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          Maria

        

      

    
    
      Disbelief grips my heart. My jaw drops open. “You have to be kidding me.”

      The woman stares at her computer, studiously avoiding my gaze. She taps away at the keyboard, speaking as her manicured nails sparkle under fluorescent lights. “It looks like your temp agency received notice of the change two days ago—the seventeenth. Maybe you should give them a call?”

      Disbelief turns to panic. No. This can’t be happening. I have bills to pay! I was counting on this work.

      I dig my phone from my purse. “I’ll be calling them, all right.”

      Before turning away from her, I launch one last attempt. “You’re absolutely sure you don’t have anything else available? I have lots of customer service experience. I’m good with computers.”

      She arches an eyebrow and finally looks at me. “Honey, this is San Bravado. Everyone’s good with computers. And no, we don’t have anything else available for your skill level at this moment.”

      She emphasizes the words “skill level” as if my two years of community college are worth nothing.

      My shoulders begin to slump, but I catch myself and straighten my spine, raise my chin. I refuse to let her make me feel small.

      “Thank you for your time,” I say, not meaning a word of it.

      She nods curtly.

      I spin on my heel and high-tail it from the HR office.

      Once out in the bright California sunshine, out from under the woman’s demeaning gaze, I let my shoulders fall again. I’m too tired to hold them up.

      BioTech’s shiny front facade is ringed with palm trees and luxurious planters, bursting with colorful gladiolas and dahlias. Interspersed with the landscaping are polished black granite backless benches. I lower myself down onto a free one and burrow my face into my hands.

      It’s only one in the afternoon, but it’s been a long, humiliating day. Not only did I show up to a temp position that was already filled, but I also wasted an entire morning trying to clear up the mess.

      I sigh and then finally dial my temp agency. As usual, I’m directed via a voice-recorded menu to leave a message for my coordinator. It’s a struggle not to unleash some of my pent-up frustration onto the coordinator, but I manage to hold back. Complaining over the phone will get me nowhere. Besides, no matter how desperate I feel about my upcoming bills and lack of employment, things could be worse.

      I think of my older sister, Camila, and the news she delivered to me the week before. A chill passes over my body, and I shudder despite the sunny weather. Things could be a whole lot worse.

      My phone is still in my hands. I dial my best friend, Jemma. She answers on the second ring. “Maria! What’s up, girl?” She’s breathing hard, and I hear the whir of machinery in the background.

      “Are you busy?” I ask.

      “On the Stairmaster at ReFuel. Jackson has me doing a killer glutes workout. My ass is on fire.”

      “And that’s…good?” I ask, guessing that having a burning butt is a good thing though I’ve never had enough spare time to get as into workouts as my friend. I get enough of a workout just earning my keep in the ever-more-expensive San Bravado urban jungle.

      “You know it. What’s wrong? You sound upset.”

      I sigh and listen for a moment to the sound of machinery. I can picture Jemma at her favorite fitness studio, glowing as she sails up the moving Stairmaster in the perfect workout outfit. Her sleek blond ponytail is probably swishing back and forth with every step.

      Jemma and I are opposites in many ways. She’s sunny, outgoing, adventurous. As the daughter of a hotel mogul, she’s never had to worry about money in her life. I’m dark-haired, serious, and reserved. I’ve also been working minimum wage jobs since I was old enough to push a mop.

      I worked at one of her father’s hotels. At eighteen I was promoted from the cleaning staff to a receptionist. Jemma was also working the front desk. After learning that she loved to create art, I convinced her to take a class at the community college with me. Jemma insisted that I changed her life, and we’ve been friends ever since.

      “It’s the temp job,” I say. “Remember the one I told you about, at BioTech? I showed up at seven this morning, and there was already someone at my desk.”

      “No way!” Jemma cries out. Then, “How many more? Eight?” It takes me a moment to realize she’s talking to her personal trainer, Jackson, not me. “Jackson, you are killing me today!” I hear her giggle flirtatiously. She’s been wanting to get with Jackson for months now. Given Jemma’s track record with guys, I’m surprised it hasn’t happened yet

      “It was embarrassing,” I say, trying to recapture her attention. “I am so over this temping shit. I need to find something more reliable. This drains me, you know?”

      “I know. If I was talking to my dad, you know I would find you something at a hotel.”

      “You two are still not talking? Jem, how long is this fight going to last?” I can’t hide the disappointment from my voice. Jemma doesn’t know how lucky she is to have a father—even if he isn’t perfect. I think of all the times my mom struggled just to put food on the table for me and my sister. But I can’t lecture my friend about this. I’ve tried before, and she simply won’t listen.

      “No,” she says. “Oh my God, Maria, he sent me the worst email. Well—it had his signature, but I’m sure his personal secretary wrote it. I’ll tell you all about it. Want to grab coffee tomorrow morning?”

      “Yeah.” It strikes me that I have nothing else on my schedule for the morning. Fear over my unemployment once again rips through me.

      Jemma is saying something to Jackson again. “Almost done? Great! Yes, towel please.”

      I imagine Jackson helping Jemma towel off. Those two are definitely going to hook up soon, it’s just a matter of when. I wonder briefly if I’ll be hearing about it in the morning, over lattes at our favorite cafe. Thinking of catching up over coffee, I recall the last time we sipped espresso-flavored drinks. Jemma had been all excited about setting me up on a blind date.

      “Hey, remember the date you set me up on with the guy from ReFuel?” I ask.

      “Right! Mike. He is…such a…good guy. Super hunky. Oh yeah! That’s…tonight isn’t it.” Her breathing is more labored now.

      “I think I have to cancel. I just don’t—”

      “You can’t cancel,” she says, predictably.

      “Jemma, I’m totally drained. Today sucked. I’m running on empty.”

      She’s breathing so hard now that her words come out in short bursts. “All the more…reason to…meet him and have some fun!”

      I’m about to say that the most fun I’m up for is curling up on the couch with a pint of ice cream and a tear-jerker on the tube when she interrupts me.

      “You are going on that date, Maria. It’s been months since you went out with a guy. You’re in a rut… Oh, that’s eight minutes? Hallelujah!” The mechanic whirring stops, and I hear her gulp down some water.

      I take the opportunity to defend myself. “I’ve been stressed. Ever since I got fired from my last office gig things haven’t been easy. It’s hard to just pay rent and buy my groceries. I don’t have time to—”

      “Listen to me. Sitting around in your apartment feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to get you out of your situation. Think of dating as networking. Maybe Mike will know someone who’s hiring. He’s pretty high up on the food chain at a bank downtown, I hear.”

      My friend’s words make twisted sense. Maybe an evening out will be better for me than staying in.

      I think of Camila again.

      This isn’t just about me and my need to pay bills. This is about my sister. Her family. I want to help her.

      She’s always been there for me. Since our mom passed a few years back, Camila has been my rock. Now, she needs my help. I can’t let her down.

      “Okay,” I say resolutely. “I’ll go.”

      “Wear something cute,” Jemma advises, before informing me that she has to go do deadlifts while her heart rate is still up.

      Six hours later, I smooth my short dress down over my thighs as I step off the bus. The hydraulic brakes hiss as they release, and the bus barrel’s down the hilly, paved street, leaving me alone.

      I’ve followed Jemma’s advice. Despite my reservations about the date, I pulled out all the stops with my outfit. I’m wearing a cute, funky black and white strapless dress. The pattern is wild—a mix of stripes, checkers, swirling floral forms and a few palm trees thrown in for good measure. My black hair has been conditioned into a lustrous, wavy shine that falls to my mid-back. I know that the bold red lipstick I’m wearing complements the dress’s wild print and makes me look more confident than I feel.

      Which, given my day so far, is not very confident.

      My bruised and battered ego is well camouflaged by my flashy, glamorous outfit.

      I glance up at restaurant signs as I begin walking down the block. I knew that this Mike character was cut from fine cloth, so to speak, but I didn’t realize how fine. These restaurants are nice. Way too nice.

      I’m starting to feel out of my element as I pass yet another maître d’, waiting to seat his VIP guests. I stop and do a double take.

      “Um, is this Oiseau?” I ask. The French syllables make my mouth feel like it’s full of marbles, and the word comes out Oss-you.

      The maître d’ peers down his nose at me. “Oiseau?” he says fluidly, confirming my suspicions that I’ve butchered the word. “Yes, ma’am. Unfortunately, we’re full this evening. Reservations only.”

      I feel myself blush. Apparently, this man doesn’t think that I belong in his restaurant. “I—um—have a reservation, I believe. Well, my friend, ah, date… Mike… he made a…”

      My words die out as I reach for my phone and look through my texts until I find the one from Mike. I haven’t actually talked to him. All of our arrangements have been made over the phone. But there, at the bottom of one of his messages, is his last name. “Wilson,” I say. “That’s the name. I think it’s for seven.”

      The man seems to scowl as he looks down at a binder spread open on his podium. He runs a narrow finger over the page, and then pauses and looks up at me with surprise.

      “Yes,” he says. “Of course. Mike Wilson, table for two. Seven o’clock. Mr. Wilson hasn’t arrived yet.” He glances at his watch.

      I have already noted that it’s quarter to seven. It’s taken me less time than I bargained for to get here and find the place.

      “May I suggest that you enjoy our cocktail lounge while you wait for your…friend?” the maître d’ asks snootily.

      I’m afraid to find out how much a drink costs at this absurdly fancy establishment, but I’m so nervous about the date that even a ten-dollar drink will be worth it.

      I follow the maître d’s directions and make my way toward a bar. Confirming my worst fears, the bartender hands me a short gin and tonic and asks for twelve fifty in exchange.

      Twelve dollars and fifty cents! For what looks like five sips of liquid.

      I try not to think about how much every drop is worth as I let the cool, lime-spiked drink slide over my tongue. Within ten minutes, my drink is gone, and I’m feeling the effects of the alcohol. Liquor on an empty stomach tends to go right to my head. I feel myself begin to unclench and unwind. Even my tight-fisted control over my wallet begins to loosen, and at five after seven, with no sign of Mike, I order a second drink.

      Now I’m twenty-five dollars in the hole.

      That’s half of what I spent on groceries this week. Mike better be worth it.

      Another ten minutes slip by, and then twenty. By the time seven thirty hits, I’m buzzed up and getting hungry. This place is so stuffy. I feel totally out of my element. And where is Mike? He’s now twenty minutes late. How rude. How disrespectful. How utterly—

      “Hi,” a voice behind me says.

      I spin around, my eyes already narrowed in a glare. This guy, this Mike, better be about to apologize.

      I feel my annoyance evaporate as an outrageously gorgeous man comes into view. He’s a full head and a half taller than me, and his muscular body is barely contained in a dark suit jacket. The material looks soft; it’s a knit blazer of some kind, and there are abstract white swirling designs painted onto it. One that jumps out at me is the shape of an eagle. I notice quickly that beneath the unique blazer he’s wearing a white T-shirt, instead of a button-down, and jeans and sneakers instead of slacks and dress shoes.

      Not only are his clothes unconventional—so is his build. This man is not your average office worker. He has an animalistic, strong, athletic body. His chest and shoulders are broad, like a football player, and as my eyes sweep over him from head to toe again, I see a perfectly balanced body. Not one inch of him looks out of proportion. He’s a specimen to behold. My eyes travel to his face, and I take in his curving lips, classic nose, bright green eyes, and tousled dark hair.

      “Hi,” I manage, though the delay in my response has been painfully obvious.

      He seems used to this. His grin is playful, and his green eyes dance. “You’re beautiful,” he says.

      I feel myself blush. I’ve been complimented on my looks before, but never by a man so heart-stoppingly gorgeous himself.

      And never right off the bat like this—just as our blind date is beginning. That takes courage. This guy is something else. Unconventional. Bold. Attractive as hell. Maybe tonight will be better than I expected.

      I look up at him and smile. Was I really just annoyed that he was late? That concern is now far from my mind. I fight off the blush, hoping that he can’t see how deeply his compliment has affected me.

      When I meet his gaze, I bat my eyelashes. “You must be Mike,” I say.

      He hesitates a moment. Maybe I’ve affected him as much as he’s affected me. I watch as he looks me over, head to toe. But unlike me, he doesn’t try to hide his surveillance. He’s blatantly taking in my body, then my face, and lastly, my eyes. He looks deeply into them as he answers. There’s still a grin on his lips, and his emerald green eyes dance playfully as he answers. “Yeah,” he says. “That’s me.”

      We stare at each other for another moment. My heart is hammering in my chest. I feel my whole body come alive. All of the day’s worries are shedding off of me; all of my nervousness about this date falls from my shoulders.

      There’s this sense of mutual attraction flowing between us that makes it all worth it—the long bus ride, feeling out of my element, the expensive drinks—nothing seems to matter except the man right in front of me.

      After a few moments of silence, he clears his throat. “Hey—what do you think about getting out of here? It’s a little bit stuffy, isn’t it?”

      I exhale. “I would love that,” I say, smiling for the first time that day. “I feel like there’s no air in here.”

      “Exactly,” he says, winking. “Let’s go somewhere where we can breathe.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I place my empty glass down on a nearby table and follow my handsome date from the room.

      Heads literally turn as he passes, and it’s not only single women who gawk. I see men, elderly women, couples…everyone seems captivated by him.

      He doesn’t speak to me again. When he hails a cab, I climb in behind him without hesitation. It’s as though he’s the Pied Piper, and I’m under his spell. I would follow him anywhere.

      Every time his back is turned to me, I’m admiring his form from behind as if he’s a sculpture carved with Michelangelo’s chisels. And my awe turns to fluttering attraction each time he turns to face me and graces me with one of his grins, and a look from those sparkly eyes. I’m barely able to keep up with small talk as the cab carries us out of the restaurant-laden block, and toward the ocean.

      Just as we pull up to one of my favorite sections of San Bravado, a row of wooden piers that jut out into the ocean, I feel my phone buzz in my purse. As my handsome date pays the cabbie, I open a text from Jemma.

      Mike just called to say you stood him up. If you really wanted to cancel the date, you should have done it ahead of time—instead of leaving him at the restaurant waiting for you.

      I read the message twice because the first time I’m sure I’ve read it wrong.

      Nope. She’s definitely saying what I think she’s saying.

      And that means that the man I’m with isn’t Mike. What else could it mean?

      The handsome guy slides out of the cab and then holds the door open for me. I step out, pushing my phone back into my purse.

      “Hey,” I say, as soon as my heels hit the pavement. I cross my arms over my chest. “I just got a message from my friend. She says that Mike was waiting for me at that restaurant.”

      He raises one eyebrow. With the ocean as his backdrop, he looks more like an image I’d have posted above my bed as a teenager than a man I’m annoyed with. It takes great effort to hold onto my annoyance, but I persevere. I don’t like being lied to.

      “You’re not Mike, are you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Hunter

        

      

    
    
      She’s gorgeous. Her crossed arms make her breasts pop up above the fabric of her dress even more than before. I like the pattern of her dress. It’s artistic and wild. I like her style. The dress is tight around her chest, form-fitting over his hips and ass, and then flares out over the curve of her thighs.

      Damn, I’d love to take it off her. Release the curves beneath.

      She’s talking, but all I’m aware of is the way her red lips bunch up and then part as she speaks. It takes me a moment to realize what she’s just said. She’s onto my white lie. I can’t help but laugh.

      “No,” I say, then chuckle some more. “My name’s not Mike. But for you, I’ll be Mike tonight. I’ll change my name if it means I can spend the evening with you.”

      This seems to soften her. I see it in her eyes.

      She has breathtaking, simmering dark eyes. “What do you say?” I ask. “Don’t you think this is better than if you’d stayed at that awful, pretentious restaurant?”

      I watch her gaze move to the ocean, behind me. “Yes,” she says. Her voice is rich and velvety. There’s even the hint of an accent, which I love.

      “Good,” I say. “Are you going to hold me to it? Make me change my name? I’ll do it, but the paperwork is going to be a bitch.”

      She’s trying to stay serious, but I see the ghost of a smile on her painted lips.

      I keep up the banter. “I’ll have to wait in line at the DMV, change all of my bank account information, the deed to my apartment…not to mention my social media. What are my fans going to think?”

      This sends her over the edge, and she breaks into a fit of giggles.

      “No,” she says. “I won’t make you change your name.”

      “Whew.” I feign relief, wiping my hand across my brow. “I’m not crazy about the name Mike, anyway. I’ll keep my own name—Hunter. Unless you change your mind. Then, I’ll swallow my distaste and book an appointment with the DMV for a new license.”

      “Hunter,” she repeats thoughtfully.

      “What about you?” I ask.

      “Maria,” she says. Her voice lilts as she reveals these syllables, and I feel suddenly that I know her much better. Maria. What a perfectly suited name for this woman. She looks every inch a Maria. Her skin is caramel colored, her eyes are deep pools of espresso brown.

      “Well, Maria,” I say, dragging my eyes up and down her body. “I guess we’ll be spending the evening together, then.”

      “I guess so.” She smiles.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. And I don’t think the food in that place was going to cut it.”

      Her pretty smile grows wider. “Did you see the appetizers?” she asks. “I literally saw a plate served that had three shrimp on it. Three!”

      I laugh. “Oh, I believe it.” I glance out toward the pier, where an assortment of vendors have set up temporary shop. “I bet out here, we could get a bucket of shrimp for the same price.”

      She laughs too. “I’ve had that before!” she says. “Sadie’s Shrimp Shack. The bucket special is her hottest seller. I bet she’s here, too.”

      We both start moving, toward the wooden walkway that extends a quarter mile out into the bay.

      The night is warm; the air is soft and laden with saltwater. The smell of the ocean mingles with fragrances wafting out from the vendor’s pop-up kitchens.

      As we walk, I start naming off our options. “Ah, we have Taste of Asia—are you in the mood for egg rolls that have been warming in the sun for the last five hours?”

      She scrunches up her nose.

      I shake my head. “Me either. What about Gyros? That guy has a heat lamp set up and everything. Or check that out. What do you think that is?”

      I point across the way to a place where a Vietnamese woman is scooping a mysterious dish into a paper cup. The food looks slimy and I swear I see tentacles. We both laugh as the woman catches us staring, and Maria hides her face behind her hands.

      “I don’t know if I’m feeling that adventurous,” she says.

      “No?” I raise an eyebrow. “Not the adventurous type? You look like you don’t shy away from the new.”

      “I do?” she asks. She looks down at her dress. “Maybe it’s this outfit. I wanted something to make me feel confident. But I wouldn’t say I’m the adventurous type.”

      “What type are you then, Maria?”

      We’re strolling lazily along now. We’ve fallen into an easy pace; I notice that our feet fall on the worn boardwalk in synch.

      “I guess you could say I’m…the quiet type? A little reserved, maybe? I don’t know. That’s what my family always told me. My older sister did most of the talking, and I spent most of the time hiding behind my mother’s skirts.”

      “Ah. The shy one.”

      She nods.

      “Where did you grow up?” I ask.

      “Here. San Bravado.” She turns to me. “What about you?” When her eyes hit me, I feel like a light is being beamed right at me, showering me with warmth. It feels good to be the object of her attention.

      “Southern California,” I say. “My father was in the movie business. We spent a lot of time in LA… I moved to the East Coast for college, but I couldn’t wait to come back West.”

      “Is your father still in the movie business?” Maria asks.

      “To some extent. He’s retired for the most part. But sometimes he can’t resist, and he’ll get roped into a project.”

      She nods. “I’ve always been fascinated by the movies. When I was younger, I dreamed of becoming an actress.”

      This makes sense. She could be in the movies—she has the looks for it.

      “My mother was an actress…before she passed,” I say. “I was raised by my dad.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Her voice is soft and sweet. “I lost my father,” she says. “I mean—he didn’t pass away, I don’t think. But it was just me, my sister and my mom when I was growing up, so I know what it’s like being raised by a single parent.”

      Just as intensely as I enjoyed being the object of her attention, I find that I like soaking up her sincere sympathy.

      “Thank you,” I say. I mean it.

      We walk in a comfortable silence for a moment. The sun is sinking down over the horizon. Gulls circle above the walkway, eager to scavenge for scraps left by the day’s crowds.

      After a few moments, we walk by a hot dog stand. The vendor calls out to us. “You two lovebirds look like you could use a good meal. What can I get you?”

      I turn to Maria. “What do you think?” I ask. “Hot dogs?”

      The instant she grins, I know what her answer will be. Though we’ve spent less than an hour together, I already feel like I can read her expressions—as if we’ve known each other for a long time. And I realize in that instant, as she grins and nods, that I want to get to know her better.

      A whole hell of a lot better.
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      Is it weird that I feel like I already know this man?

      We just met a little while ago, but for some reason, we’re bonding. It’s like we were meant to meet at that stuffy restaurant—a place where both of us stuck out like sore thumbs. And now we’re here at the pier, one of my favorite places in the world.

      I might still be a bit buzzed, too. The cocktails have me feeling all warm and fuzzy toward him.

      But it’s not just the alcohol. Even in a stone-cold sober state, I’m sure I’d be into him. It’s almost uncanny the way he’s checking all the right boxes.

      Confident. Check.

      Handsome as hell. Check.

      Down to earth. Check.

      Smart. Funny. Sexy. Check, check, check.

      Is there anything this guy isn’t? I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. He’ll tell me that he has a wife and five children. He’ll spout off some racist comments or mention off-handedly that he’s moving out of the country in the morning.

      There’s got to be something wrong with him. He can’t be this perfect. Can he?

      “What toppings can I get you, sweetheart?” the hotdog vendor asks me.

      “Just ketchup,” I say.

      Hunter laughs. “You really keep it plain, hm?”

      “I told you, I’m not adventurous,” I say.

      The vendor hands me the dog and turns to Hunter. “And you?” he asks.

      “What’s that?” Hunter asks, pointing to one of the dishes on the cart.

      “That’s my signature mango chutney,” the vendor says, puffing his chest out with pride. “Can’t beat it. That, with a little bit of my red onion relish and…” He kisses his fingers, completing his sentence without words.

      “I’ll have that,” Hunter says. “Sounds delicious.”

      “I get it,” I say, once Hunter’s paid for the meal and we’re walking toward a free bench. “You were making a point back there, about trying new things.” I’m smiling to myself.

      “How do you know you won’t like something if you never try it? That’s what adventure is, you know—an unusual, exciting exploration of new territory.”

      “I like familiar territory,” I say with a sigh. I settle onto the bench and look around us. “Like this place. I’ve been here a thousand times.” I smile and then bite into my hot dog. Everywhere I look, a memory seems to come up. Camila and I spent so many hours here, during our childhood.

      “My mom used to work here,” I say, after swallowing. “My sister and I used to meet her here after school. We’d play while my mom worked, and then we would help her pack up at the end of the night, just when it was getting dark.”

      “Not a bad place to hang out,” Hunter says. “This place must be heavenly for a kid. What did your mom do?”

      “She worked at a lemonade stand. The drinks were amazing—half tea, half fresh squeezed lemonade. My mother squeezed the lemons.”

      “Nice.”

      “It wasn’t her only job,” I say. “She also worked at the Lightman hotels, cleaning rooms. When she finished there, she would come here.”

      “A hard worker,” Hunter says. “That’s rare, these days.”

      “She didn’t have a choice. She had to put food on the table. You know how it is…for a single parent.” I glance sideways at Hunter while I take another bite.

      “Yeah, my dad worked a lot too,” Hunter says casually.

      I wait for him to go on. I want to hear about his father’s successes in the movie industry, but he apparently doesn’t want to dwell on the subject. Instead, he turns the conversation back to me.

      “How many brothers and sisters do you have?” he asks.

      “One sister. Camila.”

      Speaking of her makes me reach for my bag and pull out my phone with my free hand. It just takes a split second to check the screen and confirm that I haven’t missed any calls. I’ve been on edge, waiting for Camila’s calls of distress, since she told me about the loan sharks, last week.

      “Does she live in the area still?” Hunter asks.

      “Yes.” I purse my lips. Hopefully, she’ll stay in San Bravado. I need her here. We’re family. We have to stick together. But if she keeps getting hassled for money by those guys, I don’t know how she’s going to manage to stay. Rent in San Bravado tends to be steep. How in the world is she going to pay off twenty-five grand of debt while raising her boys? What will happen if she can’t pay it off?

      My mind is like a runaway train. I have to stop the momentum before it builds too much. I blow out an annoyed sigh to break my train of thought.

      “She’s going through a rough patch,” I say, in order to explain my sigh. “A divorce—and it’s messy.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Hunter says. “I guess it happens pretty regularly these days, though. They say half of all marriages end in divorce.”

      I’m a bit taken aback by this statistic. Is Hunter some kind of expert? Has he been divorced?

      I don’t look directly at him as I ask. “Have you… have you been married and divorced, Hunter?”

      He answers me without hesitation. “No—no, no. Nothing like that.” He laughs. “I just know because I deal in real estate. It’s the reason for a lot of sales in this area—a couple splits, so they sell the house. Pretty standard.”

      “Oh.” I feel relieved. I know that Hunter can tell.

      Hunter has two water bottles at his side, and he hands me one just as I polish off the last bite of my salty meal. I crack open the top of it and drink appreciatively.

      “What about you?” he asks. “You were at the restaurant all dressed up…meeting someone named Mike? A blind date, I assume?”

      I nod. “My friend Jemma set us up. She’s constantly trying to get me to date. I barely ever agree to it. Tonight was a rare exception.”

      “I’m glad that you agreed,” he says, meeting my eye. “Or else I never would have bumped into you.”

      I hesitate for a moment, becoming lost in the sparkly green depths of his gaze. My breath hitches in my throat, but I manage a soft answer. It comes out as a whisper. “Me too.”

      Another beat of silence, and then he shifts in his seat, reaching for the second water.

      “So…your sister’s divorce. It’s not going well?”

      I shake my head. “Terribly. Her ex-husband, Dan, is a total scumbag. I never liked him. I can usually read people pretty well. Everyone has their own energy, you know?”

      He nods.

      “But she liked him, so I supported her. They got married a few years ago, and at first, I thought maybe I was wrong. He seemed like he was getting his act together—treating Camila right and being a good father, too. They have two boys…my nephews. They’re adorable.”

      “Then what?” he asks.

      “Things started to fall apart. They started to fight. And then—he left.” Like all men do, eventually, I think to myself bitterly. But I don’t say that aloud. I don’t want to come across as jaded.

      “Moved out—took a job in Michigan all of a sudden and made it clear that Camila wasn’t invited. Then he filed for divorce, which I was happy about. Camila did fine for the first few months without him. She and the boys were actually happier, I think, without him around.”

      “Doesn’t sound so bad,” Hunter says. He’s drained his water, reminding me to drink more of my own. I take a sip, letting the wet liquid balance out the lingering salty flavors on my tongue.

      “It wasn’t. It was great. At first. But then—just last week—it went sour. Their finances are all messed up. The scumbag was keeping it all secret from Camila. My sister is in total panic mode. She doesn’t know how to pay the creditors back.”

      I stop there, without going into too many of the gory details. I don’t tell Hunter about the fact that my sister’s ex has left her with twenty-five thousand dollars of debt. Or that the “creditor” is actually a shady, corrupt group of loan sharks who seem to be more than willing to do whatever it takes to get the money back from Camila. They’ve made it clear that my sister is going to come up with the cash, or she’s going to suffer.

