Unsure, I seek Chase’s eyes. He nods, his gaze steady on the man in the black suit. “It’s all right. These men represent a member of The Firm,” Chase says.

      The man nods, appreciation brightening his sharp features. “That’s correct, sir. And I’m sure you can appreciate that our employer wishes to remain anonymous.”

      “Of course,” Chase says.

      With Chase still holding me, I relay the facts the best I can, while still trying to keep the details of Malcolm’s case confidential. “Mason had planned to use another client for my…death,” I say, wishing I could spare Chase the final element of Mason’s unhinged plan.

      I can feel the anger thrumming through Chase, his muscles corded tight. I wince at the pain it causes my shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” I say, realizing he’s apologizing for a multitude of things—things he couldn’t have controlled.

      After the sordid details are exposed, the man says, “Thank you, ma’am.” Then to Chase, “Sir, I expect you’ll take good care of her.” A slight smile tilts his thin lips. “And we’ll take care of your partner.”

      “I’d rather see to that personally,” Chase says.

      “Trust, Mister Larking. I assure you, he’ll be dealt with.” He nods once before turning away and leaving the building.

      “Who did you call?” I ask, keeping my voice low.

      “The captain of the police.” Chase arranges me on his lap so the woman can have access to my wounded shoulder.

      I bite my lip as she inspects the gash. “The police captain sent those men?” I ask.

      “No,” he says. “I think the call was intercepted. Wexler doesn’t have that kind of power.”

      The medic raises her eyes to us for a moment, then precedes to cleanse my wound. “You’re lucky,” she says, bringing a clear packet out of her medical bag. “You only need a few stiches. Do you want a local anesthetic for the pain?”

      I shake my head. “Pain doesn’t bother me.” I want this over. Just over.

      Chase frees the band from my hair, then runs his fingers through gingerly, relaxing me as the medic stitches the gash in my shoulder.

      My gaze locates the bullet hole in the metal wall.

      Chase must follow my gaze, because he says, “You moved right in his path.”

      I want to ease his worry. I want to tell him that I knew what I was doing—that I purposely knocked my shoulder into the barrel to direct the bullet away…away from both of us. But he’d hear the lie in my voice.

      “I just knew I had to,” I say instead.

      Once the medic is finished dressing my shoulder and packing her supplies, she glances between us. “I need to be able to tell my employer that the evidence will be handled.” She points toward the damaged wall that houses the bullet.

      As Chase stands, lifting me in his arms, he says, “It will be handled.”

      She picks up her bag and leaves, no more questions, no more directives, no more answers. Exhaustion finally claims me, and I lay my head against Chase, letting him carry me into the lobby.

      “Do you know who intercepted your call?” I ask, letting his scent comfort me, now that we’re alone.

      Chase releases a heavy breath. “I don’t, but I will.”

      Placing me on a bench, Chase removes his suit jacket and wraps it carefully around my shoulders as he kneels before me. “You saved my life,” he says, cupping my face. “So now it’s yours. All yours. I belong to you, Alexis.”

      I kiss him, deeply and tenderly. “We belong to each other.”

      The chilly air outside greets us as Chase carries me toward the town car, where Jefferson opens the door. “I thought you might need my assistance, sir.”

      Chase doesn’t acknowledge him as he seats me inside the car. I have to remember to get Jefferson off the hook later. He shouldn’t lose his job because of what I instructed him to do. For now, I let Chase hold me, and my thoughts struggle to make sense of everything that’s happened.

      “You have to find a way to defend Malcolm,” I say. “It was all Mason. He stalked Malcolm…he stalked the women he met online—”

      His arms tense around me. “Once I know you’re okay and I’ve tended to every bruise and cut—” he stops short, his gaze sweeping my face, and I realize what he suspects.

      “Chase, he didn’t hurt me. Not like that. I promise.”

      His eyes close, his jaw tight as he takes measured breaths. “Fuck, you should’ve let me kill him.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pure fatigue taking hold. “I should’ve listened – I never should’ve—” His lips seal over mine, taking the rest of my desperate admission within himself.

      Then I feel his hand slipping a chain around my neck. I pull back and touch the skylark pendant as he clasps the backing together.

      “You got it back.” My relief at feeling complete again, wholly belonging to Chase, sweeps through me. I press my palm to his cheek, letting my eyes plead my case. Conveying it will never leave my neck again.