      “Camila’s a hard worker,” I say. “Like my mom was.”

      “Then I’m sure she’ll figure out something,” Hunter says.

      “I hope so.”

      Hunter holds his hand out, and I hand him the paper container in my hand. He hops up and walks to a nearby trash can. I take the opportunity to drink down the rest of the water.

      When Hunter returns, he stands in front of the bench. I’m still sitting, and I look up at him.

      “I don’t mean to lay my troubles on you,” I say, trying to sound lighthearted. “I’m being a bore.”

      “You are so far from boring, Maria, you have no idea,” Hunter says with a glimmer in his eye. He holds out his hand. I place my hand in his, and he helps me up.

      It’s the first time we’ve touched since meeting. His flesh is warm, smooth, electrifying. I feel a jolt run through my body as I find my feet. It takes me a moment to steady myself, and when I do our bodies are close together.

      A wind billows up from the ocean beyond the pier, carrying a chilling, salty spray. My dress whips around my legs. I hug myself, to ward off a chill. The sun has sunk beneath the horizon; it is now dark out.

      “Are you cold?” Hunter asks. He’s already pulling his blazer off. He hands it to me before I can answer. “Here, take this.”

      He wraps the soft jacket around my bare shoulders. I was right. The suit jacket is not made of the standard material. Instead, it’s a jersey-cotton blend. The artwork on it is unique, and I can’t help but look down over the designs with appreciation before wrapping it tightly around me.

      “I’ve never seen a blazer like this before,” I say.

      He laughs. “Pretty crazy, isn’t it? I know it’s different. I like that about it. I don’t need to be like everybody else. I like to break the mold.”

      “Where did you get it?” I ask.

      “Florence,” he says. “A designer I know over there made it for me. He knows what I like.”

      “It’s nice.” I hug it around me. “And warm.”

      “It did get colder out here, didn’t it?”

      I nod. “There’s a great Mexican place across the street—Don Juan’s. They make a mean margarita. Do you want to go?”

      “I can’t say no to a mean margarita,” Hunter says.

      I wear his jacket for the next three hours, as we sip one margarita after another. Don Juan’s rooftop bar is speckled in heat lamps, and Hunter and I post up under one, at a table that offers spectacular views of the bay.

      Somehow, as the night unfolds, we move closer and closer to one another. Salsa music plays over the speakers. Though we stay seated, I feel like our conversation is one beautiful salsa dance. He’s leading, and I’m following his expert dance steps. We stare into each other’s eyes, and like any good dancing couple, plenty of sexual tension flows between us.

      As I feel myself surrendering to the music, the beautiful surroundings, the soft pulse of the ocean below us and the rhythm of our conversation, I feel like I’m in a trance.

      He’s holding my hand, now. I’m leaning against the table, smiling at him. His fingers brush against my palm. We’ve had two drinks—or was it three? I’ve lost count. All I can think about is the feel of his fingers moving softly over my palm.

      “This has been fun,” I say, dreamily. He’s just finished telling me a story about surfing in Hawaii. “You’re quite a storyteller,” I add.

      “It’s the best way to get to know someone,” he says suavely, still holding my hand. We’ve found little ways to keep touching each other ever since the moment he helped me up from the bench on the pier.

      “To share stories. That’s who we are. We’re stories.”

      “You sound like a philosopher,” I say.

      He laughs. “How did you know? That was my major, in college.”

      I smile. Of course. I shake my head. I feel my dangling earrings swish against my neck. “Well, I enjoyed them…your stories. Maybe we’ll have to do this again sometime.” I reach for my purse.

      I don’t want to go, but I know that I should. The star-studded sky above us is velvety black. An hour or two must have passed already. I pull my phone out and gasp when I see the actual time. It’s nearly one in the morning! We’ve spent six hours together, and it felt like so much less. How is this possible?

      “I have to catch the bus,” I say, pushing my phone back into my purse and standing.

      Though we’ve been drinking, I don’t feel drunk. Buzzed, yes, but not inebriated. I guess that makes sense since hours passed with each drink.

      Hunter stands, too. “I’ll walk with you,” he says.

      He flags down our server, and I wait as he pays the tab. When we step out from under the heat lamp, the chill in the air hits us once again. I pull his jacket around me, doubling it up around my waist.

      As we walk down the stairs, I’m already thinking about how to say goodbye to him. I want to kiss him; I want him to kiss me.

      But I made a rule with myself a long time ago: no getting physical on the first date.

      It’s a rule I’ve stuck by for the past few years, and it’s served me well. I plan on keeping it intact tonight.

      We’ll say goodbye, and if it’s meant to be, I’ll see him again.

      I have nothing against a kiss on the second date. In fact, I expect it. But not the first date. That makes me too vulnerable to getting hurt. I don’t want to feel heartbroken if this guy doesn’t ever call me again. Besides, it’s good to leave a guy wanting more.

      There’s a bus stop at the end of the block. I’ve taken the line many times. I know that it arrives at twenty after the hour, and we only have a few minutes to make it. I pick up my pace, and Hunter keeps time with me.

      While we’re still halfway down the block, I hear the sound of a bus approaching. Years of taking the bus has given me a sixth sense when it comes to them, and just because of the sound of the engine I turn. I see the blue and white city bus hurtling toward the stop.

      “That’s me!” I say to Hunter. I start running, half expecting him to shout his goodbye instead of keeping up with me. But he surprises me by breaking into a jog at my side.

      He runs next to me for a moment and then reaches for my hand. Though it’s an odd gesture, it feels almost natural because of how close we’ve grown in such a short period of time.

      I love the feel of his hand in mine, so when he pulls me a little bit to the side, guiding me off the sidewalk and off course for the bus, I let him. I follow his lead into a small photo booth.

      We’re both breathless.

      He slips quarters into a waiting slot.

      “I’m going to miss the bus,” I say breathlessly, giggling. I haven’t been in a photo booth since I was a teenager!

      “There will be another one,” he says. “I can’t let you get away just like that. Tonight’s been too good.”

      He’s right. The last thing I want to do right now is step onto a bus that will carry me away from him.

      My heart is pounding, and I don’t know if it’s because I’m still trying to catch my breath after running in heels, or if it’s the fact that I’m in this booth with a guy sexier than any man from my wildest dreams.

      “Plus, I didn’t get your number yet,” he says.

      The photo booth screen lights up, and Hunter reaches out and taps a button. “And I really, really want your number. If you want to give it to me, that is.”

      “Yes,” I say with a smile, just as a flash fills the booth.

      Hunter slings his arm around me and presses his cheek next to mine.

      I giggle some more. I feel downright giddy. This is the silliest thing I’ve done in years. A second flash goes off.

      “Make a funny face,” Hunter instructs.

      I stick out my tongue, and he laughs as the third flash goes off.

      “How many more are there?” I ask.

      “One,” Hunter says.

      Then, two things happen at once. He turns to me, and his lips land on mine. He’s kissing me, taking my breath away, just as the fourth and final flash goes off.

      The booth becomes bright white with light. My vision bursts with the brightness, just as my body responds to Hunter’s kiss.

      His lips are powerful, warm, full.

      He wraps his hand through my hair, pulling me into him. The kiss is so sudden, so passionate…and so welcome.

      Suddenly, I don’t know how I could have ever wanted to end this night without kissing him. Was I crazy? Certifiably insane? Because this kiss is the best thing I’ve ever experienced.

      His mouth moves hungrily against mine. I part my lips and feel his tongue enter my mouth. My chest is rising and falling fast—I still haven’t caught my breath. This is all so unexpected.

      So wonderful.

      Just…divine.

      “Mmmm,” I hear myself murmur as we part. Did I really just say that? It’s the kind of sound I might make after biting into a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie.

      Well, I suppose it makes sense.

      This kiss did taste good. He tastes good.

      He grins. “Come home with me,” he says.

      It’s more of an order than a question. Every part of me feels ready and willing to comply.

      I know that I said I had rules about first dates, but now that we’ve kissed, those rules seem archaic.

      What girl wrote that rule book? Certainly not me. Not the me of right now, who is gazing into Hunter’s eyes and nodding yes.

      Yes, I’ll kiss you again.

      And yes, I’ll go home with you. Gladly.
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      The photo booth machine whirs, and out pops two narrow rectangular photographs, each the size of a bookmark. I reach for them, hand one to Hunter and slip one into my purse.

      I’ll look at them later. Right now, my heart is fluttering too quickly to focus on something as mundane as photographs. His kiss has turned me on. Parts of me that have been closed down, shut off and on lockdown, are suddenly lit up like downtown San Bravado on Christmas Eve.

      This man does something to me.

      He reaches for my hand and pulls me up. I feel weak in the knees with anticipation, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Out on the sidewalk, he hails a cab.

      Twenty minutes later he unlocks his front door. We’re in the Greeling Tower, one of San Bravado’s most prominent downtown buildings. Honestly, I didn’t even know that people lived here. When he said “apartment,” I imagined a bachelor pad or perhaps a studio apartment. At the very most, if he was lucky given the city’s steep rent prices, a one bedroom. But Hunter’s downtown “apartment” is the size of a mansion.

      The main room is two stories high. One wall is entirely floor-to-ceiling windows, overlooking the bay including the piers we just walked on. The window frames are modern and white. In fact, much of the interior is white, which would give the place a beach-house vibe if it wasn’t for the signs of opulence: tall white columns that stretch to the ceiling; abstract art the size of pool tables displayed on the wall; polished, gleaming glass surfaces in every direction, and more and more rooms as far as the eye can see.

      “This place is massive,” I whisper. I’ve stopped moving. My feet are planted on the ground. I’m in shock. “Just a few hours ago, we were eating hot dogs for dinner. And here you are…living like a millionaire?”

      I’m not sure if my off-handed comment is rude, but I can’t help myself.

      Hunter doesn’t seem to mind. “Billionaire, actually,” he says. His voice is soft, too. His tone carries a slight hint of amusement.

      I’m gawking. I try to gather myself. Drawn toward the view of the ocean, I begin crossing the room. It’s like walking the length of a gymnasium. I pass by gray leather couches, loveseats, and chairs, all arranged in clusters big enough to seat twenty people.

      “Hunter, this view is amazing,” I breathe.

      He’s been trailing behind me. We both stop in front of the windows.

      “I’m glad you think so,” he says. “I see it every day. It starts to become familiar. I start to take it for granted. That’s how things go, isn’t it? You start to experience the same thing, over and over again…and it becomes sort of vanilla.”

      There’s a slight edge in his voice, but before I read too much into it, he speaks again. “I’ll get us some drinks. What would you like?”

      “A gin and tonic would be wonderful,” I say.

      Since I’m facing the window, I can watch his reflection in the gleaming glass as he walks away. The boy is fine.

      He disappears down a hallway, and I take the opportunity to turn and examine the room out from under his watchful gaze. I walk the perimeter of the wall of windows until I reach the adjacent wall. A massive, twenty-foot tall painting is displayed prominently.

      The painting is done in the style of Jackson Pollock, and I’m curious about the artist. Whoever they are, they've copied the famous artist’s style perfectly. I lean in to read the plaque on the wall and gasp. Of course. It was painted by Pollock himself. This painting must be worth millions.

      My stomach does a flip. Standing so close to such wealth makes me feel queasy. I can’t help but think of Camila. I back away from the painting as if being in its presence is bad for my health. I pull out my phone and check to see if I have any messages from my older sister.

      Nothing.

      That means that for tonight at least, the loan sharks are leaving her alone.

      Poor Camila. She’s made some mistakes, but who hasn’t? Dan was a bad choice for a husband. But she didn’t know, when they married, that he’d rack up so much on credit cards and then leave her footing the bill.

      How on earth is she going to pay down the debt? Camila’s like me. She’s a hard worker, but even hours of hard work never get us ahead of our bills. We each live month to month, and she even supports her two children. I can’t imagine how she’s going to come up with thousands of dollars in extra cash. It would take years.

      I’m pacing across the room now. Anger over my sister’s situation has flooded my veins. The bastards won’t give her that much time! If she doesn’t get that money soon, she is going to be in trouble.

      And what about my nephews? Will the loan sharks stoop so low as to hurt them?

      I can’t let that happen.

      My pacing stops as I near a glass display case. It’s like something you might see in a department store, only I notice that it isn’t locked. Inside, there are three tiers, each filled with an assortment of watches. I’m sure each is worth thousands. Jemma told me once that the watch her father wears is worth twelve thousand dollars.

      Again, I feel a wave of nausea. What is wrong with wealthy people? This is such a waste of money. I get along fine without a watch at all. What use could Hunter possibly have for dozens of them?

      Take one, a little voice inside of me urges.

      I know I have to act fast. Hunter will be back with our drinks any minute now. I don’t have time to think clearly. Instead, I reach out, open the case, and take one of the shiny silver timepieces. I slip it into my purse.

      The next time I talk to Camila, I’m going to have good news to share. I’ll sell the watch and give her the chunk of cash. At least she’ll have something to give to the bullies who have been harassing her for a week now.

      It will buy her some time.

      I close the case and move away from it, toward one of the leather sofas. It’s softer than it looks, and the moment I sit down, I sign with appreciation. Now this is a couch. Nothing like the worn futon I have propped against a wall in my own apartment.

      I cross my legs and then smooth my hair over my shoulder. I want to look pretty when Hunter returns. A moment later, he emerges from the hallway that he disappeared down. He has two drinks in his hands.

      I think my preparation worked. I do look pretty. I can see it in his eyes.

      He looks me over appreciatively as he crosses the room.

      Even from a distance, I see his emerald eyes sparkling with anticipation. Lust. Hunger.

      He wants me.

      And I’m going to let him have me.
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      God, she’s beautiful.

      Picture perfect.

      I walk toward her, feeling like I’m in some kind of virtual reality. It’s every man’s fantasy. Red lips. Sort dress. Long, silky-smooth legs. I want those legs wrapped around my back. I want to take her. Right here and now.

      Her dark hair falls in a pool of glossy waves over one of her tantalizingly bare shoulders. Her eyes look up at me, through a fringe of dark lashes.

      What is she thinking?

      I extend a drink out to her, and she takes it. I set my own drink down on a side table. I’m not interested in it, right now.

      I like standing here in front of her, looking down at her. I wait as she sips the drink. I’m mesmerized by her mouth as it touches the glass’s edge. She’s turning me on.

      Standing here like this, in front of her, I can almost imagine that those lips are wrapped around my cock. They’re so red, so full. I feel my dick stir in my pants as I watch her.

      Hold on, I tell myself.

      She looks up at me again. And oh, God, she licks her lips. Her tongue is pink, a softer tone than the brazen, bold red of her lipstick. It glistens, wet against the matte makeup.

      I’m getting hard, and I think she knows it.

      Then, she stands up.

      The ice clinks in her glass as she moves. She’s next to me now.

      “Delicious,” she says. The word pours over her tongue and lips with smooth richness. Her tone is soft and seductive. She’s inching forward. I enjoy letting her come to me.

      My senses are so alive now. This is it. This is what I live for. The game is beginning.

      Her perfume is subtle, sexy with undertones of wood and floral.

      “Is it just you in this apartment, Hunter?” she asks.

      “Just me,” I answer. My voice comes out deep and raspy. I find it hard to speak, I’m so turned on.

      “What do you do, with all this space?”

      “Whatever I want,” I answer truthfully.

      “You must be used to that,” she says. “Getting what you want.”

      “I am.”

      “Do you entertain?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      She’s just six inches from me. I want to reach out and touch her. I feel my blood rushing—that familiar thrill of the chase. I hold back, enjoying the wait.

      “Women?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      She looks down at her drink but doesn’t sip it.

      “Does that offend you?” I ask. I can see that it has. She doesn’t want to imagine me here, with another woman. Maybe she’s the jealous type.

      I can see that she’s waiting for me to say something kind. Something like, “none of them were as beautiful as you, though.”

      She’s uncomfortable.

      It’s true. She is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever brought home. But now that I feel the tables turn—she’s no longer seducing me, I have the upper hand—I hold my tongue. I don’t console her like she’s expecting.

      Instead, I let the silence linger.

      I soak up the sense of power that I now feel.

      “Well,” she says at last. “That’s expected. Of course, I know that I’m not the first woman you’ve brought home from the bar. You do this often?”

      “When I want to,” I say.

      Again, I watch her simmer with discomfort. “What about you, Maria?” I ask. “Do you often go home with men you’ve just met?”

      She blushes. “No,” she says.

      Ah. She’s not only conservative when it comes to her food choices. She’s also reserved about sex.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      This question seems to take her aback. She looks at me, a small crease forming near her right brow. I add this to my list of tells. I’m learning to read this woman.

      “I usually like to get to know someone, first,” she says.

      “What about me, Maria?” I ask. I step forward, closing the six-inch gap between us by half. I reach my hand up and let it rest on the curve of her jaw, just below her ear. My thumb is on her cheek. I’m holding her gaze in mine. “Do you know me?”

      “I—I thought—” She’s flustered now. It’s sexy. I stroke my hand over her cheek, lightly.

      “Hmm?” I say, forcing her to continue.

      “I feel like I do—or I did before we came here. Now I see that you’re… Well, maybe you’re different than I thought.”

      “The money?” I ask.

      She nods. Her head moves in my palm. I step in closer. Now our bodies are flush.

      “You’ve never been with a billionaire?” I ask, somewhat facetiously.

      This time she shakes her head, and her cheek bushes against my hand in the other direction.

      “You’re going to like it,” I say. I speak softly, but with authority. It’s a command. An order. My mouth is tipping toward hers. Now she lifts her chin and looks into my eyes. Her lids close, her dark lashes kiss her upper cheek.

      She’s giving me permission.

      I take my reward, finally letting my lips fuse with hers. I press my lips against the seam of hers, and then, just as I feel her lips part, I delve my tongue into her mouth. I feel her dissolve in my arms, and I hold her steady as I probe my tongue against hers. It’s intimate—feeling into the depths of her mouth. I want more. I want to plunge myself into other parts of her.

      I pull away, leaving her panting for air. I’ve taken the breath right out of her lungs. She wobbles on her feet.

      “I’ve never—I’ve never been kissed like that before,” she says, eyeing me as she steps backward. Her hand reaches up to her lips. She brushes her fingers against her bottom lip.

      “Did you like it?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “Kneel,” I say.

      The crease forms along her right brow again. Damn, she is easy to read.

      I hide a smile. I love seeing her like this—so demure, like putty in my hands… So easy to mold to my liking.

      This is my favorite game to play, but I don’t want to frighten her too much. I lean forward and kiss her again, this time with more gentleness. I let her open her mouth. I wait, as she steps toward me, fueled by the wanting in her own body. She presses against me, and I know I have her where I want her.

      I kiss her back, without introducing my tongue, waiting. Finally, she moves her tongue into my mouth as I’d hoped. I accept her fully, letting her explore. Yes, baby, yes. When we part, she’s breathless again.

      “Good?” I ask, eyeing her. I don’t think she knows how easy this is.

      She nods.

      “Baby, I want to give you a night you won't forget,” I say. “I want to make you feel good. So good. Trust me. Do what I say. I know how to make you feel good.”

      She nods again. Putty in my hands.

      “Now kneel.”

      This time, she does as I direct.
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      What has come over me? If any other man told me to kneel in front of him, on the night that I met him, I’d tell him to fuck off. I’d refuse.

      If he told me twice, I’d call the cops.

      But now, as Hunter looks at me with his intense green eyes, promising to deliver more of the passion I’ve only gotten a glimpse of, I feel more than willing to follow his command.

      He has a power over me.

      Is this the same man that I’ve been spending time with, all evening?

      He was so sociable earlier. So quick to tell stories, ask me questions, and laugh with me. Now that we’re here, in his apartment, an intensity has come over him.

      But instead of running for the door, I’m intrigued.

      I like it.

      I enjoy the way he’s taken control. I enjoy doing as he asks me to do.

      Lowering myself down into a kneeling position before him, I feel myself becoming hot with desire. Warmth spreads from my lips, still moist from our kiss, down through my core. The warm tingling travels between my legs as Hunter reaches for the button on the fly of his jeans.

      I watch him unbutton his pants. Licking my lips, I feel excitement build inside of me as he moves his fingers to the zipper on his fly and he begins pulling it down, inch by inch. He’s given me a front-row seat to the show of a lifetime.

      He pulls his pants down, and I see his briefs are tented outward with his full erection. I can’t help it. I lick my lips again. I want to see more.

      I hear him groan softly, and then he says in a husky voice. “You’re mouth, Maria. God, it’s so sexy.”

      I play it up a bit, letting my tongue rest in the corner of my mouth and then circle upward and over to the other side. He groans again. His dick, inside his briefs, jerks up and down. He’s as aroused as I am.

      I know he’ll pull his briefs down in a moment, but I can’t wait. I reach my hands up to the elastic waistband and begin dragging them down over his rock-hard thighs until his erection springs free. It almost hits me in the face. It’s so big… It’s the biggest cock I’ve ever seen.

      I don’t know if it will fit in my mouth, but I’m willing to try.

      I reach forward and circle my hand around his girth. With my other hand, I keep dragging his briefs down, until they are around his ankles. His member is hot; I feel his pulse throb in the vein that runs along the base of his shaft.

      I lean in until my lips are touching his tip.

      I part my lips and start licking him. My tongue traces a small circle over his tip. The ridges of his skin feel so good under my tongue. I move my hand back and forth, slowly, as I circle my tongue around his tip.

      He groans again.

      He likes this.

      He’s so big. Can it fit?

      I move my hand out of the way and open my mouth. I’m planning on doing this slowly, taking in his length just a little bit at a time. But as soon as my mouth is open, he thrusts himself into me. His dick fills my mouth and presses back against my throat. A jolt of unexpected fire travels through my core.

      I feel myself become wet between the legs, and I moan without meaning to. The sound vibrates against his shaft. I’m stunned by the depth of my arousal.

      He places his hands on the back of my head and pulls out of me gently. I suck on him as he pulls out. His hands are resting on the back of my head, and I wait for him to push himself into me again. He doesn’t. But I’m hungry, desperate for more. I suck on him, looking up to meet his eyes while I do.

      The look on his face is animalistic. Gone is the man who laughed with me on the pier; his mouth is downturned with intense focus. He locks his eyes with mine while I suck him, harder, swirling my tongue around him.

      Then I open my mouth and invite him in again. He takes my invitation, thrusting into me fully. He applies slight pressure to the back of my head, guiding me forward as he thrusts.

      I feel myself moaning again. Usually, I don’t enjoy giving head this much. In the distant past—my college days—I did it just because I knew guys liked it. I didn’t like it, myself.

      But as Hunter fucks me in the mouth, I become wetter and wetter. My panties are becoming soaked just by giving this guy oral. If giving him a blowjob is this good, what’s going to happen in the bedroom?

      I learn that I’m soon going to find out. Hunter pulls out of me, leaving me gasping and fiery with lust. He holds out a hand and helps me off the ground. Without a word, he leads me through the spacious apartment.

      I barely notice my surroundings. I’m so turned on it’s difficult to walk. I want him inside me.

      We reach his bedroom, and he releases my hand. I reach down to slip off one of my heels. I want to be naked and underneath him as fast as possible. I need him.

      But at the sound of his voice, my hand stops working to free my heel. “Don’t,” he says sharply.

      “Don’t?” I repeat. I can hardly believe that he’s telling me not to get undressed. Not after what just happened in his living room.

      “I want you to leave your heels on.”

      “And I guess you always get what you want,” I say. I meant for it to be a joke, but my voice comes out weak and wobbly, not conveying humor as I intended. Instead, I’ve just delivered a statement of truth.

      “Shoes on, dress off,” he says.

      I release my grip on my shoe, leaving it on, and move my hands to the back of my dress instead. I pull down the zipper.

      “You’re very demanding, Hunter. Why should I do what you tell me to do?” I ask. This time, I try to smooth the wobble from my voice. I don’t want him to know how deeply his controlling style is affecting me.

      “Because,” he says. “You know I can make you feel things no other man ever has, Maria.”

      The zipper reaches its end. My dress splits open in the back. I let it crack around me, opening up like a flower’s petals. The stiff fabric falls away from my chest and torso, and then hangs down around my waist, held up only by the curve of my hips.

      “All the way off,” he says.

      I shimmy a little bit, and the dress falls.

      “There. You’re a work of art. Perfect.” His eyes travel over my body.

      Under the study of his appreciative gaze, I feel like a work of art. I feel beautiful. The sexiest I’ve ever felt. Though I’ve always been my own worst critic when it comes to my body, in this instant, I love every one of my curves.

      He steps toward me and reaches out reverently as though he’s about to touch a marble sculpture, carved by a master.

      “You’ll leave this on tonight,” he says, sliding his hand over the sheer lace fabric of my strapless bra.

      My breath hitches in my throat as his hand passes over one nipple, and then the other. I feel my nipples stiffen, straining against the confines of the material.

      “Yes,” he says. “I like that. You’ll leave it on.” He may as well be ordering a glass of chardonnay off of a wine list.

      I gasp again as his hand travels down, over my navel, toward my panties.

      His fingers travel to the waistband. “These, however, are coming off.”

      My chest rises and falls as he speaks. I feel my nipples get harder; my pussy wetter. He places his palm over my mound with an air of ownership. I shiver with the contact.

      Please, I think internally. Fuck me now, Hunter.

      I can barely breathe. But he’s not done teasing me. He begins stroking me, through my lace panties. The fabric is damp, it clings to me. He strokes my clitoris through the thin, lace fabric and sensations inside of me build. I close my eyes, and my back arches. It’s difficult to stay balanced on my heels.

      He keeps stroking me, his touch feathery soft but excruciatingly good. I can’t stop the flood of sensations that are building inside of me.

      An aching sensation throbs between my legs. I need him inside of me. I need to feel the length of his massive dick—the cock that filled my mouth, minutes ago—inside of me.

      My body aches for release. It’s almost painful, how badly I want him. I’m so wet, and his hands work steadily. The friction of the fabric and his strong fingers against my most sensitive parts floods me with pleasure.

      I need to come. I can’t wait, but I won’t come just like this—just with the faintest touch from his skilled fingers. Impossible.

      Impossible.

      I moan louder. My body fills to bursting with need. I open my mouth and cry out, as the orgasm that’s been building comes crashing down around me. When I open my eyes, I see Hunter’s face before me. His eyes are shining.

      “Mmm,” he says. “You come easily.”

      “I didn’t know… I could.” I can barely speak.

      He chuckles.

      “We’re just getting started,” he says.

      His warm hands move to the sides of my panties, and I feel him pulling them down.

      My orgasm has left me feeling fuzzy, soft. The haze is pleasant. I feel almost like I’m dreaming.

      Hunter pulls my panties down. He lowers himself down while he pulls, and then, kneeling before me, helps me step out of them.

      He positions my legs so that they’re parted. He’s in front of me, on his knees. I can barely think straight. My head is spinning with the intensity of what I’ve just experienced.

      When his hot, wet tongue moves along my tender pussy, I let out a sharp exhale. “Oh, God,” I breathe. I didn’t know it would feel like this. I didn’t know anything could feel so good, so soon after an orgasm. I’ve always felt sore and spent, after coming—never ready for more.