      “The next man who dares to remove it won’t get off so mercifully,” he says, wiping the wet streaks from my face. “Now, I’m not always going to do the right thing, but I can promise I’ll always try.”

      “Just kiss me.”

      “A command I’ll willingly obey, temptress.”
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        Adulation

      

    
    
      Chase

      Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.

      I hang the framed quote by Lord Acton on my office wall. I’ve positioned it above my prized chessboard. It’s the first thing seen when entering my office.

      I’ve thought about that quote often enough, but for the most part, considered it false. Having been in power for years, overseeing not only my practice but a thriving society of the elite, I assumed I was above corruption.

      Only the weak are susceptible.

      Now, I have a new perspective on the matter.

      Without Alexis, had she never entered my law firm, I’m convinced I may’ve fallen victim to the same tactics and ploys my partners did. Their greed. Their willingness to tear down anyone who stands in their way. Mason, although a rare case, set the bar for what power is capable of. He suffered a kind of god complex, which he abused greatly with our clients.

      Fortunately, Bates was an easy enough remedy. I say easy, but really, letting the ACA know the DNA was discovered with a faulty warrant wasn’t all smiles and pleasantries. The law is the law, however, and the Commonwealth had no other evidence to tie my client to the scene.

      It was rather fortuities, saving everyone the expense and energy of a lengthy trial. I have a feeling that it wasn’t fortuities at all—rather my anonymous friend had some say over that warrant. The only fallout was the career of the inexperienced ACA.

      I’m still neck deep in Mason’s cases, combing through each one to gather any evidence that he framed other clients for his illicit activities. So far, I’ve only uncovered two: Bates and one other client who was convicted of rape. I’m in the process of working with a judge to get his sentenced overturned.

      Damage control. Once Mason submitted his formal resignation—generated, administered, and overseen by Gannet and myself—there was the matter of damage control to address. How much of what transpired was to be shared with the members of The Firm.

      In the end, knowledge is the ultimate power. Mason’s…activities are best kept in secret with those I trust. Besides, the simple truth is I don’t know what happened to him. Not with any certainty. Not yet.

      Mason has become a cautionary tale among my partners. The reason why I’m inciting change. I don’t think any of them are above that same kind of sick infestation. Hence the quote, and the reason why I’ve implemented a number of rules within Lark and Gannet.

      Change was compulsory.

      There’s a second verse to the quote that goes: Great men are almost always bad men.

      Now this part…I don’t agree with. Sure, probably just about every member of The Firm is flawed in some sense; having been corrupted by their own power and wealth. And some have even gone to great lengths to make other bad men disappear outside of the law, but it was a necessary evil for the greater good.

      As a lawyer, that’s a slippery slope. A dangerous one I need to be cautious of myself.

      Caleb Mason, however, would not have served one day in prison. There are enough gray areas of the law to hide within. As he proved, he knew them well enough.

      An investigation into Mason meant an investigation into The Firm. Someone—a very powerful someone—has more than their membership to an exclusive sex club to hide.

      A soft knock sounds at my door: three quick raps. My chest tightens with anticipation as I give Alexis permission to enter. “Come in.”

      She’s dressed in black today, a tight dress that hugs every sultry curve. The long sleeves are necessary, to hide her shoulder wound that’s still healing. It will leave behind a scar. Every time I look at it, I try to envision her courage, her strength, not the man who inflicted it. I think of her devotion, of my devotion to her, and that there are no bounds to our relationship. Otherwise, I’ll be tempted to confront every member and demand to know where that fucker is.

      In all likelihood, Mason is dead. He was a dead man the moment I allowed those men to cart him off. Alexis and I discussed it once, and since the recovery of her brother, his admittance into the rehab facility, she was more than ready to put Mason behind us.

      For her, I’ve accepted the outcome.

      As she takes her knelt position in my office, I lean against my desk. I fold my arms, letting my gaze drag over every sexy inch of her. “What am I going to do with you today?”

      She peeks up at me. “Anything my Master desires.”

      My pants tighten, and I’m already kneeling beside her, sinking my hand in her hair and claiming her mouth. “There’s a brief I need revised,” I say, running my thumb over her swollen lips. “I want to think about you working on it with no panties.”

      She nods against me. “Yes, sir.”

      “And wearing these,” I say, bringing out nipple clamps from my pocket.