      Maybe it is because he brought me over the edge with the smallest of movements—his finger, barely moving against my clit—that now this feels so delightful. I’m surprised to find that I’m ready for more. With the lapping of his tongue against my sex, I quickly find that my body responds as if the first orgasm never happened.

      Soon I’m crying out louder than before, exhaling ragged breaths and raking my fingers through his hair.

      “Oh, Hunter!” I cry.

      He probes his tongue further into me. I want more. I want his dick. Inside me. Now.

      “Please!” I say, shuddering as he pulls his tongue out and licks the length of me. “Please, please Hunter!”

      I’m squirming under his touch. I can barely stay on my feet. This is torture—the best kind.

      He refuses to give in to my begging.

      “Fuck me,” I cry. And then again, louder. I’m desperate. “Fuck me!”

      After another agonizing minute, just as the pressure between my legs threatens to end me, he pulls away.

      “Now who’s demanding?” he says, grinning.

      He lifts me up onto the bed, and to my great relief, crawls on top of me. His weight feels comforting—it holds the promise of the pounding that my body needs.

      He reaches to the nightstand for a foil-wrapped package and tears it open. As he rolls the condom over his shaft, he speaks. “What is it that you want, Maria?”

      “Fuck me,” I beg. I’m squirming beneath him. The condom fits snugly over his long dick. I know I’m going to finally feel the length of him inside of me. “Hard,” I add.

      “Hard?” he repeats.

      I nod, just as he lies down over me again. His arms are on either side of my head. I feel his dick hit the side of my thigh as he arranges himself.

      A moan of anticipation escapes my lips.

      “How hard?” he asks, just as I feel the tip of him press into me. He moves slowly, one agonizing millimeter at a time. Then he stops. He’s holding himself up, perfectly still.

      He’s driving me crazy.

      I can’t think straight. I can’t form words.

      “How hard, Maria?” he asks again.

      I move my hands to his lower back and lift my legs at the same time. I wrap my legs around him tightly. As my body moves, I’m pulling him deeper into me. My desperation is growing.

      “Hunter,” I moan. I need him to stop teasing me. I thrust my hips upward, trying to move him deeper inside of me. But my movement doesn’t satisfy the need that’s ripping like a tornado through me. I need him to move.

      Finally, finally, he thrusts into me. He watches me as he does.

      I feel my face contort with relief. I see him smile.

      “Like this, Maria?” he asks, though I know that he knows the answer.

      “Yes,” I groan.

      He thrusts again, harder.

      “Yes! Yes!” I cry out. My voice peaks at a high octave. If I didn’t know better, I would think that the screams were coming from another woman, not me. I’ve never made sounds like this before.

      I feel such intense relief as he finally gives me what I want. The bed rocks beneath us. I lose all sense of time and place. The world falls away, and in its place, I feel Hunter’s thrusts.

      His rhythm is steady and powerful. He slams into my hips, and my whole body moves up and down against the mattress.

      When I come, it’s bone-shattering. I feel myself breaking into a million pieces, shattering like glass beneath him. I feel him coming too—his body arches, stiffens, shutters.

      When he rolls off of me, I feel like a new person. I don’t know what just happened, but I know that it was good. I feel good.

      Satisfied as I’ve never been satisfied in my life.

      Whole, complete, content, and exhausted.

      Like a new woman.

      Brand new.

      Not only do I feel new and different on the inside, but the world around me looks new too. It’s as though I’d been wearing dark, dirty glasses for my entire life, and now suddenly I’ve taken them off for the first time. The room seems to sparkle with a kind of sunlight, though it’s the middle of the night.

      Jemma was right. I was in a rut. And now, thanks to Hunter, I am officially out of it. Way, way out of it. I’ve popped into some kind of alternate universe. An image of myself, flying through the far reaches of outer space fills my mind as I drift off into a deep, heavy sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When my eyes next open, they’re filled with sunlight. I blink rapidly, trying to figure out where I am. I see a skylight…an expansive white room, art-covered walls. A door, against one wall, and then a row of windows.

      The ocean.

      I feel soft, expensive sheets beneath me. Turning, I spot Hunter’s sleeping form, and the events of the night before sweep through my consciousness. A memory of crying out his name enters my mind, and I blush. I flip to my back and clutch the sheets to my chest as a blush heats my cheeks.

      Did that really happen?

      Yes, yes, I’m sure it did. I replay the events, moving backward in my mind over the evening.

      Before the best sex of my life, we were there, at the couch. Yes, I remember the way he told me to kneel. I remember how it felt to be ordered around. Before that, I remember him returning with the drinks. While he was getting them, I…no! I did, didn’t I? I took a watch, right out of his display case.

      Shit.

      That was wrong.

      He did say he was a billionaire. How many zeros is that? A lot. A thousand million, I think. Is it? He’s so rich, he couldn’t possibly miss one silly watch.

      Besides, I’ll probably never see him again.

      I reach a hand up and run it through my hair. A billionaire. I just had a one-night stand with a fucking billionaire! But still, it was wrong to take the watch. I have to put it back—before he gets up.

      I get out of the bed as quietly as possible and then pad across the floor on my tiptoes. As I reach the foot of the bed, I spot my black and white dress. It’s lying on the floor, along with a pair of pathetically crumpled up panties. I’m wearing just a bra. I’m not sure where my heels are—maybe tangled up in the blankets somewhere? I can’t look for them now. I have to find my purse and get that damn watch out of it.

      I reach the door that I spotted earlier, and I pull on it. It’s locked.

      Panic delivers a jolt of adrenaline through my system. Am I locked in this room?

      I swivel around and see that on the opposite end of the room there is another door that is clearly the room’s exit. It’s wide open.

      My hand drops from the locked door handle, and a fleeting wave of curiosity zips through me. What’s behind this locked door?

      I’m too eager to get back to my purse to give it much thought. I walk toward the exit and out to the hallway.

      I have a vague memory of following Hunter down this hallway the night before. I continue until I reach the sitting area, and I exhale a held breath as I spot my purse. It’s lying on the couch, right where I left it the night before. It’s on its side, and I see that my phone, lipstick, and a compact mirror have spilled out of it.

      I must have forgotten to latch it closed. I need to be more careful about that.

      I pick up my phone first, and take a quick look through my messages, anxious for any from Camila. I’m glad to see that she hasn’t tried to call this morning. No news is good news. There is a text from Jemma, asking me about coffee.

      I’ll respond after I put back this watch.

      I start digging through my purse with a sense of urgency. I need to return it before—

      “Missing something?” Hunter’s voice makes my bare shoulders jack straight up to my ears.
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      I know what she’s looking for.

      I was up last night after she fell asleep. As I walked from the bedroom to the kitchen for a glass of water, the silver watch was hard to miss. It had spilled out from her purse and was lying on the couch, in plain sight. I recognized it immediately as mine, and a quick look through my collection confirmed my suspicions.

      “I—I’m not sure,” she stutters and then increases the speed of her search. She peers into her purse as her hands work. Her tangled hair falls over her eyes.

      “I found the watch, Maria” I say.

      Abandoning her search abruptly, she looks up, her eyes wide and frightened.

      “Oh, my goodness I am so sorry,” she gushes. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I had such a good evening with you—and I never do things like this. I’m not a thief, Hunter. I just—” She stops short. Her cheeks are flushed pink.

      “You’re not a thief…you just happened to put a piece of my property into your purse.”

      “Hunter, I’m sorry. I saw all of those watches, and I…” She lifts her purse and puts it over her shoulder. “I’m so sorry. I’m so embarrassed. I should go. I…”

      She shakes her head several times as if at a loss for words.

      I don’t want her to go.

      “You’re missing your shoes,” I say. “They’re in the bedroom. You can’t go like that.”

      She looks down to her bare feet. “It’s fine. I’ll stop at a store and grab some—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll get your shoes. Stay here.” I turn and look at the case of watches pointedly. “Just don’t take anything,” I add.

      I walk away before she can answer, but I don’t go right to the bedroom. Instead, I make my way to the kitchen and pull four shots of espresso from my machine. I mix two each with half cups of hot water and carry steaming cups back to the sitting area.

      Maria looks surprised as I hand her one.

      “First, coffee,” I say. “Then, I’ll get your shoes.”

      She’s sitting now, and as I stand in front of her, I’m reminded of the night before. A flash of her on her knees in front of me fills my mind.

      I sip the hot liquid in my cup while dwelling on the memory. God, she was good last night. I don’t plan on letting her get away without arranging another encounter.

      “You’re not mad?” she asks, looking up at me.

      I lower myself to the couch. “Maria, I believe that every individual acts to their highest capacity at every given moment. We make decisions based on our past. Last night, you decided to take a watch from me. Given your life circumstances up to that point, it was the best decision you knew how to make.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “What are you trying to say?” she asks. “Are you saying I’m poor and ignorant or something?”

      “No. I’m saying that individuals don’t have as much free will as they like to think they do. Our choices are based on our conditioning—our upbringing.”

      She grins, fleetingly. “That’s right. You were a philosophy major, weren’t you?”

      I smile too. “Right.”

      “My mother raised me to be a good, upstanding citizen,” she says, somewhat defensively.

      “Then why did you steal from me?”

      She’s been avoiding my eyes this whole time, looking everywhere around the room except at me. But now she meets my eyes with hers. “It’s my sister,” she says. Her hands work nervously at her purse zipper. She’s twisting the tassel attached to the zipper nervously in her hands. “She’s in trouble.”

      “The one who’s getting a divorce?” I ask. The story starts coming back to me. “You said that her husband left her with some credit card debt?”

      “Not ‘some,’ Hunter. A lot. Twenty-five thousand dollars’ worth.” Her eyes leave mine and begin wandering around the room. “That might not seem like a lot to you, but to us, it is. That’s a lifetime's worth of savings, and she’s supposed to somehow come up with it in just a few weeks.”

      Her eyes, which have been roving the room, now settle on her coffee cup. Her shoulders slump. She frowns, and then lifts the cup to her lips, muttering “You wouldn’t get it,” before sipping the espresso.

      “I understand what it’s like to be under a deadline,” I say. “I work in real estate—many of our deals are done under high-pressure, high-stress circumstances. I know what it’s like to feel you’re running out of time.”

      “I wish I could help her,” Maria says. “But I can barely pay my own bills. I’ve been unemployed for a few months now.”

      “You’re out of work?” I ask. An idea is coming to mind, and I want to buy some time while I flesh it out in my mind. Would it work? Would she agree?

      “Yes,” she says. “I’m signed on with a temp agency, but they’re a shit show. The coordinator keeps screwing up my assignments, and on top of that, they take a cut from my paychecks. I can barely pay rent, let alone help my sister.”

      “I have an idea,” I say, slowly.

      She’s still staring into her cup, but at the mention of an idea, she looks up at me with curiosity.

      “What?” she asks, hopefully.

      “Maria,” I say slowly. “You enjoyed last night, didn’t you?”

      The blush returns to her cheeks.

      “I did,” she says.

      “I did too,” I say. It’s the understatement of the year.

      I take a sip of my coffee before continuing. She’s waiting eagerly for me to speak. The coffee is hot and delivers an immediate jolt of energy.

      I swallow and purse my lips, looking at her. She’s stunning. So willing. Good at following orders. Her lips—so full. Her dark hair, caramel skin… the feel of her legs wrapped around me.

      Yes. I’m going to ask her.

      “I have a job offer, of sorts, for you.”

      “Yes?” she asks, her eyes shining.

      “How long until your sister needs to pay off her debt?”

      “They’ve given her two weeks,” she says.

      Two weeks. Plenty of time.

      “Perfect,” I say.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t have very much experience in real estate. But I’m good with computers, and…oh, sorry. I know this is the tech capital of the US and everyone’s good with computers.” She rolls her eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “This would be a different sort of arrangement. I’m not worried about your office skills.”

      “What are you talking about, Hunter?”

      She’s going to say yes. She has to say yes.

      “I’d like to buy you,” I say. “For two weeks. At the end of two weeks, I’ll pay you fifty thousand dollars.”

      I watch her swallow this.

      “If you agree, you’ll be my personal secretary during the daytime hours. At night, I get to do with you what I will.”

      She gulps again. “You’re talking about…sex?” she asks.

      “If I want,” I say. “You’ll be my plaything. I’ll own you. You’ll be my servant.”

      She opens her mouth and then closes it again. She shifts in the seat. “Hunter, last night was amazing, but I don’t think I could—”

      “It was good, wasn’t it?” I ask. I lean forward then and use my fingers to brush the hair away from her face. I bring my lips close to hers. She’s breathing quickly; her breath smells of espresso. I kiss her gently, tasting the coffee she’s just sipped.

      When I move to pull away, she reaches up with her free hand. She wraps her fingers through my hair and pulls my head in, not letting me escape. Our lips touch again. The kiss grows deeper, and by the time we part, we’re both breathing heavily.

      “Okay,” she says, her chest rising and falling. She looks slightly afraid as she says this. “I’ve never done anything like this before, but okay.”

      “Trust me,” I say. “You’re going to enjoy it.”

      I grin, ecstatic that she’s accepted my proposal. If I stay sitting on this couch, we’re going to kiss again. I want to save my desire—and spend it under my own terms. I stand up.

      “I’ll get your shoes,” I say. “You’ll begin work tomorrow at nine. Just check in at the reception of Larson Global, and the front desk attendant will show you to an office space.”

      Five minutes later, I watch her slip on her shoes.

      “Wear those,” I say. “To work. I like them.” The sight of her hands reminds me of something else. I dig my wallet from my pants pocket and pull out a one-hundred-dollar bill. “And get your nails done, too,” I say.

      She looks as though she might protest, but then she closes her mouth, folds the bill up, and tucks it into her purse.

      I stand in the doorway and watch her walk down the hall to the elevator. I know that I’ll see her tomorrow, but that feels like a long way away.

      I could have had her, just now on the couch.

      The heat of her kiss let me know that she would be happy to lift her dress to me. I know that she’s not wearing panties; I saw them on the bedroom floor. It would have been so easy.

      But easy isn’t always best. The challenge of waiting is part of the fun.

      This game is the best that life has to offer. For the next two weeks, I’m going to enjoy myself to the fullest.
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      After a hot shower and a change of clothes, I meet Jemma for coffee. She’s in a tizzy over her lack of progress getting hot-guy Jackson to ask her out, so it’s easy to sidestep her questions about my night.

      I don’t want to talk about Hunter.

      Not yet.

      Not while it’s all so fresh.

      What have I agreed to? I’m still in disbelief about my situation. It hasn’t quite hit me yet.

      I rush our chat-fest and stand to go while we each still have coffee in our cups, explaining that I have errands to run. Jemma doesn’t mind; she has a personal training session scheduled with Jackson later that afternoon. She wants to get primped in advance.

      I part with Jemma and make my way to a salon a half block away from my apartment. I’ve passed by this place a million times, but never had enough spare funds to book an appointment. I haven’t been to a salon in years—since the day of my high school prom when I splurged on getting my hair and nails professionally done.

      It feels wonderful to be pampered by the beauticians.

      Hunter’s crisp hundred buys me more than just a manicure. Along with long, French-tipped nails, I also get a full wax—including eyebrows and my bikini area. I feel slightly guilty about spending all of the cash while Camila is in such desperation for money, but Hunter’s promise of fifty thousand soothes my guilt.

      Besides, he gave me the money to spend at the salon. If I want to see the payday at the end of two weeks, I better do as he says.

      That evening I pick up my phone, careful not to chip my fresh polish, and dial Camila. I’ve been thinking about Hunter’s proposal all day. As I wrap my mind around it, my excitement has grown.

      When Camila picks up, I can’t hold back. “Camila! I have some really, really good news,” I say before she can speak.

      “Oh yeah?” Camila sounds doubtful that any news I have could really be all that good.

      “I think I’ve found a way out of this,” I say.

      “Really?” Camila asks. I picture her raising her eyebrows. I can tell she’s still doubting.

      I’ve known my sister for twenty-six years—my whole life. Sometimes, it feels like telepathy flows between us. She doesn’t have to spell out her doubt; I feel it.

      “Really,” I say. “I know you think I’m full of it, but Camila, I think I’m onto something.”

      “You think,” she says, repeating after me. “Maria, don’t just say this to make me feel better. This is a real big problem. We can’t wish it away.”

      Though she’s older than me, she’s shorter, with my mother’s build. My mom always said that I took after my dad. I picture Camila in the kitchen—the one room in her small apartment with enough privacy for a quiet conversation. I’m betting the boys are in bed.

      “I met someone,” I say vaguely. I don’t want to tell her the details of my night with Hunter. Not yet. But I’m too excited about the money to keep it all a secret. “He’s rich,” I say. “Really, really rich. Billionaire-rich. He offered me a job. It’s high paying. I think I can get the cash that you need.”

      “What kind of a job?” Camila asks.

      “Office work, mostly,” I say vaguely. “Some other stuff too.” I can’t lie to her, but I can’t fill her in on details that I’m not too clear on myself.

      “What kind of office work is worth twenty-five grand for two weeks?” Camila asks in disbelief.

      “I know, it sounds too good to be true,” I say. “But Camila, sometimes good things just happen.”

      “I don’t know, Maria… How much do you know about this guy? Is he asking you to do anything illegal?”

      “No, nothing like that,” I say, though I’m not entirely sure. Prostitution is illegal, I’m fairly certain. Is that what I’ve signed up for?

      A crying sound floats over the phone. “That’s Sammy,” Camila says. She sighs. “I’m trying to keep it together, but he’s so sensitive… He picks up on my moods. He knows something is going on. He’s been crying on and off all day.”

      “Tell him his Tía Maria loves him,” I say.

      “Thanks.”

      “Camila, it’s going to be okay. Everything’s going to be fine. We’ve got this. Stay strong, okay mi media naranja?”

      In Spanish, mi media naranja mean literally “my half orange.” It’s like the English phrase “my better half.” My mother used to say that Camila and I were two perfect halves of a whole, and because we got along so well, we must have known each other in past lives. Though mi media naranja is usually reserved for husband and wife, Camila and I started using the phrase for each other at a young age.

      My use of our old nickname seems to cheer her. Her voice sounds slightly brighter as she replies. “I’ll try, mi media naranja. I’ll try.”
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* * *

      The next morning, I arrive bright and early to the front desk of the Larson Global high-rise. As I step through the revolving glass doors, a rivulet of sweat snakes down the small of my back. Despite being dressed immaculately for my day in my red pumps and my best blouse and pencil skirt combo—in addition to the bikini wax and new nails—I feel the opposite of confident. I’m a nervous, perspiring wreck.

      A young woman accompanies me up a high-speed elevator to the top floor of the building. She shows me to an office as big as my entire apartment.

      She talks the entire way up, rattling off details of the company’s structure faster than I can comprehend.

      Am I in over my head? It definitely feels like it.

      The woman waves toward a massive desk and says, “I hope this will suit you! The computer password is LarsonGlobal!, capital ‘L’ and capital ‘G’ with an exclamation point at the end.”

      I look around for a paper to take notes on, but she’s already on to the next topic. “The CEO is out of the office today, so of course, you’ll want to answer the incoming calls. I’m sure you already have experience with phone systems like ours—it’s an industry standard. Almost all offices use it these days. Phonestack?”

      I’m wondering if she’s speaking a foreign language. I find myself nodding.

      “Great!” She rattles off a few more foreign-sounding instructions and then excuses herself with a polite smile. She closes the door to the massive office behind her so that I can “concentrate on my work.”

      “What work, exactly?” I want to ask.

      She’s handed me a small business card with my name on it, as well as an email address.

      MariaMicheals@larsonglobal.net the card reads.

      I have an email address?

      This is all too bizarre. Seeing as the address seems to be my only starting point, I decide to try to access it.

      I wake up the computer and pull up a mail icon. Sure enough, my inbox pops up. In it, I find clear instructions for several simple tasks. The first is to enter a list of names into a database, along with numbers and addresses.

      The task takes me all day. I’m glad that I’ve packed an energy bar and drink for lunch because the office starts to feel like a safe-haven. I don’t want to venture out of the doors, for fear that someone will ask me to do something.

      I haven’t seen Hunter all day. As the afternoon stretches on, I start to think about five o’clock.

      I’m going to leave.

      I’m going to make my way back to the elevator doors, and then step out onto the sunlit sidewalk, into sweet freedom. I’ll get on the bus and go home. I don’t know what else to do. Maybe Hunter’s proposal was a big joke all along. Maybe he was just seeing if I would really turn up, and he’s going to laugh his ass off when he finds out I was here today.

      Maybe—

      My musings are cut short by the sound of the office door, swinging open. Whoever it is hasn’t bothered to knock.

      My head whips up, and my eyes meet Hunter’s.
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      There it is, that delicious deer-in-headlights look again.

      She looks downright terrified.

      I grin as the feeling of power starts flowing through my veins. This is what I wanted. This is what I am paying for.

      “I’m not interrupting, am I?” I ask.

      “I was—I was thinking about going home,” she says meekly.

      “You were?”

      “You haven’t been here all day. I thought maybe—”

      “You thought wrong,” I say, a little more sharply than I mean to. “This way.” I beckon for her to follow me as I turn and walk toward the doorway. I hear her gathering her things before she stands and follows me. Her heels click against the floor as I lead her down the hallway to my office.

      Once we’re inside, I lock the door.

      Maria glances at my hand as it turns the lock, but she doesn’t seem to mind. I’m sure she wants our evening activities to be as private as possible.

      I lift my briefcase and set it down on the desk. One by one, I flip the clasps along the seam open. Maria is standing by the door. There are several chairs available, but she doesn’t sit. It confirms my earlier reading of her: she’s a natural.

      I reach inside my case and pull out the outfit I’ve just purchased. Handing it to her, I say, “Put this on.”

      She looks down at it in confusion. “What’s wrong with…?” She looks again at the material now in her hand, and then down at her own outfit.

      “Nothing, baby,” I say, stepping nearer to her. I cup her face in my hand. “You look beautiful. But remember: you are my plaything now. And I want you to wear this.” I finger the material, and then motion toward a door near the back of my expansive office. “The bathroom is through there.”

      Without another word of protest, she does as I’ve asked.

      I sit behind my desk, in my big, wingback chair. My feet tap against the ground, not with nerves, but with excitement.

      I can’t wait to see her.

      When she steps out of the restroom, she looks slightly embarrassed.

      She has no reason to be.

      She looks gorgeous. Divine. Sexy as hell.

      But I know why she looks ashamed. Most women aren’t used to expressing their sexuality. Maria is wound up so tightly.

      I’m going to help her unwind. I’m going to help her discover parts of herself that she didn’t know existed.

      She’s going to thank me.

      Many women have, in the past.

      I’ll help her push her own boundaries. Explore. For right now, I need to go easy on her. This is clearly new to her.

      “Let me look at you,” I say gently as if I’m talking to a frightened animal.

      She steps forward, out into the room.

      Her heels go perfectly with the small, barely-there skirt I’ve asked her to wear. The black material of the miniskirt has a cut out along one side. I can see her flesh, up the side of her thigh. The white, sleeveless blouse is see-through. Beneath it, the outline of a red bra is clearly visible. Her breasts swell against the lingerie’s binding fit.

      “You put on the bra,” I say approvingly. “The thong, too?”

      She nods.

      “Good. Good.” I can’t pull my eyes from her. She’s perfect.

      “You’re beautiful, you know that?” I say.

      She blushes but doesn’t smile. She’s still uncomfortable.

      “Absolutely stunning,” I add. “I want to look at you. I want to do more than look at you, Maria.”

      “What can I—what can I do for you?” she asks, her voice wavering with hesitation.

      “You can start by dusting the desk,” I say.

      I watch her look around the office until her eyes land on a feather duster on one end of a table. She walks over to it, and I enjoy watching her round ass cheeks move up and down as she moves. The skirt barely comes to the edges of her ass cheeks—I have the perfect view.

      When she turns and begins walking toward me, I feel myself harden more. I lower my hand down to my crotch and stroke myself twice. Her eyes track with my hand; I see her watching me.

      I stop moving my hand and lift it so that it’s above the desk. I place both elbows on the desk and tap my fingertips together. Maria begins dusting, rhythmically.

      “Good,” I say. “Good job. You’re going to be good at this. This office needs a lot of cleaning, tonight. There are some files to put away as well.”

      “How late will I…be here?”

      “As late as I say.”

      She stops dusting, for a moment, but then continues. My words have surprised her.

      It’s time to set down some rules.

      “Maria, our arrangement probably isn’t like anything you’ve ever experienced before,” I begin.

      “That’s safe to say,” Maria says.

      “But you want to do this, correct? You’ve agreed that I own you, for the next two weeks?”

      “Yes,” she says.

      “Good. I’ll deposit money into your account at the end of our two weeks. Fifty thousand. If you hold up your end of the bargain, you can count on the money.”

      “What—what exactly is my end of the bargain?” Her tone is thick with worry.

      I chuckle. “You’re doing so well already,” I say. “You have no need to worry. You’re going to enjoy this, Maria. Have you ever been someone’s sub before?”

      She’s so naturally submissive. Some people are. I’m naturally dominant. I’ve come to think of submission and dominance as traits we’re born with.

      I see that the term “sub” has confused her.

      “Substitute?” she asks. “You mean, I’m taking the place of another woman who usually does this for you?” She looks hurt and slightly annoyed. There’s that jealous streak again.

      “No, baby,” I say gently. “No. Sub. Submissive. You’re going to be my plaything over the next two weeks. I’m your dominant.”
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      I feel my eyes widen.

      Submissive? Dominant? What the hell is he talking about?

      I feel myself backing away from the desk. Suddenly, I’m scared.

      “Don’t worry,” Hunter says, his voice as smooth as molasses. “You’re going to like it. I know you are—we already started playing with it, when you came home with me. Didn’t you notice our power dynamic?”

      It takes me a moment to speak. “You mean, the way you were controlling me?” I ask.

      Hunter nods. He’s in another stylish soft-blazer-and-T-shirt combination. He looks just as handsome as he did on the night I met him. Despite my repulsion over the topic of conversation, I can’t help but notice how sexy he is.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “What does a submissive have to do?”

      “Follow orders,” Hunter says, without hesitation. “You must do everything I say.”

      I can see how Hunter has succeeded in business. His voice is so smooth, so convincing and full of authority. It is almost hypnotic. But I’m still nervous as hell.

      “How does this work? Being a—what did you call it?”

      “Sub,” Hunter says, and then laughs. “Think of it as role-playing,” he says.

      “Just a game?”

      “Not ‘just’ a game, Maria. A game, yes, but saying ‘just’ makes it sound like it’s unimportant. This game is important to me. I want it done right.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “You’ll do as I say. A vital part of BDSM play is talking about what occurred after the scenario is played out.”

      I feel my heart flutter nervously when he says the phrase “BDSM.” Visions of bondage scenes in Hollywood movies float to mind. What am I getting into?

      Hunter continues. “Talking about the scenario is somewhat like debriefing—it allows both partners to process what happened.”

      “Okay.” I say slowly.

      “That’s fine. I’ve done that plenty of times. It’s helpful, especially for people who are new to this practice. But with you, Maria, I want to do things differently.”

      “How so?”

      “Our scenario is going to last for the full two weeks. Every hour of every day, you are my sub. And when the two weeks are over, we can break out of our roles. I’m paying for an extended experience. Do you see that?”

      I nod. “Have you done this before? With other women?”

      “Never for more than a night,” he says. “This is entirely new. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time, but the opportunity has never presented itself so precisely to me before. So cleanly. It was too good to pass up. You’re too good to pass up.”

      Even under these bizarre, foreign conditions—locked in this office, in an outfit I would never dream of wearing, discussing BDSM, of all things—his compliment makes me feel happy.

      He keeps talking. “We’re going to push the limits of your conditioning, Maria. I want to know that you’re up for it—physically, psychologically, emotionally.”

      I take a moment to think. How can I know if I’m ready for what is going to happen between us? He’s staying that we will do things that are new to me. If I’ve never done them before, how can I know I’ll be okay?

      Fifty thousand dollars, a little voice inside of me says. That’s how. Your media naranja—better half—Camila.

      “I think I can,” I say. “I hope…”

      “After the two weeks are up, we’ll discuss what happened. Not you and I, per se, but I’ll give you access to a psychologist that I keep on staff. It can be helpful to talk. I see her at least once a month.”

      His words hang in the air. I turn them over in my mind, carefully.

      A psychologist.

      I’ve never gone to one. Is this “agreement” with Hunter going to make me so insane that I’ll need to be fixed by a shrink afterward?

      Fifty thousand dollars, I remind myself.

      I have one last question, and I ask it now.

      “Will it hurt?”

      “It might,” he answers.

      I feel myself cringe as the fear licks at my insides. At the same time, the flames feel strangely welcome.

      “A lot?” I ask.

      “Never more than you can handle,” Hunter says. “If at any point things get too much for you, and you don't want me to continue, you can use the safe word. We’ll decide on that together, now.”

      Safe word. My mind begins reeling again.

      “What would you like the safe word to be?” Hunter asks casually, as though he’s asking me what I had for breakfast.

      “Fifty,” I blurt out.

      I think it’s a good choice. Thinking of this word will remind me of my motivation—the fifty thousand dollars Hunter is dangling at the end of our two weeks, like a carrot at the end of a string.

      It’s just two weeks. I can do anything for two weeks—right? It will be over before I know it.

      “Fifty,” he repeats. “Good. That’s fine. Are you ready to begin?”

      I nod.

      “Keep dusting,” he says.

      I’ve stopped moving the duster, but now I begin sweeping it back and forth over the already sparkling clean desk. I see Hunter’s hand move to his crotch again. He strokes himself several times, lightly, over his pants. The sight of him holding his erection makes me remember the way he looked, rolling a condom over his dick before he gave me the best sex of my life.

      The fire that’s begun to simmer in the pit of my stomach flickers and grows stronger.

      I lean over the desk slightly, giving him an eyeful of my cleavage as I reach the duster farther toward the opposite end of the mahogany expanse.

      He doesn’t speak.

      I find that I want his encouragement. Maybe he’s right—I am a natural submissive.

      “Is this good?” I ask, seeking approval.

      He doesn’t speak. His eyes seem to harden. Just as I’m sliding naturally into my role as his sub, he seems to be finding his natural groove of dominating.

      “You missed a spot,” he says coldly pointing to the section of desk right in front of him. I hurry to dust it off, though I know that he’s just asserting his authority over me.

      After the desk, he guides me over to a massive stack of files. I have a suspicion that they’re not even relevant to the company any more—what use could this many paper files possibly have? Everything is electronic by now, surely in a company as modern as Larson Global.

      He asks me to open each file and then insert it into the bottom drawer of a filing cabinet to the right of his desk. He stands next to me as I open the first file. I feel heat rolling off of his body. His muscles tense as he watches me—he literally looks like he’s getting ready to pounce on me.

      My eyes flit over the contents of the front page, and then I bend down and insert it into an open slot in the filing cabinet.

      “No,” he says, drawing out the word. “That was the wrong place. All wrong. Now, you must be punished.”

      Punished. Now, I will have to endure pain. I grimace but force myself to straighten up.

      His hand moves to the waistband of my skirt. He pulls it down, around my thighs. Another tug and I feel the satin slip of fabric fall to the floor. His strong, large hands move to the fabric of the crimson thong he’s had me put on. With one finger, he brushes my mound over the lace.

      “Holy shit,” he says.

      I feel an inkling of pride emerge through my haze of nerves.

      “You got a wax,” he says. “Maria—Maria. What are you doing to me?”

      His fingers run up and down the front of my pussy, over the thong’s sheer fabric.

      I know that my bare folds are visible to him. His tented pants move with arousal.

      “I did,” I say. “With the money you gave me.”

      “Good girl,” he says. His fingers move so softly over me, yet each time they touch my clit, beautiful waves of arousal stir through my core.

      If this is his idea of punishment, maybe I should misbehave more often. He leans into me, closer and closer, while his fingers still stroke me.

      His lips are now near my ear. “Over the next two weeks, you’re going to learn that pleasure and pain are very closely related,” he says. “By the end, you won’t be able to tell them apart anymore.”

      His breath is hot against my ear.

      “Is this my punishment?” I ask as he strokes me.

      I feel myself becoming wet as my arousal builds.

      “Mmm,” is all he says in answer. “I’ve made you come like this before. Haven’t I, Maria?”

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Yes, Mr. Larson,” he corrects me. His fingers move slightly faster. The pressure between my legs is building.

      “Yes, Mr. Larson,” I say.

      “You’d like to come again, wouldn’t you?” he asks.

      Oh God, I would. I feel his finger working magic against my clit. How does he do this?

      “It feels good, doesn’t it?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say, my voice breathy.

      “Yes?” he prompts me.

      “Yes, Mr. Larson,” I say.

      “Mmm…” he says again.

      Pressure is building between my legs, intense and aching. I move my hands to his pants, and my fingers begin to fumble against his fly as I try to pull them away. He’s still standing so close to me that I can’t see what I’m doing.

      “No, no,” he whispers into my ear.

      “No?” I ask.

      “No.” He removes his hand then and steps away. “Turn around.”

      The throbbing between my legs makes it difficult to move. I want him to take me, then and there on the desk. I turn willingly, hoping that he’ll pull the thong down and enter me from behind.

      Instead, I feel the sting of his palm against my ass as he slaps me.

      A burst of pain blossoms along my flesh.

      It collides with the pressure between my legs, the burning desire pulsating inside of me.

      He slaps me again, harder.

      “Oh!” I cry out. I’m surprised at the way my cry sounds. It’s the same sound I was making as we made love in his bedroom. It is a sound of pleasure, yet it’s pain that I’m feeling.

      His slaps aren’t gentle. He’s hurting me. The memory of our safe word flits through my mind, but I seal my lips shut. I want him to slap me again.

      He does, harder this time.

      “Oh!” I cry. My need for him grows more intense. I’m filled with throbbing desire for him. Take me, I think desperately. Take me now—right here on the desk.

      I wait desperately for more.

      It doesn’t come.

      When I turn to look at him, he’s stepped away from me.

      He turns to the stack of files. One lying on the top is open. He flips it shut. “That will be all for tonight,” he says.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      He can’t do this to me. It isn’t fair.

      I approach him, hoping that I can convince him otherwise. But with one steely look in my direction, he assures me that he’s not going to be swayed in his decision.

      “I can’t leave like this,” I say. My statement has two meanings, and I see that he understands. I can’t leave in this outfit, and I can’t leave in this state. Fully aroused, ready for him.

      “I’ll tell you what you can and can’t do,” he says.

      He palms my mound again as if he owns it, and I wilt under his touch. Again, he strokes my clit until I’m at the brink of an orgasm.

      Just as I’m about to come, he pulls his hand away.

      “Do you see now?” he asks, a wicked glint in this eye.

      “See what?” I ask.

      “That pleasure and pain are two words that describe the same sensation. You hurt, don’t you.”

      “Mmhmm,” I say, squirming against my own need for him.

      “It aches, doesn’t it?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say with a moan.

      “And when I hit you—it felt good, didn’t it?” he raises a brow.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Words fuck us up,” he says. “They make the mind think that there’s a difference between two things—pleasure and pain—when really they are extremes on one spectrum of feeling. Language creates the illusion of separation. Do you understand that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Change into your clothes. Wear different shoes tomorrow. I’m tired of the red.”

      “Yes,” I say, for the third time.

      He nods.

      It’s almost impossible to change in the bathroom without using my own hand to bring myself over the edge, but I hold back. I don’t want him to know what I’m up to in here. I pull my clothes on, and then I step back out into the office.

      Hunter is at his desk again. He doesn’t look up at me.

      “Have a good evening,” he says.

      I don’t know how to respond. I don't’ know what the hell just happened. All I know is that he’s torturing me, and this is only our first evening together. I’m in for a wild two weeks.

      I’m in a daze as I exit his office, and then the building altogether. As the bus carries me toward my apartment, I think over all that’s just occurred.

      The discussion we had. The look on his face as he described our roles, and then slipped into his own. The authoritative tone of his voice, the feel of his breath on my ear as he spoke…

      All of the pent-up sexual energy that has built up inside of me threatens to unleash. I feel intense pressure between my legs. I close my eyes, willing the bus to move faster.

      I can barely walk home, and as soon as I get inside the door, I begin stripping off my clothes. When I step into the hot shower, my own fingers find the place between my legs that Hunter was so attentive to. I’m already fully aroused; it takes only moments for the orgasm I’ve been holding back to spill through me. I cry out gutturally as I come, my hand sliding against the steamy glass. It leaves a streak, like a bear’s claws, swiping against tree bark.

      I feel buzzing in my veins—an aliveness that I’ve never felt before. My body is relaxed, and I feel as though I’m walking on clouds as I step across the tile floor to my towel.

      As I dry off, my phone rings. I reach for it while wrapping the worn, thin towel around me. My wet hair presses against the phone screen as I answer, and I have to swipe it out of the way so that I can hear.

      Jemma’s voice greets me. “Maria? Oh my God, you answered! I tried calling like ten times, and you didn’t pick up.”

      “I’ve been at work,” I say. My towel begins to slip, and I rearrange it, pulling it tight around my chest.

      “Work? You got a job? You’re going to have to tell me all about it over dinner. That’s why I’m calling. Sanjay’s band is playing at the Sunrise Cafe. Want to go?”

      Since my fridge is empty, and Sunrise has killer Mexican food, I agree.

      This makes Jemma happy. “I’ll tell you all about Jackson. We had the craziest night together.”

      I look at myself in the mirror as I listen to Jemma begin rattling off the beginning of her escapades with Jackson. In the reflection, I can see the claw-like print where my fingers dragged against the shower glass. What woman made that mark? It feels surreal to look at it.

      Who am I becoming?

      A woman who engages in BDSM instead of happy hour. A girl who comes so hard in the shower that the resulting scene looks like it could be from a horror movie.

      It’s all so surreal.

      I’m barely listening to Jemma, and when she finally says, “See you at eight,” I’m happy to get off the phone.

      I dress in jeans and a tank top, and soon I’m back on public transportation—this time with more control over my body—on my way to the cafe.

      The outside deck is lively. The Sunshine Cafe is always packed. The food is healthy, affordable, and delicious, and their micro-brews are some of the best in San Bravado. Add live music to the mix, and you have a winning combo.

      I find a table away from the stage, where our friend Sanjay’s band is already playing loudly. Within a few minutes, Jemma joins me. Her long blond hair is up in a high ponytail, making large, bright pink earrings stand out. The designer halter top dress, also pink, stops mid-thigh.

      “Did you dress up just for me?” I ask, standing and hugging my friend.

      “Not quite. I think I’m going to meet Jackson over at Red Square after this.”

      “So things are going good with him, hm?” I ask.

      “So good!” Jemma gives a squeal. “We stayed up all night last night. We went out for drinks after our training session, and then met up with some of his friends at this really cool club over on Columbus. The DJ was on fire, and Jackson and I were dancing like—oh, hello.” Jemma stops short and eyes the server who has just approached our table. He’s in his twenties and has underwear-model good looks and a hipster style, complete with a man-bun.

      Jemma’s said hello like a predator, greeting a hunk of man-meat.

      I eye my friend. She’s ogling the server.

      “What can I get you two lovely ladies?” he asks, eyeing Jemma right back.

      “Drinks, for starters,” Jemma says, with a flirtatious smile and batting of her eyelashes. “Something light—we’re going dancing later.”

      Speak for yourself, I think as I wait for my friend to continue. Jemma may be planning on partying the night away, but I have work in the morning.

      Work. Is that really the right word for it?

      My stomach fills with butterflies at the thought of returning to Larson Global in the morning.

      Once the server departs, I give my friend the eye. “What was that about?” I ask.

      “What? Oh, that?” She motions to Mr. Man-Bun. “He’s sexy, isn’t he? I wouldn’t mind hooking up with him.”

      “What?” I ask. “I thought you were all about Jackson.”

      “Just because I’m sleeping with Jackson now doesn’t mean I can’t hook up with anyone else,” Jemma says casually.

      I roll my eyes. “You never stop,” I say.

      She giggles. “YOLO, Maria—you only live once.”

      I laugh.

      Now it’s her turn to give me the eye. “What’s gotten into you? I haven’t heard you giggle like this in forever. You’ve been so serious lately, but now…” She squints at me… “You have this lightness around you. I swear, I can see your aura.”

      “You cannot,” I say. I laugh again.

      “I mean it. Jackson is really good with spirituality stuff. He’s teaching me how to squint my eyes so everything is all blurry, and then I actually see lights around people.”

      Jemma is making a ridiculous face, squinting her eyes up like a ninety-year-old woman and waving her hands in the air like she’s sprinkling fairy dust into the air.

      I crack up. She leans back in her chair and folds her arms over her chest. “I mean it, Maria. What’s up with you?”

      Just then, our man-bun server approaches with drinks. I wait for Jemma to get all flirtatious again, but she surprises me by quickly accepting her drink and keeping her eyes on me. The server takes the hint and bustles away without trying for more small talk.

      “Spill,” Jemma says.

      “Oh…” I sigh. I can’t wipe the grin off my face.

      “It’s a guy,” Jemma says.

      I nod. “I met him on the night I was supposed to be out with Mike. We had the most amazing time together… We ate hot dogs on the pier, then sat up on the roof-deck at that great Mexican place across the street until one in the morning. I went home with him…”

      I look down, biting my lip. I can feel Jemma’s eyes, boring into me.

      “And?” she asks. “Girl, you are killing me. You can’t just stop a story there!”

      I laugh. Laughter’s never come this easily to me. It’s bubbling up as though I have an endless reserve of it inside.

      “We hooked up,” I say.

      “Like, really hooked up? Or Maria-style hooked up?”

      She’s teasing me. Usually, when I talk about hooking up, I mean making out or fooling around above-the-belt. Jemma often teases me for taking things slow with guys.

      “I mean Jemma-style hooking up,” I grin.

      “You did? That’s great! Tell me about it. Good sex?” She sips her drink.

      This reminds me of the glass of chilled white wine in front of me. My throat is parched from talking. I lift my glass and take a sip. Sanjay’s band starts up a punk-rock cover song, and I have to raise my voice when I continue.

      “Good,” I say. “Great, actually.”

      “I knew it! You have that ‘great-sex’ glow around you. You’ve been getting some. I love it!”

      She swats the air, nearly tipping my wine glass. I pick it up and pull it out of the way at the last moment, and then I raise it to my lips for another sip.

      I need some courage before telling Jemma just how “great” the sex has been.

      Instead of one, I gulp down two big sips of wine. I feel it go to my head. When I put my glass down, my goofy grin returns. I spin my glass in my hands as I try to figure out how to put my newest revelations into words.

      “It’s not just… it’s not just ‘great sex,’ Jemma. It’s different, too. He’s into some really…kind of crazy stuff.”

      “Oooh. What kind of crazy stuff?” she asks. I’m glad to have her interest; for once, I’m not boring her with complaints about my unemployment or the way my landlord keeps jacking up the rent.

      “We’ve been, well…he likes to do some role-playing stuff. With power dynamics,” I say vaguely. I can’t quite bring myself to say “BDSM” out loud.

      “Ooh, kinky!” Jemma says. Then she laughs. “Oh my God, this is perfect. Maria, you are like the opposite of a person who would be into this. How did he convince you to try it? Do you love it?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, on the brink of taking offense. I know I’m reserved, but I’m not a nun.

      “I mean you like plain-Jane sex. I’ve never heard you mention anything but missionary or doggy style. You don’t usually try new things.”

      “Well, I am now,” I say. “It’s surprising how much I like it. I didn’t expect to.”

      “It’s fun, isn’t it? I had a boyfriend who was into some BDSM stuff. He liked to tie me to the bed with silk scarves. It was amazing.” She has a dreamy look on her face. I pull her back before she can get lost in the memory.

      “Really?” I ask. “You never told me that.” I want to know more. Maybe this stuff Hunter is into isn’t that taboo after all. Maybe I’ve just been hiding under a rock for my whole adult life.

      “I didn’t think you would get it,” Jemma says with a shrug.

      On another night, in another mood, a comment like this would surely have put me on the defensive. But I feel so light, so elevated and content, that her judgment of me just rolls right off my back.

      “I wouldn’t have, before,” I say. “But now that I’ve tried it…” I think of the way Hunter slapped my ass—the pain, mingling with the mounting pleasure between my legs. “I think I do. I get it.”

      She grins mischievously. “So what have you tried?” she asks. “Ball gags? Whips? Plugs?”

      Her list makes me curious. I want to know more. I want to know what she’s tried. I’m intensely relieved to know that others have toyed with the same concept that Hunter is introducing me to. I recall his words, as he explained that pleasure and pain are two words for the same sensation: “Language creates the illusion of separation.” He is so right.

      Before I can mine my friend for information and ask her what the hell a “plug” is, a mutual friend bounces up to our table.

      “Maria! Jemma! Sanjay said you might be here. Can we join you?”

      Jemma and I jump up and hug our friend and then hurriedly make room for the new group of girls that flock in behind her. Soon our conversation turns to the latest drama around Sanjay’s band, and I don’t get a chance to ask Jemma more about her experiences. I make a note to talk to her in private when I get a chance. Maybe the next time I talk to her, I’ll have more captivating stories to share.

      By ten I’m exhausted, and I peel away from my friends as they head off to Red Square to dance the night away. When my head hits the pillow that night, I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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* * *

      This time when I enter Larson Global, I walk straight past the front desk. I can’t handle another elevator ride jam-packed with information about the business’s history and structure. More than that, I don’t want to answer questions about how my first day on the job went. I don’t know if I would be able to answer with a straight face.

      I step into my expansive, bare office and close the door behind me. I let my purse drop to the floor and set my coffee cup on the desk. Without knowing what else to do, I open my email.

      

      To: MariaMicheals@Larsonglobal.net

      From: HunterLarson@Larsonglobal.net

      Re: Tasks

      Maria,

      I hope you got the appropriate amount of recovery sleep. We didn’t cover this in our evening meeting last night, but I expect you to go directly home from work so that you can be well rested the following day. Eat a healthy dinner—no sugar, no carbs—and be in bed by nine o’clock.

      Remember, I want you physically capable over the next two weeks. We’re going to test your limits.

      

      I stop reading long enough to calm my heart rate. At first, a habitual response kicks in. Who does he think he is—telling me what to eat, and giving me a curfew?

      Then, I remember the situation I am in. Oh, right. He owns me. I’ve willingly signed up for this. And wasn’t I gushing to Jemma about how much I liked it? Maybe I spoke too soon because this email is over-the-top. I continue reading.

      

      I expect you in my office by quarter to five this evening. I want you to be ready. Let yourself into the office and lock the door behind you. I have the only key. Change into the outfit I’ve left in my private restroom.

      See you at five. Until then, resume the data entry tasks that you worked on yesterday.

      Hunter

      

      My stomach lights up as I read the email for a second time. What is the outfit going to be like, this time? What does he have planned for the evening? Will it be more teasing, like yesterday, or will I get to experience all of him as I did at his downtown apartment?

      The feeling in my stomach is a contrasting mix of knots and butterflies. I imagine a mass of twine, tangled and balled up, with butterflies perched all around its edges. That’s about where I’m at, now.

      I can barely concentrate on the mundane work of copying and pasting names and addresses into a spreadsheet. But somehow, I manage to make it to quarter to five.

      I follow the emailed instructions to a T, entering the office and locking the door behind me and then changing into the clothing he’s left for me.

      This time, the outfit is even more risqué. Instead of at least resembling office attire, it’s clearly lingerie. The top barely covers my breasts—white leather crisscrosses over my nipples and then attaches via several straps up to a collar that I fasten around my neck. The white leather skirt starts high up on my waist but stops well before my ass cheeks, fully exposing the white panties. I pull stockings up each leg and attach them with garters to the panties.

      Once dressed, the waiting begins. I watch the clock above his desk. The second hand draws never-ending circles around the modern black face, and soon I notice that the minute hand has begun inching around the face as well. Where is he?

      A full hour passes.

      The door opens. At first, I’m afraid Hunter’s been wrong, and someone else has a key—they’ll find me standing here in this skimpy outfit. I feel relieved when Hunter steps in.

      I start to smile in greeting, but my expression freezes when I see the steely look on his own face.

      He doesn’t say hello.

      An immediate reflex to please him courses through me. I don’t know where it comes from. Am I so completely trained, already?

      He looks me over, head to toe. I feel proud of the way I fill out the outfit. I know that I look hot in it; Hunter’s bathroom has a floor to ceiling mirror on one wall.

      I pose with my hip jutted out to the side. He nods approvingly.

      “I knew I had to get it for you when I saw it,” he says, referring to the clothing—if it can be called that.

      He moves toward his desk without apologizing for his tardiness. And why would he? He’s the dominant, I remind myself. I’m here to take his orders.

      “How did you find your first day, Ms. Michaels?”

      His words are formal, but I know that he’s not asking me about my office, the computer, or whether I’m enjoying the data entry tasks of the daylight hours. No. He wants to know what I thought of our after-hours activities.

      I recall the way it felt to be left with so much pent-up energy. So close to the brink.

      “Frustrating,” I say coyly, referring to the torturously good stroking he delivered.

      He grins. “Was it? Well, if you behave yourself, I can ensure a little more satisfaction this time around.”

      The butterflies that have been with me since the morning stir with heightened activity.

      Satisfaction.

      That is what I want. I can only hope that Hunter delivers on his promise.
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      I thought she might be angry because I made her wait, but Maria Michaels seems to be even more submissive than I thought. She’s swallowing her pride—saying nothing of the fact that I’ve had her wait here in this office, alone in a revealing outfit, for a full hour.

      I wanted her to protest. I wanted the opportunity to punish her. I’ll have to get my way with another method.

      I look her over slowly, again. She’s waiting for more instructions, and I make her wait. The heels are spiked stilettos, higher even than her tantalizing red pumps. They accentuate the curve of her calf—the muscular sturdiness of her thigh. She’s lithe and lean—a runner, maybe.

      The stockings end at the most enticing part of her thigh—the place where the curve of her flesh bends toward that wonderful place between her legs. The white panties cover her mound. I can see the indent of her perfectly sculpted sex through the tight-fitting material, as though it’s suctioned over her bare pussy.

      Above the minuscule white skirt, I see her midriff. I want to kiss it. My eyes travel upward to the web-like straps of the seductive top. The collar—yes, the collar. I like it. It brings out the curve of her neck, collar bones… The straps hold up her perky, full breasts.

      What am I going to do to her tonight? How will the next hour, or hours—I don’t yet know how long I’ll keep her here—unfold?

      I want to fuck her. I will fuck her. But before then?

      I pick up my briefcase and set it up on the desk. Though I’m looking at the case, I can still see her in my peripheral vision.

      “Dust,” I order while I open the case. “See the sculptures on the shelves? I want you to clean them all. Every surface.”

      I watch her in my peripheral vision as she picks up the duster and begins working her way down one row on the shelves that display my many artifacts.

      I pull out my laptop, open it up, and begin checking emails. It takes great concentration not to look directly at her. I want her to feel as though I’m ignoring her, though with my peripheral vision I’m taking in every one of her curves as she moves. To drive home my point, I take out my cellphone and make a call.

      “Hi, Tim. It’s Hunter,” I say as my colleague answers. “Yeah.” I laugh casually in response to something Tim says.

      Maria turns and glares at me.

      I continue speaking into the phone, ignoring her glare. “I know. No, I’m not doing anything important. I did want to go over those numbers with you though.”

      This is definitely getting a rise out of her. I see that telltale crease develop near her brow.

      “Yes, twelve percent is going to work well on our end,” I say.

      She presses her lips together.

      I look right at her now—I can’t resist. She catches my eye as she lifts a glass vase. It’s one I picked up in Japan, on a business trip last year. While our eyes are locked, she lifts it up in front of her and moves the duster in her other hand across the vase.

      I can sense what she’s about to do before she does it. Nonetheless, as the glass falls from her hands to the floor, I startle.

      Within seconds I’ve excused myself from the phone call, promising to call Tim back in the morning.

      “Everything okay?” he asks. “What was that sound?” He heard the glass shatter, too.

      I don’t take my eyes off of Maria. “Everything’s fine,” I say. “The cleaning staff just broke a glass. I have to deal with it now, unfortunately.”

      I hang up, and Maria puts her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry!” she says, though I can tell she most definitely is not. She wants my attention. She wants me to punish her. I stand and walk toward her.

      “That was very naughty,” I say. “You meant to do that, didn’t you?”

      She doesn't respond.

      “Answer me when I ask you a question,” I say. I’ve crossed the room. I reach for the collar around her neck and slide my finger between the fabric and her neck, seeing how tight it is.

      I feel her throat contract as she swallows.

      Now, she’s nervous again.

      Good.

      “Yes, Mr. Larson,” she whispers. “Yes, I meant to drop it.”

      “Why would you do such a naughty thing?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer me.

      “I asked you to behave, Maria.”

      I free my finger from the collar and slide it down one of the straps. I can feel her chest rising and falling as I follow the seam of the material and her skin as it travels across her breast and nipple.

      Pulling the fabric aside as I reach the center of her breast, I let my finger dip in until I feel the ridge of her nipple. It’s firm. I slide my index finger and thumb inside and begin pulling on the nub until it’s hard.

      She sighs.

      I remove my hand and lick my fingers. Then, I slide them beneath the fabric again and begin rolling her hard nipple between my fingers.

      As her nipples stiffen into points, my dick hardens in my pants. I feel the urge to do more, see more, feel more.

      I step in closer to her, and I feel my erection press against her hip. “Lean over the desk,” I say. “Now.” My voice is husky and deep.

      Her silky hair slides against my cheek as she nods. I pull on her nipple one last time, harder than before. She gasps, and I release her.

      When she moves to the desk and leans over it, her round ass is completely exposed. I take a moment, standing behind her, to take in the gorgeous, sexy curves.

      Then I step forward and spank her firmly. Once, twice, three times.

      At first, she gasps as my hand makes contact. The sounds are soft and breathy. But as the spanking gets harder, her breathy cries become sharper and louder. Again, I hit her. A rosy handprint appears on her cheek, and her cry peaks with a mix of pain and pleasure. She cried out in the same way when I fucked her.

      She enjoys this.

      I groan. It would be so enjoyable to take her here and now. My dick is throbbing with arousal.

      With heroic effort, I manage to back away from her instead of ripping her panties down.