      Her green eyes widen a little, giving me the response I desire, before she assents. “Yes, sir.”

      “Come here.” I take her hands and help her to stand, essentially calming my racing heart before I have her bent over the desk. “Undo the buttons of your dress.”

      She takes her time, painstakingly slow as she pulls the top button open. The buzz of the intercom snaps my patience. “Dammit.”

      “Do you want me to address Julia?” she asks.

      “No,” I say. “Stay just like you are.” I head around my desk and press the button. “Yes? Make it quick. Please,” I add, attempting to implement my own rules. Though with Julia, it’s merely a formality. She understands me better than most.

      “There’s a man here to see you, sir.”

      I blow out a long breath. “A name?”

      After a brief pause, she says, “He’s adamant. Insisting you know who he is.”

      My chest prickles with apprehension, and I glance at Alexis. “Behind my desk. Now.”

      She moves quickly, refastening the top of her dress as I say, “Bring him in.”

      I stand beside Alexis, my hand on the small of her back. When Julia leads the man in the black suit through the door, I raise my chin. “This is most unexpected.”

      He waits for Julia to leave before closing the door with little noise, and then approaches my desk. His dark hair is slicked back, but in a tidy, classy way, not mobster. He’s nearly as tall as me, but slightly trimmer in build. “I’m to relay my employer’s hopeful sentiments that you and Miss Wilde are doing well?”

      “We’re fine. Thank you.” I move a step closer, keeping Alexis tucked near my side. “You can tell your employer all is handled. I hope they appreciate that I’m diligent in keeping their privacy secure.” I narrow my gaze at him.

      He smiles, dropping his head for a moment as he presses his fingers to the desk. “That was never a concern, Mister Larkin. I’m here on business. As it seems you’re now short a partner, my employer wishes to express their vested interest in seeing the position filled soon.”

      His use of the neutral to describe his employer doesn’t escape my notice. I’m no closer to learning who he or she is than I was before, unfortunately. “That’s a matter for the practice, mister…?”

      “Omega,” he says. “If you must refer to me, that’s acceptable.”

      I nod. “All right. Well, Mister Omega, while I appreciate your employer’s interest, I’m inclined to now show you the door.” I wave my hand, pointing him in the direction.

      He slips a hand inside the inseam of his suit, and I step in front of Alexis.

      “Relax, Mister Larkin.” He fishes out a business card, then lays it on my desk. “This is the name of a remarkable attorney who has all of my employer’s backing.”

      I pick up the card. “Ryland Maddox.”

      “Yes, Mister Maddox will be running for the Commonwealth soon.” He smiles. “He would be a great asset to your firm, we believe.” He turns to leave, saying as he reaches the door, “We do hope you consider our suggestion.”

      Once he’s gone, I head toward the door and flip the lock. I take a few deep breaths before I’m calm enough to sit in my chair, where I pull Alexis onto my lap.

      “What do you think?” I ask, soothing my frustration further by running my fingers through her hair, slipping my hand along her back.

      Resting her hands on my chest, she leans in to me. “I think it would be wise to have this Maddox person close, where you can determine his level of involvement with this member who wishes to remain anonymous.”

      I huff a clipped laugh. “Keep your enemies close. Spoken like my queen.”

      She licks her lips, effectively ridding my thoughts of everything other than her. “I learn from the best. Besides, maybe he has a good investigator he can bring aboard.”

      “Good point.” I raise up and kiss her neck. “Hand me the card. I’ll start the vetting process for Maddox.”

      Unfortunately, Sol had to go. And by go, I mean his face met with my fist before I had him tossed out of the building. It was an essential part of the company overhaul to get rid of our in-house investigator, who was leaking information to Mason at a price.

      Trust is a difficult thing to find when dealing with the law. That’s why Alexis is here and not Gannet. I’m not convinced my named partner is entirely innocent—and I’m about to test that theory.

      Keeping Alexis against me, I spin my chair around to tap the intercom. “Julia, please inform Gannet I need to see him.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Roaming my hand along Alexis’s thigh, I find her gaze. “Are you content?”

      “No,” she says, her eyes flicking over my face. “I’m happy.”

      I bring her face to mine and take my time kissing her, my lips and tongue exploring hers.

      Happiness is better than contentment. I have to agree. I never knew the difference before Alexis. And right now, I only have one thing hindering my complete happiness.

      Lee Brooks.