      I step backward, heading for the back of the room.

      Not yet. I can’t fuck her yet. There’s so much more that I want to do to her.

      I’m just getting started.
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      I press my ass out into the air, waiting for the spanking to continue.

      Why is he making me wait so long?

      My flesh is stinging in the places he’s touched. A fiery sensation of warmth spreads over my ass, mingling with the heat that’s building between my legs. How is it possible that this feels so good?

      I never knew about this. I thought sex was supposed to be gentle, sweet. Loving. None of the things that Hunter does to me can be called gentle or sweet, and yet I’ve never felt more turned on than I do right now, waiting for his hand to strike me again.

      Where is he?

      I chance a look over my shoulder. To my distress, I see that he’s all the way across the office, rummaging around in some sort of armoire that I thought was just for show.

      I watch him pull out several items that look like they might be sex toys—I see an assortment of red leather straps, black wooden items that look sort of like cooking utensils, and black, fringed feathers. And what else? He’s carrying more that I can’t see. My heart flutters.

      What is going to happen next? Will I like it as much as I’ve liked everything he’s done to me so far?

      “Turn around,” he orders as he approaches the desk.

      Though I’m suddenly apprehensive, I do feel relieved that he is back. My worst fear is that he’ll leave me in this aroused state, as he did the night before. Now that he’s once again behind me, I feel confident that he won’t.

      My elbows are bent beneath my chest, holding me up as I lean on the desk. I arch my back slightly with anticipation.

      “Stay still,” Hunter orders. “And quiet. I don’t want others in the office to hear you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      As soon as the words leave my lips, I feel the stinging sensation of something hard hitting my behind. Not a hand—this was harder, like wood of some sort.

      I turn my head, to see what he’s doing to me.

      “I said stay still,” Hunter orders.

      “Mmm.” I moan, trying to muffle my cries as the paddle strikes me again, this time on the other side.

      He strikes me again. I press my lips together as arousal builds inside of me. I want to cry out. I know I shouldn’t. The pain of the wooden paddle is sharper than the sting of his palm. I feel my flesh light up as soon as the impact occurs.

      I want him to do it again and again.

      I’m fighting to keep my lips sealed together. It’s hard to concentrate while I’m dissolving into the sensations—all new—that are pouring through me. The stinging, sharp pain starts in my ass and travels through me, lighting up my thighs, my core. Even my breasts feel alive and sensitive as he continues to strike me with the wooden instrument.

      As abruptly as it started, the paddling stops. Without warning, I’m left fighting the urge to squirm and arch my back.

      I want more.

      Because I’m looking straight ahead, fighting the urge to look over my shoulder, I’m completely vulnerable. I can’t see what Hunter is going to do next. I only know what I want him to do.

      Take me.

      Take me from behind.

      Fuck me, Hunter, I beg internally.

      I feel him step closer to me. First, I sense his body heat, and then I feel his muscular legs lineup, flush with mine. He’s still wearing his pants; I can feel the soft fabric separating our bodies.

      His erection presses into me slightly, curving over the top of my bottom. I wiggle my ass against him. I can’t help it. I moan again, struggling to keep my sounds contained.

      “Quiet,” he demands again.

      I feel his finger slide beneath my underwear, over my pussy. It’s wet as he inserts it inside of me. I’m not sure if he licked it, or it’s my own juices that make his touch feel so lubricated. He presses into me and then pulls out.

      “You like being punished, don’t you, Maria?” Hunter asks as he peels the tight panties down around my legs, baring my pussy. His voice is a low growl. He runs his hand along my lower lips and then delves his fingers into me once again.

      I can’t answer him. I can’t speak. My mouth is pressed closed, my eyes are shut. I feel his fingers move in and out of me. He’s going to make me come with just his fingers. Again.

      In and out. In and out. His strong hand works magic inside of me.

      Then he pulls out. “Turn around,” he demands.

      I turn.

      God, don’t let this be the end, I think desperately. I feel almost crazy with need. Is this what it’s like to go insane? I can barely think straight. I’ve forgotten all about the complexity of our arrangement. All I know is that I want Hunter inside of me. Now.

      Luckily, this time he doesn’t leave me waiting. I sit on the edge of the desk, panting with desire as he pulls down his pants and frees his erection.

      As soon as he rolls on a condom, I know that he’s going to keep his promise. He’s going to satisfy me in the way I crave.

      He steps between my legs and roughly pulls me to him. I straddle him gladly, lifting my legs so they are in the air on either side of him.

      “Yes,” I whisper, as I feel the tip of his dick begin to part my lower lips. “Yes, yes!”

      His hands grip my hips and ass. His full erection plunges into my wet and ready pussy. I feel shock waves of pleasure and relief course through me as he enters me deeply.

      “Lie back,” he says in his dominant growl.

      I lean back until I feel the smooth surface of the desk against my back. Hunter leans his weight forward, driving his dick into me further.

      I wrap my legs around his back. Each time he thrusts into me, my excitement grows. Soon I’ve lost all control. I writhe beneath him as he pounds me against the desk. The cries that emerge from my lips as I come echo off the walls.

      An hour later, on the bus ride home, I feel every rut and pothole on the road. I’m tender and sore—the dull ache between my legs reminds me of the rough sex I’ve just had. But oh, that orgasm. It was the best I’ve ever had—including with Hunter after our night on the pier. How is it that sex with him keeps on getting better and better?

      I look out at the streets in a state of hazy satisfaction.

      Is what we’re doing wrong? Or have I just been conditioned to think that it’s wrong—like Hunter says?

      He’s been doing this for years, it sounds like. Maybe the more of these experiences I have, the less strange and taboo they will feel.

      The thought of Hunter’s sexual past makes me frown. I really had fun with him that first night. He asked me so many questions about myself and told all of those funny stories. Now, he seems only to be interested in our sexual arrangement.

      I lean my head up against the bus’s glass window and endure several more bumps as we turn onto a worn side street.

      Hunter may be acting differently, but that’s only because he’s intent on getting the most of the “experience” that he paid for. And I can’t blame him. After all, I’m in it for the money, which isn’t exactly a pure motivation.

      What will happen when these two weeks are over? I have no idea.

      The bus pulls up to my block, and I descend the steps, wincing slightly with each footfall. A bath will be good, and then maybe some ice packs to my groin. Plus, sleep. A good, solid night’s sleep.

      I want to be ready for tomorrow—whatever it might hold.

      Maybe Hunter will leave me email instructions again.

      Instead of annoyance, fear, or dread over finding an email from my new boss, I find a strange, novel sense of excitement blossoming up inside of me. I don’t think that I’ve ever felt so excited about going back to the office.
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      Beep, beep, beep.

      I wake to the sound of my phone alerting me to a text message. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, and as I fumble blindly for my phone, I knock over a glass of water on the nightstand.

      “Shit,” I say as I flick water from my hand.

      Finally, accustomed to the darkness, I find my phone. It isn’t wet, thank goodness, and I pull it to me as I roll onto my back.

      The screen shows that it’s three in the morning. No wonder I’m exhausted.

      Several more full days and late nights have passed since Hunter first fucked me at the office. Each night when I arrive home, after “working” late, I crawl into bed and fall asleep the instant my head hits the pillow. It’s not hard to stick to Hunter’s imposed curfew of nine o’clock.

      I need my sleep. But more than that, I need to know that Camila’s okay. It must be her, and it must be an emergency. Who else would be texting me at three in the morning?

      I open my messages with a sense of urgency, already preparing myself for a phone call to my sister. “You should have called,” I’ll say. “It doesn’t matter that it’s the middle of the night.”

      But when I open my messages, I see that my late-night messenger is not my sister. It’s Hunter.

      Maria. I have a meeting tomorrow. I need you with me as my assistant. Be ready by seven a.m. I will have a staff car pick you up at your apartment. Have your bags packed—the meeting is in Brazil. Hunter.

      Seven in the morning…tomorrow? Or rather, since it’s now technically early morning, today? That’s four hours away!

      He must be out of his mind.

      I rub the sleep from my eyes and read the message slowly for the second time. Did I miss something? He must be talking about next week. He couldn’t possibly mean today.

      I finish reading. I didn’t misread his message. He does mean that I need to be ready to leave the country in four hours.

      He’s given me absolutely zero notice. It’s three in the morning!

      My blood pressure rises steadily as I become more and more annoyed. I hit reply and type a quick response.

      Not a chance, I write.

      I hit send, release my phone back onto the nightstand, and roll over in bed.

      I want to go back to sleep, but rather than sinking back into blissful oblivion, I’m becoming more and more awake. As the sticky cobwebs of sleep clear from my mind, I realize what I’ve done.

      I’m supposed to give Hunter the experience of being dominant, twenty-four seven. That’s what he’s paying me for.

      Shit.

      I roll over in the other direction and look at my phone. Is there a way to take back a text message, once it’s been sent?

      I reach for the phone, but before my hand is even on it, it begins to ring.

      It’s Hunter calling.

      I guess I’m not going to find out if I can retract the message because apparently, he’s already read it.

      My hand trembles as I pick up the phone and press it to my ear.

      “Hello?” I say meekly. My voice crackles from lack of use. I wish I hadn’t spilled my water—I could use a sip of it now.

      “Maria, Maria, Maria,” Hunter says. “You should know better than to respond to me in that way. Such impertinence.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “Are you? Are you really, or are you just saying that, so you can go back to sleep?”

      “I’m tired, Hunter. It’s the middle of the night—”

      “There you go again,” he says. “I own you, Maria. Did you forget? I can do whatever I will with you, whatever time of the day or night. For this arrangement to be a success, you must submit to me completely. You need to follow my orders, without hesitation. Did you forget?”

      He’s reminding me that my paycheck is not guaranteed. If I want that fifty grand, I have to fulfill his expectations.

      “I didn’t forget,” I say. “I wanted to take it back, right after I sent it. I shouldn’t have—”

      “That’s right,” he says. “You shouldn’t have. I don’t appreciate it when you talk back to me, Maria. I expect full submission.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      “I don’t know if you’re fully committed to your role as my sub. You’ve been doing such a good job all week, but now this. I expected more from you, Maria. I expected you to say, ‘Yes, Mr. Larson.’ Say that now.”

      “Yes, Mr. Larson,” I say.

      “That’s better. Are you tired?”

      “Very.”

      “Good.”

      Good? What does that mean? Annoyance rises inside of me again, and I concentrate on stuffing it down.

      “You’re bothered that I’ve called so late?” he asks.

      “No,” I say quickly, though it’s not true. “No. You can call me anytime. You own me.”

      “Good. Good girl. I control you, Maria. Your wakefulness, your sleep. Your hunger, your satiation. Your desire, your pleasure, your pain. I control all of you.”

      “You do,” I assure him.

      “Prove it,” he says. “Reach down, now. Touch yourself. Tell me what you’re doing.”

      He can’t be serious.

      “I’m waiting,” he says.

      He is. He is serious.

      Cautiously, nervously, I reach my fingers beneath the covers. I’m wearing a tattered pair of pajama shorts that I’ve had since college and no underwear. My hand slips easily beneath the worn elastic band.

      “Speak,” Hunter says.

      I’ve never done this before. My tongue feels heavy in my throat. What am I supposed to say? I close my eyes and feel my lashes flutter against my cheek as my fingers begin to move between my legs. I’m a nervous wreck.

      “I—I’m touching myself now,” I say. My voice is shaking, barely a whisper.

      “Speak louder,” Hunter says. “Are you stroking yourself gently? Or is it a firm touch? What do you like, Maria?”

      “It’s soft,” I say. My fingers begin moving in small, short motions against my clit. I feel heat starting to build, despite my nerves. I squeeze my eyes shut firmer and force myself to speak. “Soft, gentle movements. It feels good. My pussy is starting to get wet now.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Hunter says. “I’ve felt that before. You become wet so easily, Maria. You’re always ready. Keep moving your hand like that. But no more. Even when you want to, no more.”

      “Okay,” I say, shuddering slightly as my arousal grows. “I’m moving my fingers up and down my clit. It feels… oh, it feels harder now. It feels good.”

      “Stop,” Hunter commands.

      My fingers stop moving. I inhale.

      “Start again now,” Hunter says.

      I continue.

      “Little strokes,” he says. “I know you want more. Up and down, Maria. Be gentle.”

      “Mmm,” I say, melting into the movement of my fingers. I know my own pussy so well. It feels good to touch myself in exactly the way I like.

      “Stop,” Hunter says.

      I do as he says. My whole body seems to ground into my mounting excitement.

      “Now begin again,” Hunter says. “Small movements, Maria. A very light touch.”

      “Mmmm,” I moan, louder. I intend to speak, but forming words is impossible at this moment.

      I’ve never lasted this long. Usually, I would have brought myself over the edge by now. If it wasn’t for Hunter on the phone, listening to every breath, I would let my hand move wildly at this point, faster and harder. But then he would know I am disobeying him.

      Pressure is mounting between my legs. My clit throbs with intense pleasure. It’s excruciatingly hard to stop my hand from making harder, faster strokes. Hunter dictates my rhythm.

      “Up and down, up and down, up and down,” he says. Every few moments, he makes me stop and bear down, grounding my energy.

      Oh. My. God.

      I never knew. I never, never knew that I could hold this much energy inside of me. I had no idea this could feel so good, for so long.

      Twenty minutes pass in this manner, and each time I think I can’t possibly bear one more fraction of excitement before splitting in half, Hunter guides me into new territory.

      Finally, finally, he says, “Now come, baby. Come for me. Faster, harder, come baby. Come now.”

      I let my fingers dive into myself. My chin tilts up to the ceiling as my hand moves faster, faster, faster. And then I’m coming, calling out as I drop the phone from my hand. I convulse on the bed as though I’m being electrocuted. The blankets are damp and tangled around me. I see stars in my mind’s eye as fireworks explode through my body.

      When it passes, I’m breathing hard. Slowly, through my haze, I remember the phone. When did I drop it? I search for it, in the tangle of covers. I find it and bring it to my ear.

      The line has gone dead.

      Hunter hung up.

      I glance at the clock on my phone’s screen.

      It’s now almost four in the morning.

      In three hours, I’ll be leaving for Brazil. I set my alarm for six before falling into a hazy, exhausted sleep.
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      “Time to get dressed,” I say, rolling playfully on top of her.

      Her arm is up, over her head. Her bare breasts point upward, pulled by the reach of her arms. The nipples are red, swollen—I’ve just removed her nipple clamps moments before. She smiles at me as I press my weight into her.

      “What if I don’t want to?” she asks languidly.

      Soft white covers pool around her. Her raven black hair lays on top of the mess of pure white, tousled by our morning’s activities. We’ve only just checked into the hotel, and already we’ve taken the large, four-poster bed for a test drive.

      I look up, through the gauzy white canopy and out toward the Rio de Janeiro surf beyond.

      “You naughty thing,” I say. I playfully spank her, and then roll back, off her, so I can get off of the bed. I feel her eyes on me as I stretch, reaching my arms high above my head.

      Behind me, she stirs.

      “What now?” she asks.

      “I want to show you the city,” I say.

      “I’m tired, Hunter. Someone had me up—in the middle of the night.”

      I turn and look at her. Her tone is warm, relaxed. The rough sex gave way to a powerful orgasm for each of us, and a blissful post-sex high has settled over the room like a tropical cloud.

      I’m too content to argue. I move to the edge of the bed and sit. My hand strays to her hair, strewn across the puffy pillow, tangle of sheets and light covers. “Mi pequeño amor,” I say gently. It’s one of the few Spanish phrases that I know.

      She’s quiet.

      I keep talking. “When I was a child, I had several nannies. One of my favorites called me that,” I say softly, recalling the elderly woman who spoke mostly Spanish to me.

      “My little love,” Maria says lazily.

      “She was from Spain,” I recall, picturing the elderly woman with the grey hair, black eyes, and wise smile.

      Maria shifts to her side and props her head up on her elbow. She’s gazing up at me. I lie back and readjust my hand so that I can keep smoothing her hair. It feels nice against my fingertips.

      “You said your father raised you?” Maria asks.

      At first, I’m surprised that she knows this about me. But then I remember that we talked about our pasts on our very first night together.

      I nod. “He was a very busy man. A very busy businessman… Don’t you think it’s perfect, how language gives us clues? Busy and busi-ness. He traveled a lot, managing several production companies internationally.”

      “He didn’t remarry?” Maria guesses. “After your mother passed?”

      “No. He was too fond of women to choose just one.” I hear the bitterness in my own voice.

      “That must have been hard for you, as a child,” Maria says, reading into my tone.

      I don’t want to go into it. I don’t want to tell her that every time my father started seeing a woman, I would imagine that I had a new mother. Each time he ended things, I felt the loss of my mother all over again. Add to that a revolving series of nannies, whom my father always eventually fired, one after another, and you have one fucked up child.

      Me.

      I sit up abruptly.

      “Get dressed,” I say again. It’s not a demand—I’m not role-playing now. Our play session for the morning has ended. Our conversation has left me raw. I’m asking her—begging her—to get dressed.

      “Okay, Hunter,” she says.

      I turn my back to her, and hear her shifting amongst the covers, untangling herself. To my surprise, before she gets out of bed, she crawls over to me. I feel her bare skin against my back. Her soft, round breasts press into me as she wraps her arms around my neck. She’s on her knees behind me, and for a blissful moment, she holds me—not saying a word, just holding me.

      I close my eyes.

      She kisses my temple softly; just a peck, and then smooths my hair, as I’ve been doing to hers.

      Then, too soon, she retreats. I don’t look at her as she stirs on the other side of the bed, gathering her clothing up off the floor.

      It’s been one week since our arrangement began. I have one more week with her.

      “Maria,” I say, with my back still turned to her. “My meetings don’t start until tomorrow. I’d like to show you around the city today.”

      She doesn’t answer me, so finally, curious, I turn and look at her.

      I can only see a slight crescent of her profile. She’s turned away from me, bending down to retrieve a shoe off the floor. But I swear, she’s smiling.

      “Would you like that?” I ask.

      “I’ve never been to Rio,” she says. “I was hoping to see some of the sights.”

      I feel warmth spreading through my chest. She’s never seen this city! I feel a sense of pride at the thought of showing it to her as if it was my creation.

      I shower and dress, and then, while Maria is taking her turn in the shower, I place a quick phone call. This is her first time in the city, and I want it to be memorable. There’s something I want to show her, and I want it to be a surprise.

      I make the arrangements quickly and am just hanging up the phone as she steps out of the shower. I feel sure that she hasn’t heard a word of my phone conversation, and I’m glad.

      Soon we’re walking through she sun-soaked city streets. It feels natural to reach for Maria’s hand. The feel of her palm against mine is comforting. Here in this city, she’s the only familiar face I’ve seen all day.

      And it’s a face I never tire of looking at.

      She seems energized by the colorful, bustling city streets. A childlike sense of excitement overtakes any fatigue from her late night and our journey in my private jet.

      “I was here last winter,” I say, arching my neck as I read the street signs. “I found the best little cafe. I think it’s right around the corner here.”

      I tug on her hand, and she skips a step to keep up with me. I’m starving—the activities of the hotel room have left me with quite an appetite.

      “Mi pequeño amor…” Maria says dreamily as she follows me down the wide sidewalk.

      Ancient trees stand as sentinels on many street corners, defying the confines of cement sidewalks and bursting upward in a show of nature’s strength. When I look down at Maria, her face is dappled with shadow from the tree leaves.

      “I think it’s sweet that she called you that, your nanny. My mother had nicknames for us, too—my sister and I.”

      “Oh, right,” I say. “Camila.”

      She looks surprised that I remembered her sister’s name.

      I laugh. “I’m a businessman. It’s part of my job to remember names. Networking is no use if you forget names—you can actually end up doing more harm than good.”

      “Oh. Is that why you’re so charming sometimes? So easy to like? It’s a business skill?”

      “I learned it from my father,” I say.

      “You’re good at schmoozing the clients,” she says giggling.

      “I better be. That’s how I make a living.”

      “Oh please! Hunter, you do more than make a living. You make enough of a ‘living’ for a thousand lives!”

      There’s a break in the traffic, and I tug Maria’s hand, guiding her forward with me.

      “How is Camila?” I ask. “She’s going through a divorce, right?”

      “The divorce is final now,” Maria says.

      Her demeanor has changed. I feel her mood plummeting. I want to cheer her up. I squeeze her hand.

      “She’ll get through it,” I say. “And weren’t you saying that the guy was a real loser? She’s better off without him.”

      This seems to cheer her up, and I’m glad. I spot the restaurant I was thinking of. “There,” I say, pointing. “That’s the cafe. The food is so fresh. They have delicious breakfast burritos wrapped in handmade tortillas, and some of the best coffee I’ve ever tasted. The coffee beans are probably fresh from the rainforest right outside of the city.”

      We duck into the quaint restaurant. Bright aquamarine walls speckled with beautiful artwork in a rainbow of colors cocoon us. Maria is still at my side, and I release her hand and wrap my arm around her shoulder instead.

      Once we order and are seated, she says, “It’s beautiful here. Thank you.”

      Her sincere thanks catches me off guard.

      “Places seem to have a specific energy about them, don’t they?” I ask. “I mean, sometimes in San Bravado I get so caught up in newness. Everything around us has just been built—it’s all so cutting edge. A place like this…” I look around at the worn, history-soaked walls. “This place has a completely different vibe about it. So old. Almost wise.”

      “Mr. Philosopher,” Maria says. She smiles radiantly, and I want to kiss her then and there.

      “What do you think?” I ask. “Don’t you ever feel like that about places?”

      “Hunter, I’ve never had time for deep thinking. My life—my life before this, I mean—has been so much about survival. I think about practical things. My family, my mother, while she was alive—she passed away two years ago—my sister, my nephews. Rent, work… My mind is full. Constantly full.”

      “What about now?” I ask. “You have time now.”

      She looks into my eyes, smiles again. “Yes,” she says thoughtfully. “I guess I do. Well, then, since you’re asking, what do I think?”

      She sits for a moment in silence and then speaks softly. “I think that the energy we feel in a place says more about what’s going on inside of us than out. I think that our environments are a reflection of our inner world.”

      I’m truly stunned. “Maria!” I say.

      She laughs self-consciously.

      I grin. “I had to take sixteen philosophy credits at Harvard. I’ve read all of the greats—Plato, Aristotle, Descartes. What you just said is as deep as anything I’ve ever read in one of those books.”

      She blushes. “I didn’t go to Harvard, like you,” she says humbly.

      “You think that matters?” I ask. “Half of the kids I was at school with cared more about the next frat party than the classes they were taking.” I shake my head and lean forward. “Okay, then, Ms. Philosopher. What does this place say about what is happening inside of us?” I motion to the serene cafe: the handcrafted, detailed artwork, the bursting colors.

      She blushes again.

      “I don’t know,” she says.

      “You do,” I press.

      “I don’t.”

      “I really think you do.” I won’t let her off the hook that easily.

      “Okay, Hunter. I think we’re here—I think maybe you invited me here—because there’s more to you than the cold shark that navigates business deals and relationships looking for prey. I think there’s another side of you…” Her voice drifts off momentarily as her eyes wander our setting. She speaks again, carefully. “Your other side is warmer, softer. Wise, vulnerable…sweet. Maybe you wanted to show me that side of you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. I wasn’t expecting that. I feel a twinge in my gut. Is that why I invited her here?

      “What do you think?” she asks. “Why did you want me to come with you?”

      “Well,” I say, drawing the word out as I try to formulate my emotions into words. Is there a part of me, that I’ve hidden away, which longs to come out?

      Her arms felt so comforting, soft, and warm, wrapped around me. The way she kissed me on the temple was so sweet. Do I deserve her tenderness?

      I look away from her. “It’s been one week, Maria. Do you realize that? We started our arrangement last Wednesday. It will last until this upcoming Wednesday. Let’s not confuse things now. As for me…I hate to disappoint you, but I’m a businessman, through and through. Like my father, and his father before him, I’m sure. I think I invited you here because I wanted to get my money’s worth.”

      As if on cue, the waitress approaches with a tray of food. Ceramic mugs filled with coffee emit ropes of steam into the air; two plates piled high with an assortment of vegetables, meats, pastries, and fruit.

      As I eye the food, my appetite—which quieted during our conversation—returns to me, even stronger than before.

      “Perfect,” I say. “Let’s eat. After this, we’ll go to Sugarloaf Mountain. There’s a tram you can ride up, and the view from the top is wonderful. Then the beach. I want to get some surfing in.”

      And after that, I think to myself, the surprise I have planned. If I focus on the activities of the afternoon ahead of us, I don’t have to dwell on our conversation. Maria has surprised me with the depth of her awareness. Does she know me better than I know myself—after just one short week? Impossible.

      The reason she’s here is because I bought her. That’s it. Right?
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      Something’s changed in Hunter. He’s doing odd things, like looking at me with softness—instead of hard, hungry lust—in his eyes. It’s an expression of caring.

      He’s making all these little gestures too, and I don’t even know if he realizes it.

      For starters, there’s the way he holds my hand as we walk the streets, ride up the tram on Sugarloaf, and then walk across the sightseeing boardwalk. Then there’s the way he loops his arm casually around my shoulder when we stop to rest—first at the cafe this morning, again looking out from on top of the mountain, and a third time while we chose rental surfboards from the surf shack at the beach.

      And finally, there’s the way he acts so protective of me, while we lie on the beach, lazy under the afternoon sun. When men look at me, he always does something to show that we’re together. When we played in the surf on rented surfboards, he wrapped his arms around me and kissed me, showing anyone nearby that we were together.

      Now, as we towel off for a final time and I pull my jean cut-offs up over the bikini he bought me, I wonder if he notices how he’s acting. Does he feel the difference in our interactions, like I do?

      “I’ll take care of that,” he says, reaching for the towel that I’ve just shaken out and folded up. “We won’t need them again.”

      He places our two towels in a stack and then runs over to a place where two Brazilian children are shoveling sand into buckets. I watch him give the towels to the kids, who smile with gratitude and then run off toward their parents.

      When Hunter returns to my side, he reaches for my hand. I give it happily, and we walk together across the stretch of white sand.

      For a half an hour we walk down city streets hand in hand. Hunter points out architectural features of some of the historical buildings that we pass, and I start to wonder if this is how our day will end—with a slow, ambling tour of the city.

      At the same time, he seems to have an agenda. Occasionally he checks his watch. It’s the one I stashed in my purse, on the first night we met. That feels like ages ago. We’ve been through so much that I’m barely even embarrassed about the watch anymore. The intense emotional experiences I’ve shared with this man dwarf the fiasco of taking the watch.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as Hunter pauses to read another set of street signs.

      “Oh, you’ll see,” he says mysteriously.

      Turning down a narrow side street, I catch the sight of glittering water ahead. A small, secluded harbor lies at the street’s end, crowded with an assortment of boats.

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathe.

      I take longer steps to keep up with Hunter, who has sped up. As we near the water, I see that many of the boats are sailboats. They rock back and forth along with the rise and dip of slow, rolling waves that enter the narrow harbor.

      A rickety, faded wooden dock extends out among the boats. We seem to be deep in the historic district. All around us, ancient buildings rise into the late afternoon sky. Along with the old boats, the buildings make me feel that I’ve stepped back in time.

      Though there are a few people along the shore and dock, for the most part, the harbor is quiet, free of the tourists, professionals and rowdy crowds of children that we’ve contended with all day on the mountain and again at the beach.

      I follow Hunter as he walks out onto the dock. He points to some of the boats as we pass.

      “Look at this one. Beautiful! They’re so old. This blue one must have been built fifty years ago, at least. Life’s Pleasures, it’s called. And over here…can you read the name on that one?”

      “Paradise Lost,” I say, standing on my tiptoes to read the sign.

      Hunter keeps walking excitedly, calling out the names of the boats as we pass.

      “Aha!” he says as we near the end of the dock.

      He’s stopped in front of a small boat that looks old but well-loved. The boat gleams with a fresh coat of green paint. In white script across the side, the name is painted.

      I read it aloud. “Dream Weaver.”

      “She’s a beauty,” Hunter says happily.

      I don’t know quite why he’s stopped in front of this boat in particular, and my confusion mounts as he steps lightly off the dock and onto the boat’s deck.

      He extends his arm out to me.

      “Hunter?” I say. Even while I’m questioning his action, I reach for his hand and allow him to help me aboard. I’m so used to following his orders. After all we’ve done together, I’ve become accustomed to doing what he tells me to do without hesitation.

      “She’s ours for the evening,” Hunter says as I land by his side. He begins poking around on the boat, first unfolding a large white sail and then opening the lid on a picnic basket that was stashed by the sail.

      “Whose boat is this?” I ask.

      “I rented it,” Hunter says. “The ‘Sunset Tour’ package—it comes with appetizers and wine. Here, Maria, let’s get the sail up and then we can open that bottle of red. Isn’t this great?”

      His face is flushed with excitement; he’s acting as giddy as a child.

      I laugh. I feel so light and happy, here on this boat with Hunter. It’s nice to see him so relaxed. I help him unfold the sail and then follow his lead as we begin tying it to the mast.

      “We have to pull up the anchor,” he says. “The tide’s going out. See how the water is pulling the boats out a bit, against their moorings?”

      I look out to the boats on either side of us and see that they are, as Hunter has said, straining against their anchors as if they want to move out of the harbor with the tide. “Is that good?” I ask.

      “Oh yeah,” Hunter says gleefully. “It’s perfect. That means that once we pull up this anchor,”—he has the thick rope attached to our anchor in his hands now, and he gives it a strong yank—“we’re going to start to move out. The wind is in our favor too. Here—while I pull this up, will you organize the rope? The point is not to get it tangled, so if we need to drop the anchor suddenly, it will go down no problem.”

      “Why would we need to drop the anchor?” I ask.

      He’s still pulling up the anchor, and his muscles bulge with the effort. His soft white T-shirt is tight around his biceps. I notice that his tan has deepened already, though we’ve only been in Brazil for a day.

      “The winds could change. They’re coming from the west now, which is ideal, but usually as the sun drops the air currents change. It has to do with the temperature of the water compared to the land.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know.”

      Each time Hunter deposits an arm’s length of wet rope on the boat’s wooden deck, I arrange it into neat, straight lines, one next to the other.

      With a splash, the rusty anchor emerges, and almost immediately the little boat starts drifting away from the dock, toward the harbor’s opening.

      Hunter deposits the anchor and then springs across the deck, to the other side. He seems to know exactly what he’s doing as he tugs on one of the ropes connected to the mainsail. The sail snaps to attention, pulled taut by the wind.

      “You’re good at this,” I say, as the boat moves steadily out toward the open sea. The ocean sparkles around us—little waves created by our moving craft peak against the golden sunshine. The white crests look like they are dusted with diamonds. “Where did you learn to sail?”

      “It’s one of the few things I did with my dad, growing up,” Hunter says. “My grandfather had a place in Long Island, and my dad would take me there for a few weeks at the end of each summer. He loved to sail.”

      “I can’t blame him.”

      The harbor spills into the wide-open ocean. The surf is calm; the skies are clear. The sun is still several inches above the horizon, and now that we’re out of the shadows of the tall historical buildings, I can feel the warmth from its rays on my skin.

      “I’m a lot like my dad,” Hunter says, pulling on a new rope which swings the sail slightly toward him. The wind catches it on this new angle, and our boat shifts directions, moving out into the blue-green waters.

      “Is that a good thing?” I ask.

      I think of all that I know about Hunter’s father. He sounds like a talented, highly motivated, successful individual. But also a bit distant, at least to his son.

      Hunter looks out over the blue seas as he answers me. “I used to think I never wanted to be like him. When I was in high school, he encouraged me to intern at his company. Said it would set me up well for a career in the movies—as though I’d naturally want to follow in his footsteps. He was so fucking offended when I refused. It was our first real fight.”

      I lean back, settling into the rocking motion of the boat beneath us as Hunter continues.

      “I was so intent on being my own man, though. Doing things differently. It’s funny how things work out. Now I’m almost thirty, and in the exact position that he was—the CEO of a successful company. Sometimes I say things or make a certain motion with my hands, and I realize I’m him. I’ve become my dad, in so many ways.”

      “Like what?” I ask.

      Hunter steers the boat effortlessly. It’s clearly second nature to him.

      “Like with women,” he says.

      I didn’t expect him to go there, but I’m curious what he’ll say.

      What have Hunter’s past relationships been like?

      I glance at Hunter.

      He keeps looking out over the waves as he speaks. “My dad always prioritized work. His relationships came second. It was like he couldn’t turn it off…his drive, his desire for more. He could never just enjoy things the way they were. It was never good enough. With women, that meant he was always chasing the next one down the line. I see that in myself.”

      “Have you had girlfriends, in the past?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure,” Hunter says.

      I laugh. “How can you not be sure? You either dated someone, or you didn’t.”

      He laughs too. “That’s what I mean, Maria,” he says. “I wasn’t raised the same as other people. My upbringing was kind of fucked up, from the beginning. Definitely different than other kids I knew.” He shakes his head. “My dad had a new woman every few months. I started to think that relationships just meant the woman that you’re sleeping with, at the moment. Sure, I’ve slept with the same woman consistently for stretches of time—but is that a relationship?”

      I laugh again, but then I realize he’s serious. He’s actually asking me.

      “I—Hunter… I don’t think so. Relationships, real relationships are about more than just sleeping together. Plus, if you treat someone as though they’re disposable, then they won’t trust you. You can’t develop true feelings for each other. You can’t fall in love.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “All right, Ms. Smarty-pants Philosopher. What is love? Have you been in love before?”

      I feel myself blush. I look out over the water and then trail my hand through it. It’s surprisingly warm against my skin, like bath water.

      “No,” I say. “Not yet. But when I do fall in love, it’s going to be amazing. It will make everything else seem trivial—unimportant. It’ll be like finally seeing in color, after living in black and white for my entire life.”

      I stare down into the water, watching pools of golden light dance on the ocean’s surface, creating patterns that waver and change. The water feels like silk against my fingertips.

      “If love exists, and it’s so wonderful, why haven’t you found it yet?” he asks.

      “I’ve been busy just getting by,” I say quietly.

      My excuse sounds lame, and I look over my shoulder at Hunter to see if he’s laughing at me. He’s not, so I continue.

      “It hasn’t exactly been easy, supporting myself since high school. You wouldn’t get it, I’m sure, but sometimes all I can think about is how to pay the month’s bills.”

      “You deserve better,” he says softly. “You’re smart, Maria. You’re kind. You’re beautiful. I have no doubt that you could do anything you put your mind to.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. Didn’t you say you were interested in the movies, as a kid?”

      I look back over the ocean. That childhood dream seems so far removed from the clerical work I’ve been doing these past few years.

      I nod. “I liked the way movies could create whole other worlds—make us experience things that someone else imagined.”

      “Stories have always had an important role in societies,” Hunter says. “From the Greeks onward.”

      I’m used to people shrugging off my reverence of film. My mother, Camila, Jemma, all of them thought I was just being dreamy and silly. They rushed to get back to practical matters. It’s nice to talk with someone as thoughtful as Hunter.

      “You should go for it,” he says.

      Water laps against the edges of the boat. Gulls swoop and dive above us. The sun sinks steadily downward.

      “Do you think so?”

      “Of course. I have plenty of contacts. My dad still works on some of the bigger pictures that move through Hollywood. I’ll give him a call when we return to the States. You deserve to do something that you love… something that pays you well for your time,” Hunter says.

      “Thank you,” I say. “And, Hunter…you deserve to be with someone who loves you, who cares about you—wants to laugh and cry with you… Someone who’ll stick with you through the good times and bad.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, and then he shifts toward the center of the boat, where the picnic basket lies.

      “I don’t know about that,” he says. “But I do know that I’m ready for a glass of wine. How about you? I think I saw some plastic cups in here somewhere.”

      I watch Hunter dig through the picnic basket. For the first time, he looks slightly rattled. What I’ve just said has flustered him.

      Does he think that he doesn’t deserve love?

      At this moment, as I watch him search for plastic cups as though his life depends on it, my heart feels like it is swelling—opening up in some strange new way. A warm, fuzzy sensation fills my chest.

      There’s an ache there, too.

      I want him to know how deserving of love he is.

      As I look at him, I realize that I’m starting to fall for him in a way that’s about much more than just sex. I want to be the woman to love him, through the good times and the bad. And judging by the way he’s just opened up to me, I wonder if he’s starting to feel the same way too.

      “Here they are,” Hunter says, holding up two little cups. “I found them.”

      “Perfect,” I say happily. And it is. Being here with Hunter, on this boat among the waves as the sun kisses the horizon. This is my new personal definition of the word “perfect.”
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      “Of course, our holdings in Dubai have done incredibly well over the last six years,” I say.

      “Six years? That’s nothing.” My client waves a hand, dismissing my statement. Then he reaches for an oyster and brings it to his mouth, barely pausing his speech while he gulps it greedily down. “You’re such a young man. Tell me again how you started in the business? Just out of college, correct?”

      I clear my throat, and it feels more like I’m sharpening my sword, getting ready for a duel. Maria, seated on my left, takes a sip of wine. The tension at our table is making her uncomfortable, I can tell. Unlike me, she doesn’t have years of experience with this kind of bullshit.

      “I may be young, Clint, but I’m not naive. I started Larson Global as soon as I graduated from business school. I was twenty-three.”

      “A boy,” Clint scoffs.

      “During my first year, the company bought and sold properties in fifteen countries and earned twenty million in revenue. We’ve consistently doubled our revenue each year since then.”

      “It’s been a bull market.” The client refuses to give me credit. He’s trying to knock me down. I’m used to it.

      I shake my head. “That doesn’t account for our growth, and you know it. Over the course of history, only three real estate firms in the world have grown as fast as Larson Global—and that includes the bull markets of the eighties and nineties. But Clint, I don’t have to prove myself to you.”

      I smile and lean forward, showing Clint that I’m not intimidated by his age or status. Bring it, I think.

      “You’re here because you know I have an eye for properties that are going to rise in value, significantly, in the foreseeable future. You want the Emiliano Towers.”

      Now I lean back, relaxing into my chair. “If I’m wrong about that, we might as well call it a night. I have other buyers who are very interested, and I’d rather not waste my time—”

      “Hold up a minute, son,” Clint says.

      “My name is Hunter,” I say firmly. I glare at Clint over the tabletop, which is set with an array of rare shellfish, a thousand-dollar bottle of wine, crusty bread and rich olive spreads.

      “All right then, Hunter. Yes, I’m interested. Very interested. Let’s talk business.”

      “Good. Maria, could you pull out the escalation clause, please? Clint, there are a few numbers I’d like to go over with you specifically.”

      I don’t look at Maria. Instead, I continue staring down Clint.

      Why? Because it’s easier to face the man across from me than the woman on my left. Yes, he’s a steely old businessman who might cost my company a hundred million if he refuses to meet my terms of negotiation. Sure. But it’s just money. I have plenty of it. Our current negotiation feels like a familiar dance.

      I’m comfortable glaring at Clint. What I’m not comfortable with is the way I’ve been feeling about Maria.

      What the hell has gotten into me? Lately, I feel like every time I look at her, I lose my train of thought completely. I start imagining crazy scenarios. My mind becomes completely untamed. One minute, I’m thinking about the selling points of the Emiliano Towers, and then I look at her, and bam—I’m imagining our unborn child. If we had a son, would he have Maria’s dark, espresso-colored eyes?

      I’m serious. Crazy, crazy thoughts.

      It’s best just not to look at her.

      She slides a paper in front of me, and I start reading off numbers as fast as I can. I must sound mad, but at this point, I don’t care. I need to do whatever I can to focus on business.

      “The buyer, you, offers to pay one hundred and twenty million US dollars for the Emiliano Towers, but if the seller, that’s us, receives a bona fide offer that is higher…” I keep reading from the contract until I reach the end of the long, technical sentence.

      Clint is nodding.

      “Yes, yes,” he says. “I had my lawyers read this over earlier today.”

      “Good. Maria, can you please take this down? I want it noted that Clint agrees to the escalation clause.”

      In my peripheral vision, I see Maria hesitate before rustling through my briefcase and reaching for a legal pad and pen. As soon as she starts writing, I pile on a few more action items that I want to remember. It feels so safe to dictate notes to her in this way.

      Yesterday was a mistake. I shouldn’t have been so vulnerable around her. I said so many things that made me seem weak. At least now she’ll see me back in a position of power.

      As I keep rattling off technical sounding legal terms, and Clint keeps nodding, and Maria keeps writing furiously I feel like I’m back on solid ground.

      This I can handle.

      This I can manage.

      It was all that talk about love that made me feel uneasy and, well, insane. But now I’m starting to feel more like myself.

      The meeting is going well. I just got Clint to agree to something that I never thought he would: allowing Larson Global a position on the board of trustees for the Tower, as well as a significant portion of shares of company stock bundled in with the price.

      I’ve played it off like it was all part of my expectations, but inside I’m reeling at the win. I’m on fire.

      “Maria,” I say curtly. “Did you get that?”

      I still won’t look directly at her, but I can see that she’s placed the pen down and is lifting her fork.

      “I—I wanted to take a bite of my food, Mr. Larson,” she says, with obvious attitude.

      “This is important, Maria,” I say. “You can eat after.”

      She’s frozen, with the fork floating just in front of her mouth.

      A pregnant pause fills the air. I’m waiting to see what she will do, and I feel Clint waiting as well. He wants to see how much power I have over her, just as I want to know.

      To my satisfaction, Maria slowly lowers her fork. The food on the end remains untouched. She reaches for her pen.

      I repeat the number of shares that Clint agreed to. I can hear her pen scribbling across the page.

      Yes, tonight has been a huge success for me, in more ways than one.

      Not only have I dominated the negotiation, but I’m also back to dominating Maria. She’s once again my submissive—right where she’s supposed to be.

      I notice the endorphin rush flush through me as I think of the power that I have over her. It’s familiar and exciting all at once.

      “We’ll set up a meeting to iron out the details. Clint, I’ll have my team formalize the contracts, and then we’ll sit down together, your team and mine. Maria, pull up my schedule.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “It’s on my laptop,” I say.

      As Maria leans down and starts reaching for my laptop, the server nears our table and begins clearing away some plates. Clint and I have both finished our meals while Maria’s is still untouched.

      “Please pack that to-go,” I say to the waiter, motioning to Maria’s salmon and greens. Again I sense that she pauses, her shoulders bunched, when I speak. She’s upset.

      And I’m on even safer ground.

      The earth is not only solid under my feet, but it’s also ground that I know like the back of my hand.

      The waiter whisks Maria’s plate away.

      Clint speaks. “Yes, let’s get our teams together. Tomorrow afternoon past four is out, however. I’m taking the evening off. The wife wants to go golfing.”

      Maria rights herself and sets my laptop on the white tablecloth, in the empty place where her plate used to be. “What’s the password?” she says coolly. She’s upset all right.

      Since I don’t want to say it aloud, I lean over and type it quickly. As I pull away, I can’t help but look at her. Her face is flushed. Her dark eyes are burning.

      For a fleeting instant, as our eyes meet, I feel her anger.

      Unexpectedly, it hurts me.

      I pull my eyes away.

      Clint rambles on. “That’s what happens when you’re married. Fifty years, we’ve been together. There’s a reason people call marriage the old ball and chain.”

      He gives a heavy sigh. “What about you, Hunter? I see you’re not wearing a ring. Are you in a relationship?”

      I feel Maria’s eyes on me. The word “relationship” seems to send a tangible spike of energy between us. Just last night, we talked about my issues around the word. I know that she’s waiting for my answer.

      “No,” I say resolutely. “And I don’t plan on having one, anytime soon. I enjoy being single. My professional life doesn’t allow time for anything even remotely close to a relationship, and that’s how I like it.”

      I hear Maria’s chair slide across the floor with an angry yelp. The motion catches my eye, and I look over and see her standing up.

      “Excuse me,” she says. “I—I have to use the ladies’ room.” Her voice is tight as if she’s being choked. She’s backing away from the table. “I’ll be right back,” she says.

      As she rushes away, Clint watches her leave. “What’s gotten into her?” he asks. “Your secretary doesn’t look well, Hunter. Is she sick?”

      “I have no idea,” I say.

      But the truth is, I know what has upset Maria.

      I know, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

      It’s better this way.

      Maria said that I deserve love. But she doesn’t know me. I don’t deserve love. Least of all, hers.

      I would only hurt her, eventually. I’m too much like my dad. I saw it so many times—women crying, yelling at him, saying that he broke their heart.

      I don’t want to break her heart.

      I’m not capable of loving her, in the way she wants. I can’t turn her world from black and white into color.

      I reach for my laptop and start scrolling through my calendar. “Tomorrow at two works for me,” I say in a business-as-usual tone. “We’ll wrap things up well before four.”

      Clint agrees, oblivious to the emotional turmoil I’ve just experienced.

      I’m good at hiding how I feel.

      I have lots of practice.

      I’ve been doing it my entire life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Maria

        

      

    
    
      I pull open the heavy wooden door. I’ve been in the women’s restroom for nearly fifteen minutes. Hunter must be wondering, by now, where I am.

      I step into the restaurant’s lobby area. The room is dimly lit, scattered with black leather sofas and chairs. Guests sit, waiting for tables and gabbing as they sip expensive cocktails. A crowd of people swarm around me. I hear a jumble of Portuguese being spoken, and the voices mingle with the music that floats down from overhead speakers.

      The crowd clears, and across the room, I spot Hunter. He’s leaning against a wooden beam on the room’s periphery, holding a white to-go container in his hand. The older gentleman, Clint, is nowhere to be seen.

      I cross the room, sashaying my hips as I go. I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.

      I have never been so embarrassed in my life.

      What Hunter and I do on our own is one thing, but in public like this? He treated me like his servant. Just yesterday, we were holding hands as we walked down the sidewalks, kissing in the surf, opening up to each other as we sailed…and he thinks that he can just act as though none of that ever happened? He thinks he can go back to treating me like an obedient plaything?

      I’m two feet from him.

      “Where’s Clint?” I ask.

      “He had to get home. That was very rude, Maria, leaving in the middle of an important dinner meeting like that. In the future, I expect—”

      “I was being rude?” I say incredulously. “You kept me so busy writing down notes that I didn’t even have time to eat!”

      “We needed notes. The details are important. You’re here as my assistant, Maria. Eating can wait.”

      “Don’t act like this is about the fucking business details,” I say. My cheeks are burning. I’m not sure if it’s due to anger or if it’s because I might start crying at any moment.

      It could be both.

      I jab a finger at his chest. “You know this isn’t about business, Hunter. This is about you and me. One minute, you act like we’re a couple. Yesterday I felt so, so—”

      “I don’t want to talk about yesterday,” Hunter says. “Yesterday was a mistake.”

      “Yesterday wasn’t a mistake,” I say. Please don't say that. Please, Hunter. “Yesterday was one of the best days of my life.”

      I press my lips together to try to keep from crying.

      I feel my lip start to tremble. “This is too much for me. This whole thing. I thought I could— I know you said this would push my limits, but I had no idea—”

      “That’s what a limit is,” Hunter says. “You don’t know you’ve reached it until you cross over the edge. Then you know you’ve found it, and you just have to retreat a little. We have to go back, Maria. We have to go back a few steps, to before—”

      “I can’t go back!” I say. It comes out louder than I expected.

      I try to take a deep breath, but as I draw in air, it comes into my lungs in uneven spurts. The jagged breath does little to compose me. I burst out, “I can’t go back to how things were. It’s too late, Hunter. I already have feelings for you.”

      This seems to stun him. He flinches backward, as if I just slapped him across the face.

      I shake my head. “I know I have no right to be angry. I work for you, Hunter, I get that. But tonight, when you treated me like your assistant, it hurt.”

      I lick my lips and look down at my shoes, trying to figure out how to put my complex emotions into words. How can I feel so much anger, frustration, fear, and desire at the same time?

      I try for another breath, and this one is smoother. It helps.

      When I speak again, my voice sounds slightly more composed. “I don’t want for this to be just a business arrangement between us anymore. It’s driving me crazy.” My eyebrows peak together as I run my hand through my hair. How can I explain this to him?

      “Me too,” he admits softly. “It’s driving me crazy. I feel like I might be going insane.”

      “I start to think about what will happen when the two weeks are over. I’m afraid that after all of this, I won’t see you again.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes, Hunter, I am. I care about you.”

      There. I’ve said it aloud.

      I wait for him to speak, but he does not.

      Come on, Hunter. Please, say something.

      I drag my eyes up from the floor and manage to peek at him through my lashes. He looks pained. Almost sick, as if something he ate at dinner is not agreeing with him.

      Finally, he speaks. “Maria, I know this is confusing for you. The kind of power dynamic we’re using in the bedroom will mess with your mind. But it’s just sex. You have to remember that. You can’t care about me. You don’t. Not really. You might think that you do, but—”

      I raise my eyebrows in shock. “You seriously think that this is just about sex?”

      He nods.

      “Hunter, what we’ve been doing… I mean—” Suddenly I’m so flustered that it’s hard to speak. Realizing the territory we’re getting into, I lower my voice to avoid being overheard. “It’s been amazing. I love having sex with you. I’ve never felt this kind of sexual connection with anyone, ever before. But it’s about so much more than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t you feel it? We work well together, Hunter. Not just in the bedroom—I mean out of it, too. On that first night we met when we went out to the pier…”

      My voice dies down as I recall the night that Hunter stole me away from the blind date. I look at Hunter and see a faraway look in his eye. I wonder if he’s remembering it too.

      I’m nervous now, but I keep talking, “I knew that I wanted to see you again. You were so sweet and funny—and smart. I hadn’t felt that way about a guy in such a long time.”

      “That was a fun night, wasn’t it?” Hunter asks. A smile crosses his lips, but then quickly fades.

      “Maria,” he says. “I don’t know…” The corners of his lips turn downward. “I’m not sure…”

      “Of what?” I ask. “What is it that you don’t know? That you’re not sure of?”

      He lets out a pained exhale. I can see that this is hard for him. “I’m good at a lot of things. Sex, business—lots of things come easily to me. But you said that you want to fall in love. I don’t know if I’m the person that can turn your world from black and white into color. I don’t think that’s a superpower that I have.”

      I feel myself breathing faster. “I think you’re wrong,” I say softly.

      He steps closer to me. I feel my chest rise and fall as I take shallow breaths.

      “How do you know?” he asks.

      He sounds so desperate to know the source of my information, as if it’s the key to a treasure chest he’s been trying, but failing, to gain access to for thousands of years.

      “How?” he repeats.

      “Because, Hunter. You already have. My whole world has changed since I’ve met you.”

      He steps closer still. His emerald green eyes lock with mine. There’s still some pain there, but as we stare into each other’s eyes, the pain begins to melt, like ice in warm water.

      Just as the last drop of pain melts away, he reaches out and cups my face in his hands. Before I can say another word, he leans down and places his lips on mine. He kisses me breathless.

      As he pulls away, he speaks. “I want to try,” he says. “Let’s try, Maria. Let’s be a couple.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      “Really.” He grins. The grin spreads wider until it’s a true smile. He looks as giddy as he did last night, out on the sailboat.

      “Okay,” I say. My voice is shaky. Is this really happening? Yes, it’s what I wanted, but I almost didn’t expect to get it.

      Hunter Larson, the billionaire real estate mogul who has been treating me as his sex slave for more than a week, has just agreed to be my boyfriend.

      “A relationship,” I say aloud, while still mulling it over in my head.

      We’re still standing so close. He looks down at me, with loving, sparkling eyes. “That’s what you want, right? For me to be your boyfriend?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      I lean into him, letting my body rest against his. A flash of attraction passes over me. My boyfriend.

      I can’t believe it.

      He wraps his arms around me. I snake my arms through his and then around his waist, gripping him tight. “Yes, this is what I want,” I say, bursting with happiness.

      “Good,” he says. His breath tickles my hair. “Then it’s official. We don’t have to hide our relationship anymore. You’re mine. I’m yours.”

      My head is lying flush against his muscular chest. As I smile, I feel my cheek slide across the fabric of his blazer.

      “Are you happy?” he asks.

      In answer, I nod.

      He squeezes me, and I experience another rush of arousal. Apparently, Hunter feels it too, because he runs his hands up and down my body. The feel of his hands along the bare flesh of my back and down my hips over the material of my dress makes me weak in the knees.

      I look up at him. “Are you?” I whisper.

      My head is tilted up, making it easy for him to lean down for a second kiss. At first, he sips my lips, giving me gentle, light kisses.

      “Yes,” he says, between kisses. “Very.”

      Then, finished delivering his answer, he kisses me again. This one is deep. It lasts a long time. As we kiss, the world falls away. The music fades; the jumble of Portuguese becomes a soft, oceanic wave of background noise, barely audible. I start to forget where we are. I press my body into Hunter’s and slide my tongue against his.

      Hunter pulls away first.

      Our location hits me. I was so into our kiss, I almost forgot where we were. “I wish we were back at the hotel room,” I whisper breathlessly.

      Hunter reaches for my hand and weaves his fingers in with mine. “Let’s go,” he says. His tone is urgent.

      “Yes,” I say with a giggle.

      He practically pulls me through the lobby. We’re moving so fast, people actually turn their heads as we pass, as if wondering what kind of emergency we’re facing. Running from someone threatening, or running to a dying loved one?

      No, I think with another giggle as we burst out onto the sidewalk. The emergency is one of our own making. We’re desperate to make love as a couple. It can’t happen fast enough.

      Hunter is moving fast, but I’m able to keep up with him. At every crosswalk, we kiss while waiting for traffic to stop.

      Once we reach the hotel, we kiss again while waiting for the elevator. And inside the elevator—let’s just say that the night security crew is getting an eyeful. My dress is up around my waist when the elevator arrives on our floor.

      It’s all a blur.

      I don’t know how we manage to get into our hotel room with our clothes still on. But once we’re in, with the door locked behind us, our clothes come off in a hurry.

      We kiss as we pull the clothing items off each other. Within seconds, I’m naked, and he’s lifting me up in his arms while kissing me. He begins walking toward the bed. My fingers are woven through his hair. I can’t think straight, but I’m vaguely aware that for the first time, I’m completely naked with Hunter. And he’s completely naked, too.