      Sol admitted he took that information right to Mason. What he didn’t pass along was the fact that my previous client was already in prison serving out a ten-year sentence on a rape conviction to which I did not represent him.

      Mason obviously didn’t pay well enough, or he didn’t have enough time to gather all the facts. Either way, Alexis is content to let Brooks serve out his time without her charges being filed against him.

      I, on the other hand, am only content to allow that as long as I have some say in how he serves that time. Having connections in high places—as well as low—comes in handy when you want to make someone’s stay in prison a little more…educational.

      Ten years from now, Alexis is open to revisiting her stance. And I’ll be there to support her.

      “Ready to play?” I lift Alexis as I stand, readying myself.

      Her body slides along mine as I lower her feet to the floor. The knock comes at the door, and she winks before smoothing her dress down to let Gannet into my office.

      I straighten my tie, then read over the card Mister Omega left behind. Just the name of the lawyer with his number and a stamped signature, signed: Alpha.

      I chuckle. “Let the games begin.”
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      Prologue: Sadie

      The stench of rotting meat permeates the cool, dank air of the basement. A rotating air purifier in the corner does nothing for the smell, only blasts my sweat-slicked skin with a chilly, stale breeze, causing gooseflesh to rise along my exposed skin.

      My pink tank top clings to my body, saturated with old and new sweat, dirt and filth. My legs remain bare—my boy-shorts the only guard against the elements…and him.

      I nudge the plate of uneaten food aside with my knee, my shackles rattling from above. The chains tighten, and I wince at the sharp, pinching pain. A whimper escapes my mouth.

      My arms stopped aching hours ago—my muscles numb. If I stand, the feeling will come alive with unbearable agony. My calves still burn from the stretching. I no longer feel my toes, either. I wriggle them, trying to force circulation into my feet and legs, the cold cement floor fighting back against my attempt.

      Three days. Five. A week? With no windows, no light from outside, there’s no way to be sure. Time doesn’t pass down here; it stalled and the world quit spinning the moment he touched me. Invaded me. And I stopped existing.

      I’ve tried to measure my time trapped in this dungeon by his comings and goings—but they’re too sporadic. Sometimes I’m left alone for so long, I fear he’s forgotten about me. Then I’m sickened by the realization that I actually fear he won’t return.

      Twisted.

      At first, I screamed. I screamed for hours until my throat burned and my voice gave. He never covered my mouth. So the only thing I know for sure is that I’m somewhere far enough away where he doesn’t worry about me being heard. No. He likes my screams. That’s the first thing I learned. Then I learned to hold them in. Not to encourage him.

      My body ices over with dread as my gaze swings to the cross.

      I made the mistake of demanding to know what it was used for…having spent hours staring at it, fearing it…and then he showed me.

      Not today. Please, not today. A hot tear trickles down my cheek, and I wipe the side of my face against my arm. He can’t see me broken. Because when he knows I’m broken—when he’s mastered me—I’ll be of no more use.

      I pull at my memories, try to find a sanctuary.

      So stupid. So, so stupid. My lips tremble as I recount my actions that brought me here. That dumb fight with Brandon, the one where I slammed his car door and stormed off—I can hardly remember why I was so angry.

      He was texting some other girl. That was it. Then it blew up from there. Accusations and claims that I’m crazy. Girls are always the crazy ones. We never actually see what’s right before our eyes.

      Furious, I walked off on my own, desperate to be away from him and empowered by the right to be a strong, independent woman who didn’t need her cheating boyfriend to drive her home. Damn if I wouldn’t walk myself right there. Then—

      The night swallowed me.

      And I’ve been engulfed, surrounded by its darkness ever since. I now know what evil lurks where even the light is afraid to shine.

      A thump from above hitches my breathing.

      Oh, God. I want the fear back. I wish my limbs would quake—that my body would shrivel up and my mind would space. I’ve moved past that fight or flight adrenaline rush, though. I’ve moved on to acceptance. And I want his touch to kill me.

      I just want this to end.

      As his footsteps travel down the steps, echoing against the cement walls, I decide I’m broken. Just let him see me break. That’s all he wants, then the torment will end.

      And when I meet his intense gray eyes—no mask to protect his features—I know. This is my end. He’s no longer concerned about my escape, or someone finding me. I’ll never be able to utter his likeness to a soul.