      It’s the first time we’ve ever had sex like this—without anything on. Hunter usually likes it when one of us is wearing something. He might insist that I wear a bra, tassels, a collar… Once he had me wear thigh high boots the entire time. It’s rare that he removes any of his clothing, aside from the essentials.

      It feels good to feel all of his exposed body next to me as he lies me down on the bed and crawls on top of me.

      We’re both sun-kissed from our time on the Brazilian beaches, and warm from our run through the city streets. His hips rest between my legs.

      I lift my hands and begin stroking his temples. My fingertip brushes against his earlobe, and then my hands rub against his strong jawline. He hasn’t shaved since we arrived in Brazil. His cheeks and chin feel rough beneath my fingers.

      He’s staring into me, his green eyes dancing against mine. When our lips meet in this position, our bodies undulate as our kiss unfolds. I feel as though our bodies are kissing, maybe for the first time. I can feel his erection, pressing against my abdomen.

      My knees are bent, my feet flat against the soft covers. I move my hips, torso, chest in a wave of pleasure as our kiss deepens. Then I lower my hands away from his face and trail my fingertips down his smooth, tanned chest.

      He reaches down and begins stroking my face tenderly. He watches his own hand move over my forehead, and cheekbone, with an expression of awe. It’s as though he’s noticing and feeling my features for the first time.

      I can’t tear my gaze from him.

      We’ve slipped into a wordless world. At this moment, even if I tried to form a sentence, I could not.

      His fingertips feel so good against my skin. He brushes his fingers over my cheek, jaw, throat. His hands move to my collar bones and out to my shoulders. All the while, our bodies move. I can feel his tip, sliding against my entrance. I feel so wet, so ready for him. Every time we kiss, I become wetter, more ready.

      Soon I can’t bear it any longer. I search blindly along the surface of the nightstand, trying to find the box of condoms that has served us well already on this trip.

      I find it and pull one free. Hunter and I stop kissing long enough for me to roll the rubber over him, and then, still wordlessly, we resume right where we left off.

      This time, he doesn’t hold back. He kisses me, and as our tongues meet, I feel his hardness probe my lower lips. The tip enters me, and he doesn’t stop there. He keeps pressing himself into me as we kiss until I feel his fullness between my legs.

      Oh, God. It feels so good.

      We both still for an instant.

      I feel myself contracting around him wildly as my body rejoices. Our lips have parted, and Hunter leans his forehead down against mine. His eyes are closed; mine are barely open.

      Neither one of us moves.

      It’s too good, just like this. It’s precious—the feeling of him inside of me. I feel so close to orgasming, just like this. Still. My body spasms around him wildly. How is this happening? Where is this coming from?

      Minutes pass. I don’t know how long. And then, we begin to move. Slowly at first. One millimeter at a time.

      He thrusts into me; I accept him and then lift my hips against his. Our movements are so fluid, so in synch. Without words, we move as one. I seem to know everything that he’s thinking. As he speeds up, so do I. When he begins to roll onto his back, I hold onto him, and we move in tandem. And then I’m on top, and I close my eyes.

      I’m lost, completely lost, in the bliss of this moment.

      I rock my hips back and forth, and then in little circles, feeling my excitement swell to unimaginable proportions. I’ve learned that I can hold much more pleasure than I once thought was possible, and I’ve stopped trying to hold myself back.

      Time ceases to make any sense to me. I become lost in the pleasure that has taken over my body. He feels so good inside of me. His dick is long, hard, hitting exactly the right spot inside of me.

      I lean down over him and kiss him again. Our tongues mingle. The kiss is rough, wet, as though each of us wants to consume the other.

      Then, we’re coming, at the same time. My orgasm shatters me to the core. I feel Hunter quake and shudder beneath me. Our lips still. Our kiss subsides. When I pull my lips away, it’s all I can do to catch my breath.

      I’m sure tomorrow I’ll realize just what I’ve signed up for.

      It’s not going to be easy to be Hunter Larson’s girlfriend. Tomorrow, I’ll have to face the question. Am I going to be able to handle being with a man as intense and complex as he is?

      But for tonight, I don’t want to think. I just want to feel his strong arms around me as we snuggle into the covers.

      Tonight, I want to enjoy seeing color.

      My definition of perfect has expanded. I thought “perfect” was watching the sunset from a little green sailboat, listening to Hunter laugh and sipping red wine. Now, I know that definition was insufficient. “Perfect” is falling asleep in Hunter’s embrace, feeling his heart beating next to mine.
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          Hunter

        

      

    
    
      “Shit,” I mutter as I hang up the phone.

      I’m sitting on the edge of the bed. I feel the mattress move under me as Maria shifts and wraps her arms around me.

      “What is it?” she asks. Her voice is groggy with sleep.

      “That was my head of client relations, calling from Japan. One of our biggest investors is threatening to leave us.”

      “And that’s bad?” she asks.

      “Very,” I say.

      Fuck. If we lose this guy, he’s going to trigger a chain reaction. I run my hand through my hair, trying to mentally prioritize my plan of attack.

      First order of business, I have to get a meeting with our Japanese client. That means I have to get my ass to Japan. I put my weight onto my feet, readying myself to stand. I feel Maria’s arms tighten around my waist.

      “Don’t get out of bed,” she says.

      I can feel her bare breasts pressing against my back. It’s hard to tell where her body ends and mine begins.

      The feeling is terrifying.

      I experienced it first last night when we climaxed together. I’ve never come at the same time as my partner. Usually, I’m in control, so I stagger our orgasms. Last night was entirely new to me. I felt…lost. I felt out of control. Somehow, as we made love, my body seemed to disappear. I seemed to disappear.

      I rake my hand through my hair again and strain my muscles, pulling away from Maria.

      “Baby, I have to get up. This is serious,” I say. Once I’m standing, I look down at her.

      “It can’t be that serious,” she says, her lip poking out in a pout. She’s lying naked over the sheets, and goddam, she looks beautiful.

      I look away. “Other investors look up to this guy,” I say. “If he pulls out, we’re going to see a domino effect. I need to be on the first plane to Japan.” I start thinking aloud now; my thoughts hit me fast, one after another. “I’ll have to call off the meeting with Clint this afternoon. Maybe I can reschedule, have him meet with the lawyers without me… Marty could handle this one virtually.” I walk briskly to the bathroom, still talking.

      It’s comforting to think about business again. Things got out of control so quickly last night. I’m used to calling the shots.

      As I crank the shower nozzle around forcefully, I hear Maria call out, “What about me? Will I go to Japan with you?” She sounds hopeful.

      “Not this time, baby,” I shout above the stream of water that’s now jetting out.

      “Okay!” she says. She sounds so…happy.

      What have I done? What have I committed to?

      What was I thinking?

      And most of all, what the fuck happened last night?

      I recall again the sense of losing all control. Surrender—that must have been surrender. And then there was the total loss of a sense of identity. How did it happen?

      I don’t have any answers. I step under the hot water. It scalds my skin, but I don’t care. The burning sensation brings me back to the present moment, away from my panicked thoughts.

      The truth is, I’m going to be glad to get on a plane, heading for Japan. It will give me time to think.

      Am I hiding from my emotions behind the front of my business again? Couldn’t someone else put out this fire and talk to the unhappy investor?

      I reach for the body wash and squirt some out onto my palm.

      Maybe I am hiding. But that’s better than completely losing my fucking mind over this girl, isn’t it?

      I see her form in the bathroom. Then the glass shower door slides open, and Maria, still naked, steps in to join me.

      My body responds before my mind can; my dick starts hardening the instant I see her. Her warm hands wrap around my package, and I close my eyes as she starts to stroke me.

      “Maybe you don’t have time to stay in bed,” she says, running her hand up and down along my shaft. “But at least we can take a shower together.”

      “Mmm…” I groan. It comes from somewhere deep inside of me. Damn it. Her touch feels good.

      Next, I feel her wet body rub up next to mine. Her nipples are hard; I feel them graze my chest.

      “I guess our announcement will have to wait,” she says. “Do you want me to stay in Brazil or go back to California?”

      “You can go home,” I say. It’s hard to focus on words while she’s jerking me off, but I keep trying. “We’ll have to… Fuck…” I groan as her hand tightens around me, begins to move faster. “We’ll have to wait a few days.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Does that feel good?”

      “Very,” I say.

      “Good.” She moves to her knees in front of me. Her mouth circles my erection, and I feel her tongue swirl around my tip.

      Very, very good.

      Too good.
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          Maria

        

      

    
    
      “Where have you been?” Jemma shrieks into the phone.

      I’ve called her immediately upon landing at LAX. It’s now Saturday, and I’ve been gone for four days. Besides an email to Camila with the trip’s itinerary, I didn’t give anyone the details.

      I wasn’t sure how to put it.

      Oh, yeah, Jemma, did I mention that the guy who hired me to have sex with him is taking me abroad?

      She might have called the cops. That would not have been good.

      “A business trip,” I say. The man in the seat next to me stands. There’s so much room up here in first class. I don’t have that cattle-being-herded kind of feeling that I usually get in coach.

      At a leisurely pace, I stand as well and then reach for my overhead bag.

      “What kind of business trip?” Jemma demands. “I thought you were unemployed?”

      It takes me a moment to realize that the last time I saw Jemma, I said nothing of my employment at Larson Global. I was still trying to wrap my head around it for myself.

      “Oh…yeah. It’s this crazy gig I got through the guy I told you about,” I say vaguely.

      “You mean the great-sex, BDSM guy?” Jemma says.

      My cheeks blush, and I glance at the businessman next to me. We’ve made our way off of the plane and are now walking down the long jetway toward the airport. He’s oblivious to my conversation; I’m satisfied that he hasn’t overheard my friend. Regardless, due to an ingrained sense of embarrassment, I lower my voice. “Yes, that guy,” I say.

      “Wow! You guys are moving fast. Did you, like, stay in the same hotel room with him on this business trip? Where did you go?”

      “Brazil,” I say. “Rio de Janeiro.”

      “No way!”

      “And yes, we did stay in the same room.” My blush deepens as I think of all of the sexual adventures Hunter and I had in that hotel room, over those three short days. The balcony, the kitchen, the hot tub, the shower… we managed to make love in every area of the suite.

      “When can I meet him?” Jemma asks. “Maybe you and Keegan and I could all go out to—”

      “Keegan?” I ask, interrupting her. “Who’s Keegan? And what happened to Jackson?”

      “Oh, I’m not really working with Jackson anymore,” Jemma says as if it’s no big deal. “The sex was great, but we’ve both moved on. I think that had a lot to do with the thrill of the chase. Keegan is amazing though… Oh, Maria, you met him! Remember that night we went to the Sunshine Cafe to see Sanjay’s band?”

      “Our waiter?” I guess, remembering the guy with the man-bun.

      “Yes!” Jemma laughs. “He’s an artist, Maria. He works there to pay rent, but his real passion is painting. He has a gallery opening this Wednesday! You and your kinky mystery man should come.”

      “He’s out of the country,” I say, trying to work out the dates in my head.

      I’ve emerged out into the airport, and the crowds make it harder to hear my friend. I need to wrap this up. Besides the noise levels, I also want to get off the phone so that I can call and check up on Camila. I’ve been texting her while in Brazil, so I know nothing bad has happened to her, but it will still be good to hear her voice.

      Jemma chatters on. “When is he back? By Wednesday night? It’s really going to be fun,” she says. “And anyway, even if your kinky dude can’t come, you should join us. I want you to meet Keegan.” She’s never been one to take no for an answer.

      “Don’t call him that,” I say. “Also, I’ve already met Keegan, remember? I don’t think I can go to his gallery opening. I’ve been so busy.”

      Jemma’s not happy about this, and she lets me know. “Come on, Maria! You haven’t done anything fun in ages. And I want to meet your guy. He’ll probably be back, right? You could—”

      I interrupt her. “Yes, he’s getting back Wednesday morning. But I don’t know if he’s going to want to go. He’s super busy with work.”

      “Well, what about you?” Jemma asks, ever persistent. “Can you make it?”

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “My schedule’s been so up in the air. I’ve been putting in a lot of hours at his offices lately.”

      “Is it a temp position?” Jemma asks, voicing a question I’ve also been wondering.

      “I’m not sure,” I say. “He initially hired me for two weeks, which would mean my last day is Wednesday. But it’s been going so well, I think it might last a lot longer. Hey, I’m just making my way through the airport now, and it’s super loud in here.” I raise my voice as I walk past a wailing toddler, flailing around in her mother’s arms. “I also need to give Camila a call,” I add.

      Jemma’s not offended. I promise to call her when I get home, and we sign off.

      Next, I call Camila.

      “Mi media naranja!” she answers immediately. “I’ve missed you. Tell me all about this trip! Does this have something to do with the paycheck you’ve been promised?”

      I’ve given Camila several updates on my upcoming pay date. Again, I’m reminded that Wednesday marks the end of the agreement between Hunter and me. Yet things have changed so much since we made that initial arrangement. What will happen at the end of these two weeks? Will I keep working at Larson Global? Will our sexy arrangement continue?

      I hope that it does.

      I want to tell my sister that I’m now dating Hunter, but something inside of me holds back.

      “Yes,” I say, remaining vague. Soon, I’ll spill all—well, at least most—of the details to Jemma and Camila. For right now, I have to hold back. “Everything’s looking good! The work is going well. I had a great time in Brazil. We’re going to have to go someday!”

      “What do you think, we’re rich or something?” Camila says with a laugh.

      Now that I’m dating a billionaire, I might be closer to rich than my sister has ever dreamed of. I smile into the phone. “A girl can dream, right mi media naranja?” I say.
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* * *

      I spend the weekend recovering, reminiscing, and fantasizing.

      Brazil was so much fun, and I feel so excited about future adventures with Hunter. The possibilities seem endless.

      By the time Monday arrives, I feel refreshed and ready to get back to work. It’s strange to be back in the office without Hunter around. I notice people whispering whenever I venture out of my office on the top floor.

      On Monday morning, the attendant who first brought me up to my office, all those days ago, approaches while I wait for the elevator.

      “Did you really go abroad with the boss?” she asks.

      I nod.

      “I’ve never been invited abroad, and I’ve been working here for five years,” she says snidely, before swiveling on her heel and marching away from me.

      Over the next two days, as I anxiously await Wednesday’s arrival, I receive plenty more snide looks and comments.

      The funny thing is, they don’t bother me at all. I’ve never felt this self-confident, sexy, and satisfied in my entire life. It’s like nothing they do or say can phase me in the least. I’m untouchable. Except by Hunter, that is. When he returns, he can touch me all he wants.

      For the first time ever, I feel like my life is going right, and I deserve all the good things that are happening to me.

      On top of my new-found confidence and self-love, I also notice that I’m super relaxed. There’s not one drop of anxiety or stress inside my body. For once I’m completely sexually fulfilled, and it makes a massive difference in the way I feel.

      Wednesday arrives, and I’m in a good mood as soon as my eyes pop open. I’m humming to myself, pouring coffee into a travel mug that I can take with me into the office when my phone rings.

      “This is Maria,” I practically sing into the receiver.

      “Maria Michaels? This is Candice with Larson Global Human Resources.”

      I open the refrigerator and reach for the creamer. “Great! Good morning Candice,” I say happily. “I was going to call you today, so now I don’t even have to. I think my short-term position is ending today, and I’m fairly certain that Mr. Larson will extend my employment. He’s in Japan right now, but—”

      “Your services are no longer needed at Larson Global, Ms. Michaels,” the HR woman says, interrupting me mid-sentence.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve been told to inform you that your employment has been terminated. You don’t need to come into the offices today or at any point in the future.”

      “That can’t be right.” I frown and set the creamer on the counter without pouring any into my waiting cup. “Mr. Larson is in Japan. There’s been some kind of miscommunication.”

      “I have the order right here,” Candice says. “It’s from Mr. Larson himself. Termination is effective today. If you have any further questions, feel free to call our Human Resources support line. I hope you have a wonderful day, Ms. Michaels.”

      “Wonderful day?” I say. “How could I have a wonderful day when you’ve just told me that—” I stop shouting as I realize that the phone has gone dead. She hung up on me.

      A direct order, from Hunter himself? How could this be?

      I wander out of my little kitchen in a daze, my coffee and the creamer sitting forgotten on the countertop. I sink into my couch and place my head into my hands. This is impossible.

      Impossible!

      Today is Wednesday, yes, and our original agreement is technically over. But after our conversation in Rio, I was sure that the original agreement no longer mattered.

      We’d moved past it. We’d sailed right into “relationship” waters, where two-week contracts were made obsolete. He’s my boyfriend. I’m his girlfriend. He said that he wanted to be with me.

      Suddenly, I desperately wish that he was here, and I could talk to him. I feel sick to my stomach. Is he second guessing everything, now that we’re apart?

      He has a phobia of relationships. He said so himself. Maybe his time in Japan is making him rethink what we have together.

      Does he wish that our time in Rio never happened? Is he going to try to revert back to our original agreement, as if we never moved past it?

      Or does he not want his girlfriend working for him as his secretary? I don’t feel like his girlfriend. But I don’t know what he’s thinking. He hasn’t sent me a text or anything.

      With growing nausea in my stomach, I reach for my laptop and sign into my online banking account. It’s hard to breathe as I click through to my account.

      As soon as I see my bank account balance, I know.

      It’s fifty thousand dollars bigger than it should be. Upon closer inspection, I see the deposit: fifty grand from H. Larson.

      My stomach flips upside down and inside out. At least that’s what it feels like. I have to swallow a few times to fight the urge to vomit.

      Hunter is dumping me, isn’t he?

      He’s doing it in the coldest way possible: through a Human Resources representative.

      If he doesn’t want to see me again, he at least needs to call me and tell me himself! But even that, I realize as I snap my laptop closed, would be awful.

      He’s dumping me. That’s the bottom line here.

      Minutes drag on.

      The nausea is replaced by a hollow, numb feeling.

      I can’t believe he’s doing this to me. My mind recalls our last night in Rio. I’ve replayed that night so many times in my mind, I feel that I know each word of our conversation by heart. But this time, as I replay the words in my mind, the whole scene takes on a suspicious twist.

      There I was, putting myself out there so desperately. He didn’t know how to handle my feelings. I pressured him into saying exactly what I wanted him to say. He was only humoring me! Trying to avoid an awkward conversation.

      Here I was, thinking that his business trip to Japan was unfortunate timing and that he was as upset about it as I was. And yet, he hasn’t called once…

      He was happy to get away from me, wasn’t he?

      I feel like I’m walking through a funhouse in my mind, filled with mirrors that distort my memories. Every memory that I have of Hunter is suddenly twisted and deformed, and I see him differently.

      I also see myself differently. I was such a fool!

      I feel a fat tear well up in my eye and then slip down my cheek. I wipe it angrily away. I will not cry over this man, who won’t even grant me the respect of calling me to tell me that it’s over.

      A second tear overflows and races down my cheek, and then a third.

      As I give in to my sobs, I pick up my phone. I need to talk to someone. Jemma? Camila?

      Camila. She will understand. I’ve listened to her for hours at a time as she went through her divorce proceedings with Dan.

      Besides, I need to tell her about the money. She’s been waiting for this day, just as I have. She has to pay the loan sharks back—it’s been two weeks since they gave her the deadline.

      I’m about to dial her number, but suddenly I have a terrible thought.

      When I really tell her that I have twenty-five grand for her, she’s going to want the details. She’s going to ask me what I did to get the money. I’ve been able to evade her questions so far, but if I call her now, crying over my heartbreak and blubbering about Hunter, she’ll feel that all I’m going through is her fault.

      It’s not.

      I did this to myself.

      A desire to get money for Camila started it all out, but I’m the one who let myself get so emotionally invested.

      Stupid Maria. Stupid!

      This chant plays through my head as I stand and stomp angrily to my bedroom. My nose is running, and the tears won’t stop coming. I need a tissue, badly. Blinded by tears, I begin searching the room.

      Instead of tissues, on my nightstand, I find something that makes my tears come out faster and hotter.

      The pictures, from the photo booth.

      There’s Hunter and me, smiling into the camera. Hunter’s hands up behind my head, giving bunny ears; me with my eyes crossed and tongue sticking out. And then…

      My chest hurts, I’m crying so hard.

      The final picture. The two of us, kissing.

      Our first kiss.

      It hurts to look at it. I squeeze my eyes shut and begin tearing.

      I rip and shred the strip of photographs until there’s nothing left. Nothing but black and white confetti.

      Who was I kidding, thinking that my world could turn from black and white to color? Now, I don’t even have black and white.
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          Hunter

        

      

    
    
      “Hi, Candice. This is Hunter Larson.”

      “Oh, Mr. Larson! Hello! How are your travels going? Well, I hope?”

      “Very well.” I try to keep my tone light. “I’m calling to check up on the Maria Michaels situation. Did you have a chance to talk to her this morning?”

      “Yes, sir. I spoke to her about an hour ago and told her not to return to the office per the instructions in your email. Was that correct?”

      Candice hesitates as if trying to decide whether to say something or hold her tongue. After a few seconds, she speaks. “She did seem somewhat confused about the termination. Upset, really.”

      “That was absolutely correct,” I say. “Thank you, Candice. I’m sure that wasn’t an easy conversation. I will follow up with Ms. Michaels myself. Thank you for executing so efficiently.”

      “Of course, Mr. Larson,” Candice says.

      “That’s all, Candice. Have a nice day.”

      I settle back into my seat.

      After a moment, an announcement floats over the PA system in my private jet, detailing our upcoming descent.

      I lift the shade at my side and look down at San Bravado. The city seems to grow larger and larger as we approach the airfield.

      Good. Maria’s already been fired. I have no doubt that she’s already noticed the deposit in her bank account as well. I know that she was desperate for the money, and I’m sure such a large sum will catch her attention quickly.

      Now I won’t have to chance seeing her in the office. It wouldn’t be good for my reputation to end things with her there, with the chance that my employees would hear or see our conversation. Maria could make a scene. It could get messy.

      Not good.

      Better that HR gave her a call so I won’t run into her.

      Of course, I think, as I watch the earth below the jet come nearer and nearer, I’ll have to talk to her in person as well. Maybe a phone call.

      Maria, I’m sorry, I’ll say. I close my eyes briefly as the jet glides downward, imagining our conversation. I thought that I was ready to try having a relationship, but I was wrong. My time apart from you helped me to clear my head. This was a mistake.

      Yes. That’s what I’ll say.

      But was it a mistake? Is that how I really feel?

      There’s still a part of me that wants what Maria was offering—a chance at love. A chance to give and receive love.

      But I’m still terrified at the depth of my emotions for her; the complete loss of control I felt when I was with her, in that capacity.

      I’m not used to feeling this conflicted. Usually, when I make a decision, that’s that. I don't’ look back on it. I don’t second guess myself or dwell in doubt.

      The jet lands, and my flight attendant emerges from the staff quarters with a big smile. “Welcome home, Mr. Larson. Are you excited to be back in California?”

      I try to smile, but it’s forced. I’m still mulling over what’s waiting for me here: a conversation that I don’t know how to have. A woman that I care deeply about but need to say goodbye to. “It’s always good to come home,” I say, lying through my teeth.
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      For the hundredth time today, I pick up my phone and scroll through my contacts until I reach Maria’s number. Two weeks have passed since I arrived home, and I still haven’t called her to end things in person.

      I stare at her name on my phone and the picture that accompanies it.

      It’s a photograph I snapped of her while we were lying in bed. Her dark hair is fanned out across a white pillow. She’s smiling up at the screen happily. Her cheeks are rosy, her lips full and red. I can see my bare shoulder, in the corner of the shot. We were so happy. The sex was so good. We were just getting to know each other—really know each other. What is wrong with me?

      If it’s better to end things, and I know she deserves a phone call, why can’t I press the damn button?

      I’m sitting in my office, swiveling back and forth in my leather chair, staring at my phone. Suddenly, the phone in my hand rings. The abrupt tone slices through my paralysis.

      “Hello?” I say, lifting my cell to my ear. “This is Hunter.”

      “Hello! I’m calling for Mr. Hunter Larson. Is this he?”

      The caller has a thick Brazilian accent. I don’t recognize the voice. I sit up straighter. “Yes, this is he,” I say.

      “Mr. Larson! A pleasure to speak to you. I saw your review of my sailing tours online. You enjoyed your time on Dream Weaver?”

      I recall my glowing review, and smile. “Yes,” I say. “Very much. It was a wonderful boat.”

      “That’s why I’m calling, sir. You see, I’m wondering if you would like to purchase her. A man of your means must have several sailboats already?”

      “I don’t, as it happens—”

      “Oh! But you should, since you clearly enjoy sailing so much. Our sailboats have character, don’t they? A real history. You don’t want a shiny new boat. No, a man like you would be happiest on a charming boat with a rich history. What do you say? Ten grand and she’s yours. I can also have her delivered to you, no charge. I see you live on the coast of California?”

      This guy has really done his research. I’m about to commend his efforts, but refuse the boat, when a sudden image comes to me.

      It’s Maria. She has a halo of gold around her; reflected light from the setting sun. Her cut-off shorts are high on her toned legs which are stretched out long on the Dream Weaver’s wooden deck. Her bare shoulder is like an apple ready to be bitten. She’s looking over her shoulder at me, laughing at something I’ve just said.

      “Okay,” I say, impulsively into the phone as I watch Maria laugh in my mind’s eye. “Okay. Yes. I’ll take it.”

      “Wonderful!” my caller says. “You won’t be disappointed.”

      Several moments later, I’ve taken down the details about where to wire the money, and I’ve given him my address.

      As we hang up, I sink back into my chair.

      Again, I pull up Maria’s contact information. There’s her smiling face, looking out at me as if I hold the key to the universe.

      The feeling of her hugging me from behind on the bed to comfort me comes to mind. The way her breasts pushed against my back as her arms wrapped around me. She was not being sexual at that moment. No, she was being kind and caring and loving me in my vulnerability.

      Maria does not expect me to be perfect. She likes it best when I am me. The me inside that I’m afraid to let out. That part of me that is afraid of being hurt. But that’s the part of me that adores being with her. That enjoys watching her sleep. That wants to hold her hand and protect her.

      I’m a better man when I’m with her. More complete.

      I want to see her, I realize. I want to see her in person. I need to tell her how I feel—how deep my emotions for her run.

      But will she even speak to me, after what I’ve done? It was wrong to have my HR department tell her not to come back. What if she refuses to talk to me?

      How can I tell her how I feel, without calling her?

      A note! I think suddenly. I’ll write her a note.

      Purchasing the sailboat has made it all so clear to me. There’s no one else I’d want to sail around the San Bravado Bay with. No one but Maria.

      I have to win her back. With intense concentration, I begin writing.

      

      Maria,

      I’m sorry it has taken so long for me to contact you. I’ve been a mess since Rio—this is all new to me. I need to see you. I want to talk to you.

      If you’re willing to see me, meet me on the pier where we had our first date. I’ll be there tonight at sunset, hoping to see you.

      Please, give me another chance.

      Hunter

      

      Once it’s written, I fold it carefully and leave my office in search of one of my assistants.

      As soon as I spot him, I hold up the note.

      “I need this delivered to Maria Michaels at her home address, as soon as possible,” I say. “Along with flowers,” I add. “Roses. Three dozen.”

      “Three?” my assistant asks as if he isn’t sure he’s heard me correctly.

      “Actually, make that six dozen,” I say, changing my mind suddenly.