      His tall, muscular form moves to the wall behind me and he cranks a lever. My chains jerk taut, and I’m forced to my feet. My arms and body stretch thin, fire-hot needles attacking my arms and calves, my toes just scraping the floor. I shut my eyes against the pain and bite down on my lip to stifle the scream slithering up my throat.

      He hates this. He’ll punish me. He wants to see my fear through the windows of my soul. Smell my sweaty skin. Taste my terror. If I anger him enough, maybe he’ll make it quick.

      The feel of his calloused fingers gliding along my skin knots my stomach. “You’re being a bad girl again, I see.” They trail down, down my arms. Down my ribs, and farther to my waist. The chains jangle at my uncontrollable tremble. “My dirty girl.” His guttural voice surrounds me, blanketing my body with malicious intent, and my vision tunnels until I detach, removed far away from myself.

      But he doesn’t allow me to stay there. He always brings me back.

      The second his fingers dip beneath the front of my underwear, I seize with awareness. I’m present. I feel. Shocked into alertness, I fight back. Writhing against his iron-fisted hold, I force my legs closed. The same dance every time.

      I never win.

      He bites my earlobe and his feet move between mine, kicking them apart, before he wraps one large leg around my thigh to lock me in place. The struggle only urges him on—I have to stop fighting. And when I do, accepting my punishment, praying he’s quick…my fucking treacherous body deceives me.

      I feel myself slick against his rough fingers. I cringe and squeeze my eyes closed tighter.

      “Yes,” he says against my ear. “There’s my fucking dirty girl. You can’t hide from me.” He pinches me hard, wrenching a cry from my mouth, and then his hand is gone.

      He backs away just enough to grip the hem of my tank top, then I hear the loud tear of material, fibers ripping, shredding the seams of my sanity. The cool air assaults my skin. My whole body shivers, fright enveloping me. A cold, hard object lightly grazes my bare back.

      I shudder slightly, attempting to keep from flinching. I know what that object is; his favorite. He’s wasting no time getting to his good part. I keep my eyes sealed shut. Do not react.

      I sense his presence before me, moving in, as he drags the cane along my stomach. “Look at me, Sadie.”

      My eyes fly open. He’s never used my name before. Never wanted me to feel like a person. I’m his pet. His possession. At this point, I almost inherently believe that.

      His face is not how I pictured it behind his mask. He’s younger than my parents; thirtyish, maybe. Dark strands of hair layer a handsome face. It’s all wrong. He should be vile. Inhuman. Not blessed with… I almost think beauty. But I cannot even utter that word in my head without the nauseous tumble pulling me under.

      I never want to hear that word again.

      He leans down, cane pressed against my belly. His hot breath sears my shoulder. “You’re not like the others,” he whispers. “They didn’t enjoy their punishment.”

      My jaw tightens, my neck quivers, making my head shake from the restraint. Fear evaporates, and anger bursts forth. “You’re sick. I’m nothing like you.”

      My head is yanked back as he digs his fingers into my hair and grips at my scalp. His gray eyes widen. Face right before mine. “Remember, Sadie. Every time you suck a dick, every time you fucking come, see these eyes watching you. I know where you live.” His tongue snakes out to lick my chin. “Now, let’s have some fun before we’re interrupted.”

      The confusion at his words pushes my eyebrows together, but I’m not lost for long. In the moment he raises the cane to strike, a bang reverberates through the room, followed by stomps against the ceiling. My captor releases my hair. Fury ignites his eyes, his silver irises aglow with rage.

      He pushes me away from him and snaps the cane apart, revealing a blade lodged at the head. I swing back into his arms as the footfalls grow louder. He moves behind me and clutches me against his chest, the blade pressed to my throat.

      “God, what I could’ve done with you, accomplished, if I’d had more time. Never forget your lessons.” The blade drags along my collarbone, a searing fire splitting my skin and bone, and a shrill scream scrapes my throat as it claws free. “You were truly special, my filthy Sadie.”

      Blackness threatens the corners of my vision. I’m detaching again…fading. My defense against the pain and terror. But my tormentor won’t let me fall. He keeps ahold of me; taking me with him.

      “Drop your weapon!” Shouts. Clicks. Then a thunderous boom bursts my eardrums.

      Damp warmth sprays over me. Covers me, drenching me in blood.

      Silence hums. I close my eyes. A blink that lasts an eternity. And when I finally open my eyes, the world is red.
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