      My assistant jots this down in a small notebook and then turns away from me and takes a few steps toward the elevator. “Got it!” he calls over his shoulder.

      “Oh, hey—” I jog to catch up to him, digging in my wallet as I go. “Wait up. Get an envelope for the note. And put this in there too. Okay?”

      I hand him the item I’ve retrieved from my wallet. It’s the strip of photographs, from our first date at the pier.

      My assistant nods. We’re in front of the elevators now, and he punches the down button. “Will do, boss,” he says.

      Once he disappears, I walk distractedly back into my office. My mind is a million miles away. It’s only three in the afternoon, but I’m too excited to stay cooped up in here.

      I’m barely able to concentrate as I wrap up a few last things in the office, including wiring money to the man in Brazil. The act has me daydreaming about what it will be like when the boat arrives in San Bravado. Will Maria join me on it?

      My heart is pounding as I pack up my bag and say my goodbyes. Soon I’m out on the sidewalk. I’m far too charged up for driving, so I refuse an offer from my chauffeur and instead start walking toward the pier.

      It feels good to burn off some energy. Despite the long walk, I still arrive hours before sunset. I’m so amped up I can barely sit still. Maybe she’ll get here early, too! This thought has me examining every dark-haired woman that approaches, only to sigh with disappointment when I see they are not Maria.

      The hours stretch on, and soon it is seven o’clock.

      The sun is sinking lower and lower in the sky. I should have told her where to meet me on the pier, I think, pacing the entire length for the sixth time this hour. The sun’s orb meets the water’s edge, and I still haven’t spotted her.

      Is she going to show?

      The sun continues sinking. If I could, I would spend my fortune to suspend it in the sky. Another hour passes, and by eight o'clock the sun has completely disappeared.

      She’s not coming. I’ve just walked the pier again. Now that it’s dark out, the crowd has thinned. Maria is nowhere in sight.

      I’ll wait another twenty minutes.

      In my mind, I silently plead with her. Please, Maria. Give me another chance. Please… I need you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Maria

        

      

    
    
      I can’t look at the roses.

      I can’t look at the strip of photos—our smiling faces.

      If I do, I’ll forget my anger.

      I don’t want to forget my anger. I’ve cultivated it so carefully, these last two weeks. I’ve nurtured it with resentful thoughts, like I can’t believe he dumped me with a phone call from HR!

      I’ve nurtured my anger until it grew up, like healthy, thick vines rich with thorns around me. It’s a protective layer now.

      If I look at the roses, the note, or the photos, that protective layer is going to come crashing down.

      I stand in my kitchen, facing the refrigerator. Come on, Maria, just think about cooking some dinner, I urge myself.

      It’s nearing eight, and I haven’t eaten a bite in hours—not since the young man arrived with the sealed envelope and six dozen roses in tow. I was in the middle of a phone call with my temp agency when he knocked on my apartment door, and I could barely finish the conversation with my coordinator. I finally made an excuse, saying that I had an unexpected visitor and promised to call her back.

      I didn’t.

      Now, looking into the fridge, I’m confronted with a startling lack of food. It’s been two weeks since Hunter deposited money into my account, fired me, and broke up with me, all on the same day. I gave twenty-five grand to Camila, and I haven't touched the other half.

      It feels…dirty. It makes my heart hurt. I can’t use that money. Not yet. Not until this wound heals a little.

      I open the cupboard and pull out a box of noodles. Plain pasta it is, for the fourth night in a row. I need to find work soon and make a paycheck big enough to properly grocery shop. Then, maybe I can afford some sauce for the pasta.

      Work would be a great distraction, too. These long, lonely days of unemployment are killing me.

      If I can just move on with my life, it will make it easier to forget Hunter.

      The hurt he caused me.

      The pain.

      I close the cupboard and turn to the countertop, which causes me to catch sight of the deep red, velvet roses again.

      Damn him! How am I supposed to forget about Hunter when he does something like this so unexpectedly?

      A sensation like being punched in the gut overwhelms me, and I let the box fall onto the counter. There’s no way that I can eat right now—not while feeling like this.

      I see the window beyond the roses. My single living room window reveals a bruised, purple and blue sky. The sun is setting. Right now, Hunter is on the pier, waiting for me.

      I feel drawn to the window. I walk, zombie-like, through the kitchen and into the living room. I weave through the six vases of roses that are placed across my little living room floor.

      Stepping over the last vase, I lean my palms against the window sill and peer out over the landscape. I can’t see the ocean from here; I live half a dozen blocks from it. Instead, the horizon line is a blocky, rectangular patchwork of rooftops, glowing orange with the last rays of a setting sun.

      What is Hunter thinking?

      Why does he want a second chance now, after all that he did to me?

      I close my eyes for a moment. A memory haunts me. We’re on the sailboat—Dream Weaver. I can feel the steady rocking of the lazy surf beneath me. The sun is setting. Golden light lies like a filter over the memory. Then, in my mind, Hunter is talking about language. “Language separates us—creating a division where there is none,” he says.

      Then, as if I’m hearing it in someone else’s voice, my angry thoughts come floating into my awareness. All that anger—is it just a mask? A cover-up? Words pasted over how I really feel, separating me from my true emotions?

      How do I really feel about Hunter, deep down in that still space where words don’t exist?

      For an instant—so brief and sweet—I stop thinking with words. Instead, I feel with my heart.

      Here, in this still moment, I feel vast, expansive love for him. It makes my heart burst with a feeling of joy. Energy seems to emanate from my chest and then flow through my fingertips, feet, and the crown of my head.

      My eyes pop open.

      Oh my God. I love him.

      My feet begin moving now. I’m not thinking, just acting.

      Filled with a feeling of pure love, I bounce among the vases, navigating them as though they are an obstacle course and I’m a trained athlete. I lunge for my purse, which is lying on the couch, and then sprint for the door.

      I have to get to the pier.

      Impatiently, I wait for the bus on the corner of my block. Just three minutes pass before I give up on it. I have to get to the pier now. I raise my hand and hail a taxi, and then within fifteen minutes I’m at the curb in front of the pier and paying my cabbie.

      I slam the cab door and swivel toward the scene in front of me.

      The sun is gone. It’s slipped down below the ocean. The sky is now hazy purple at the horizon line. The purple bleeds into a star-studded navy blue sky.

      I scan the scattering of faces that I can see on the sidewalk. Hunter?

      Hunter?

      I don’t see him.

      Quickly I begin moving toward the boardwalk that extends out over the ocean. Most of the vendors have already packed up and headed home. Only one or two remain, and even they are busy packing it in for the night.

      A few couples stroll along or lean over the fence that lines the pier, looking out over the ocean. I see a young woman jogging and an old man walking a golden retriever.

      No Hunter.

      I refuse to give up. I make my way to the very end of the walkway, still craning my head back and forth as if Hunter might be hiding behind every trash can.

      When I reach the blunt, square end of the walkway, I can’t deny it any longer. He’s not here.

      I sink down onto a bench, just as my phone rings. I jump up as if the bench has repelled me. Could it be Hunter? I spin around, my eyes scanning the pier eagerly.

      But a second glance at my phone tells me that it’s not Hunter. An unknown number is flashing across my phone screen.

      I pick up. “Maria Michaels,” I say.

      “Ms. Michaels, this is Officer Duncan with the San Bravado Police Department.”

      Fear grips my heart. “Yes?” I say.

      Immediately, I’m thinking of Camila. Mi media naranja. Is she hurt? In trouble? I thought we were through the worst of things. I thought the loan sharks were off her back. What now?

      “Ma’am, I’m here with Mr. Hunter Larson. He’s been arrested on charges of disorderly conduct.”

      “What? Is he all right? What happened?”

      “A fight, ma’am. He has some minor cuts and bruises, but he’s refusing medical attention. He’s going to be released with just a citation this time. He’s lucky that the other guy didn’t choose to press charges.”

      The line is quiet, but I’m in too much shock to speak.

      The officer clears his throat. “Per our protocol, I’ve told Hunter he can’t drive his car this evening—since we did pick him up at a bar.”

      “Is he drunk?” I ask.

      “No, ma’am. But it’s part of our protocol. He’s going to need a friend or family member to come down to the station and collect him.”

      “And he… he asked for me?”

      “Yes, Ms. Michaels.”

      “Oh. Okay. Right. I’ll be right there.”

      “We have him in a holding cell at station two. Are you familiar?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You’ll find us on Hamilton and Third. Just let the officer at the front desk know that you’re at the station for a pickup.”

      “Okay.”

      I’m still in shock as I hang up the phone. I’ve been walking toward the street as I listened to the officer, and now I find myself on the sidewalk, holding up my hand to hail a cab for the second time this evening.

      This time, I’m not spurred on by the urgency of love, bursting inside of my heart. Instead, it’s worry that has me moving fast. I need to get to Hunter so I can make sure he’s okay. A fight? Cuts and bruises? What happened?

      As soon as I’m dropped off at the station, I rush inside. The officer at the front desk listens as I tell him why I’m there. He takes down my driver’s license information. Then, he picks up a phone, speaks into it, hangs up and looks at me again.

      “Please have a seat,” the officer says. “He’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      A while later, I hear a door buzzing at it clicks open. I hold my breath. Is it him? I’m hoping that Hunter is not badly hurt.

      The door swings open.

      I haven’t seen Hunter in two weeks. The last time I saw him, we were saying goodbye in an airport in Rio de Janeiro. He kissed me tenderly before we parted and wished me a safe flight.

      It is Hunter. His hands are behind his back. An officer holds the door open for him. I examine Hunter’s face, as best I can from ten feet away where I now stand. Is he badly hurt? It’s hard to tell. I can see a dark, bluish black bruise forming along one of his cheekbones. There’s a bright red smear of blood along his forehead and more on his white T-shirt.

      Everything is uncomfortably silent. Besides the hum of some far-off air conditioning unit and the background noise of the precinct, I’m completely focused on Hunter.

      The officer is behind him. I see now why his hands have been behind his back. He’s handcuffed.

      The officer speaks as the cuffs slip off. “Mr. Larson, now that your ride is here, you are free to go. You will receive a copy of your citation in the mail within two days, and your fine is due by the end of the month.”

      Hunter rotates his wrists around slowly, taking in what the officer is saying. He nods politely. “Yes, officer,” he says.

      The officer retreats, leaving the two of us alone.

      Hunter still hasn’t met my eyes.

      We walk out of the building without speaking. Finally, I break the silence as we walk down the stairs outside. My voice is tight with nerves.

      “You’re a mess, Hunter. What on earth happened to you?”

      He shakes his head. “Some asshole got in my way at the wrong time, that’s all. I just wanted to have a drink and be left alone. He was the one who…”

      His voice drifts off. He shakes his head. “Ah, fuck. It was my fault. Short temper, after you didn’t show up at the pier.”

      We’ve reached the end of the steps and are on the sidewalk.

      “Are you okay?” I step toward him, slowly at first, but then faster. I feel like I’m being pulled in by a gravitational force, and as I near him, the force becomes stronger. Soon I’m six inches from him, running my finger along his hairline, sweeping stray strands away so that I can examine his cut.

      “Did you wash this?” I ask.

      “Maria,” he says softly as my fingers brush his skin.

      His voice is heavy with pain. I can tell immediately that it’s not the cut, nor the bruises that are making him suffer.

      Standing this close to him, I’m filled with visceral memories of all that we’ve done together. My body is responding to him. My heart is aching for him to wrap his arms around me.

      “Maria,” he says again. His voice is soft and heavy with sorrow. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry about all of this. I should have called you. I just—”

      “Hunter, you can call on me in an emergency. I know things didn’t end well for us, but that doesn’t mean—”

      “It was my fault,” he says, interrupting me. “I should have told you in person instead of asking my employee to let you go. That was cowardly. I should never have handled it all so badly.”

      I’m still examining his cut and the angry bruise across his cheek. I don’t look into his eyes. Now, as he says this, I look down to the ground between us. My toes, wrapped in sandals, are three inches from his sneakers.

      “No,” I say softly. “You shouldn’t have ended it like that.”

      We’re both silent for a beat.

      Then, we both start talking at the same time.

      “But, Hunter—” I say.

      At the same time, he says, “I wanted to—”

      We both stop.

      I look up at him.

      For the first time, our eyes meet. As I take in the shimmering green depths of his eyes, I’m filled with the sensation that hit me earlier in the evening, as I stood at the window looking out at the setting sun.

      I feel my heart expanding. Joy and love start to pulse through me, subtly at first, tickling the edges of my skin as the sensation radiates through me.

      For a minute, I’m disoriented by the feeling. What were we saying?

      In this instant, I’m simply lost in Hunter’s eyes. I can smell him—his signature cologne; the shampoo he uses.

      Then he starts talking again, holding my gaze as he speaks.

      “This has never happened to me before,” he says, so quietly I can barely hear him. “The way I feel when I’m with you—it makes my world seem to fall apart. Nothing makes sense like it used to. I feel…powerless. It’s not a feeling that I’m used to, Maria.”

      “Is that why you ran away?” I ask, just as quietly.

      “I was afraid,” he says, nodding. “And I’m sorry. But Maria, if you give me another chance, I won’t fuck up again.”

      I lick my lips. My heart is pounding.

      “What do you mean by another chance, Hunter?”

      “Be with me, Maria. Like we talked about in Rio. I don’t want to buy you again—I want to be with you, as equals.”

      My mind rebels. “You’re going to get hurt again,” a fearful voice inside of me shrieks.

      But I know better now. Hunter has already taught me how deceptive words can be. I dismiss the thought. This is easy to do because, at the same time that fear is mounting in my rational mind, my heart is singing.

      The song is loud, crystal clear, and nearly wordless.

      Only one word fits the feeling swelling deep inside of me now—emanating through my gut, my core, and my chest. That word is “yes.” I feel it so strongly, in every bone and cell of my body.

      I wrap my arms around Hunter’s neck.

      Feeling my embrace, he reciprocates by wrapping his arms around my waist.

      A smile stretches across my lips, and I see it mirrored on Hunter’s face. We’re both grinning like fools as our faces near until our noses touch.

      It’s not until the last moment that I think to answer him. My lips part, and I whisper “Yes.” The word floats up into the air between us just before our lips meet.

      The kiss is so good—passionate, tender, filled with all of the potential that our relationship holds.

      I’m going to show Hunter what it feels like to be cared for through thick and thin. With me, he can learn to trust and love. I feel certain that he’s going to keep pushing my limits, expanding my perception of what is possible—in the bedroom and out of it. I know our future holds lots and lots of “play sessions” and mind-blowing sex. Maybe we’ll travel, too… Maybe we’ll go back to Rio or visit somewhere new. I’ve always wanted to see Paris.

      Our lips move together as we kiss, speaking without words of the promise that the future holds. If we let our hearts lead us and move forward despite our fears and reservations, we can learn and grow together.

      So much is possible. Everything is possible, now that we’re together again.

      Hunter and I are going to have many adventures together. But first, we have to get out of this holding cell.
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          Hunter

        

        Hunter

      

    
    
      “Hi, is this Jemma?” I say into the phone.

      “Yeah,” her cheery voice responds. “Hunter? Oh my God, I am so excited about tonight!”

      I balance the phone between my chin and shoulder so that I can bend down and place a note on the floor, five feet from the front door.

      “Well, that’s what I’m calling about,” I say. “Unfortunately, Maria and I won’t be able to make it. The dinner reservations will still work for you and your date, but I’ve had my assistant inform the restaurant that there will only be two dining tonight, not four.”

      “You’re not coming? That’s crazy. I just talked to Maria, and she was all excited about getting her hair blown out and her nails done. She said you guys would meet us there at—”

      “She doesn’t know,” I say, stepping back until I’m ten feet from the door. I kneel and deposit another note onto the ground. “She thinks that we’re meeting you there for dinner, but I have something else planned. A surprise. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

      I’m not really sorry. I want tonight to surprise Maria, and if I’d let Jemma in on my plans any earlier, I feel certain that the girls would have gossiped together.

      “Aw—well, Keegan is going to be upset too. We were looking forward to hanging out with you two. You guys are our favorite couple friends,” Jemma says.

      I laugh warmly.

      “Thanks, Jemma. Tell Keegan I was able to snag tickets to the Lakers game this weekend.”

      Jemma squeals, and I know that my news has now been forgiven.

      “Seriously? Dude! He’s going to be so excited.”

      I laugh again. “Good. I’ll look forward to it. I had a lot of fun at the last game.”

      Maria and I have been dating for six months now. At first, I had a hard time relating to her friend, Jemma. But as the months passed, I started to get to know her more, and I can see why Maria likes her. Keegan isn’t a bad guy either. In fact, we’re getting to be good friends.

      I haven’t made time to just hang out with friends in a long time. Before Maria, I was always so caught up in work. She’s made me stop and smell the roses—instead of bulldozing them down to make room for another high-rise that I can sell for a profit.

      “I need to go,” I say. “I’m getting things ready for Maria.”

      “What’s the surprise?” Jemma asks.

      “Gotta run!” I say mysteriously, before hanging up.

      I can’t tell her what my surprise is. This is just between Maria and me.

      Though I’ve opened up to new social circles, there is still a great deal that Maria and I do together that is just between us. Even at work, where she serves as my secretary while her film career gets off the ground, we have developed an almost secret language that only we speak.

      “Do you need me in your office?” she’ll ask innocently if we’re in front of other employees.

      “Right away,” is often my answer. And once the door is locked, all bets are off.

      We’re having sex so regularly that every day feels like a dream come true. I’m living inside every man’s fantasy. And my productivity? Through the roof. Our sexual escapades give me energy and even more drive to hit my business goals.

      I work my way around the apartment, getting things perfectly in place for her arrival. I place the last note down inside my bedroom. It’s the last clue. It will lead her into a part of my house that I haven’t shown her yet.

      Standing, I cross the room and reach into my pocket. Removing a set of keys, I grin. I can’t help it. I’m thinking of everything I’m going to do to her, inside this room.

      After flipping through the keys carefully, I select the correct one. I insert it into the door and turn the knob. It twists easily beneath my grip. Good. I was afraid that it might have become stuck or jammed due to misuse. I haven’t entered this room in over six months—since I started seeing Maria.

      I push the door open.

      I was afraid that being in a lasting relationship would be boring. I was terrified that the sex would become routine. Vanilla. That we’d slip into a rut, and our sexual connection would grow stale.

      How very wrong I was.

      I enter the room and begin taking inventory. Yes, everything is how I left it.

      I brush my hand along a leather bench, and then I walk toward a swing that hangs from the ceiling on long, silver chains.

      Sex with Maria keeps on getting more and more interesting. She’s willing to keep pushing her boundaries, and I’m more than willing to take her into the territory that she hasn’t yet explored. We’ve even done acts that are new to me.

      The newness keeps our sex life fresh. Our love and trust for each other increases my passion for her. I’m even starting to enjoy the intense waves of emotions that flow through me on a day-to-day basis. That feeling of transcendence—the one that terrified me so much, the first time—has become a blissful sensation for me now. Why was I so afraid of it, at first? Now I look forward to losing my sense of self with every orgasm.

      I look down at my watch. She’s going to be here in fifteen minutes.

      I think about going back out into my home and double-checking the placement of the notes, but there isn’t enough time. What if she arrives early? Instead, I walk briskly to the door to my secret room, and I pull it closed.

      I want Maria to have the pleasure of opening it and seeing the only part of my home she hasn’t yet laid eyes on. I can’t wait to see the look of excitement and anticipation on her face when she opens the door.

      Now, all I have to do is wait.
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          Maria

        

      

    
    
      I don’t bother knocking. Hunter has given me a key, and lately, I’ve been feeling more and more like his place is mine too. He’s told me as much many times.

      “Baby?” I call out as I walk through the lobby. “You ready to go?”

      I expected Hunter to be waiting for me. It took me a little bit longer than it should have to get ready. However, I think the extra twenty minutes that I spent was worth it.

      Earlier in the afternoon I was buffed and polished to perfection at the salon, so I couldn’t rush putting on my makeup. It had to be perfect.

      I’m also wearing a new cocktail dress—one that Hunter got for me, from his designer friend in Florence. It’s beautiful—short, sleek, and peacock green. I’m wearing a royal blue necklace made entirely of sapphires, which Hunter gave me for our three-month anniversary as a couple, and royal blue designer heels to match. I feel like a million bucks.

      It’s the perfect outfit for wearing out to dinner with our friends. Though I’m excited about a meal at the elegant restaurant, I’m even more excited to return to Hunter’s place tonight. He’ll strip this dress right off me. We haven’t had sex yet today, and I’m not used to going so long without.

      I can imagine what it will be like to return to this apartment, after our dinner out, and have Hunter remove my cocktail dress, necklace, and heels. Or maybe, he’ll ask me to leave the heels on. He enjoys that.

      “Babe?” I call out again.

      As I cross the entryway, I almost step on a piece of paper that’s lying on the floor. I bend down, curious, and pick it up. It’s not like Hunter to leave papers lying on the floor. His housekeeper cleans the place every morning, and Hunter likes to keep it clean throughout the day.

      I flip open the folded paper as I stand back up and read it swiftly.

      Maria. I’ve changed our plans for the evening. Do exactly as I instruct if you want to receive your reward.

      “Reward?” I whisper out loud.

      Puzzled, I turn around slowly, taking in the empty apartment. Where in the world is he? And what are my instructions?

      I grin to myself as I contemplate the note. He’s changed our plans. Maybe the sex that I’ve been thinking about is going to come sooner than I expected. My eye catches sight of a second piece of folded paper, this time about ten feet away, on the floor that leads to the living room.

      I walk quickly to it.

      My heels click against the polished marble floor.

      When I lift it, I feel my heart flutter. This is fun! Hunter never ceases to amaze me with his creativity. Every day seems to bring something new, and this sexy treasure hunt may be one of his best games yet.

      Go to the living room and sit down on the couch. You’ll find a treat there for you.

      I walk to the living room. The expansive view spreads before me like a masterpiece. Fluffy white clouds drift across the pink and purple sky. The hazy light of dusk reflects off the shimmering ocean.

      It’s so beautiful. I sigh with happiness as I near the couch. On the glass coffee table in front of it, I see a single glass of champagne. There’s also a bowl of strawberries that have chocolate-covered tips.

      I haven’t eaten in hours because I wanted to save my appetite for the gourmet food at the restaurant. Now, as I see the strawberries, my mouth begins to water. They look delicious. Sweet, juicy, and decadent.

      I watch little bubbles rise through the light amber champagne as I lift the crystal glass to my lips.

      It bubbles on my tongue. Before the sparkling, crisp sensation subsides completely, I pick up a strawberry and take a bite.

      Chocolate melts against my tongue, intensifying the already pleasant taste of the champagne. I sigh again and take a second bite. The strawberry inside the shell of chocolate is perfectly ripe. Its flavors burst through my mouth.

      Delicious.

      When I reach for a second strawberry, I notice a note, folded beneath it. I pick it up and read.

      Slip off your shoes. Lie back on the couch, and look at the pictures on the tablet to your left. You will know when to stop. When the show is over, walk to the kitchen.

      I do as the note says. He’s told me to follow his instructions if I want my reward. I want the reward.

      I know that it will be Hunter. All of him. I’m already feeling turned on, just from the playful nature of this sexy game and the taste of the food and drink on my tongue. At the end of this, I’m going to need Hunter to bring me to the place he always does—unimaginably mind-blowing orgasm.

      So I’d better do what he says.

      Not that it’s hard. I take one last sip of my champagne before reaching for the tablet with curiosity.

      It feels amazing to slip off my heels and then lie back on the leather couch. The tablet’s screen lights up as soon as I swipe my finger across it.

      There’s an image of a couple, naked. Hunter and I watch porn together sometimes, so this doesn’t shock me like it might have months ago. I can see the woman’s breasts, taught and aroused. The man is on top of her, about to enter her. Everything is there for me to take in, like eye-candy.

      I feel myself start to get wet as I scroll through to the next image. Hunter has put together quite a photo album. Images flash before my eyes: gorgeous women and even sexier men. I wish that I could touch myself as I look at the images. My pussy starts throbbing with longing.

      Then, suddenly, the tablet in my hand turns off. It must have been on a timer or something.

      Well, he did say that I would know when the show was over.

      I lick my lips, stand and place the tablet down on the table.

      Mmm. The images have created such a buzzing, heated sensation in my core. I want more. I wonder what the kitchen will bring?

      I waste no time in walking there. The polished floor feels cool against my bare feet. My head is pleasantly buzzed from the champagne.

      There’s a note, folded into a tent, propped on the kitchen counter. It would be hard to miss. I walk right up to it.

      Remove your dress and your bra, I read. Rub this oil over your breasts and nipples. I want you to leave your panties on. NO touching between the legs. Set the timer and do this for five minutes. Then walk to the bedroom.

      This isn’t fair! Hunter is going to make me wait, isn’t he? I search around the note and find a small glass jar of coconut oil and a kitchen timer next to it.

      I slip off my dress and then remove my bra. Soon I’m naked, except for my black lace panties and the sapphire necklace.

      I twist the dial on the timer and then lift the jar of oil and look at it for a moment.

      We’ve been spending so much time out on his sailboat, where I often sunbathe in the nude. I love the sensation when Hunter rubs oil over my body—back, abdomen, breasts—but I’ve never played with my breasts on my own, without him near.

      Will it feel as good?

      I unscrew the jar and dip my fingers into the oil. With a dollop of it on my palm, I begin rubbing it over my breasts. It feels good. My nipples peak almost immediately, and I pull on them lightly, as Hunter does. In my mind, I can still see the images that have just filled my consciousness: couples making love fill my mind’s eye. Will Hunter and I be making love like that?

      Please, let it be soon.

      I squeeze my legs together as I move my hand over my breasts. There’s a pressure building up, and it’s a struggle to keep my hands from straying downward. Every time my fingers move against my nipples, my core tightens with need.

      It feels amazingly good, yet achingly frustrating at the same time.

      Too soon, the timer goes off. It rings shrilly, like an old-fashioned phone until I hit a small button on the top. I let out a frustrated burst of air and brush the hair from my face. How much longer until I will feel him inside of me?

      I move toward the bedroom in a daze. The bedroom door is closed. There’s a note taped to it.

      Go to the master bathroom, remove your panties, and step into the shower. I want you to be clean and wet when I take you. Soak yourself in the shower. You can touch yourself now. I’ll tell you when to stop.

      He’ll tell me? I glance left and right, trying to catch a glimpse of him. Is he hiding just out of sight? Is he watching me in some other way? Of course, there must be cameras throughout the house, but where are they?

      I walk to the bathroom, eager to undress fully. I hope that Hunter can see me. I feel a thrill of excitement as I imagine him getting as turned on as I am.

      Once in the bathroom, I peel off the lace panties and then turn on the shower. I love Hunter’s shower. The double heads are perfect for showering together—which we do almost every time I spend the night.

      It feels lonely to step into the expansive shower without him, but soon I see the camera, propped in one corner.

      He’s watching me.

      The camera seems to be a two-way device. The screen is dark, but it must be connected to him, because as soon as I step under the stream of hot water, I hear his voice.

      “Good,” he says. “That’s good. That’s perfect, baby. Get nice and clean for me.”

      “Hunter?” I say.

      He doesn’t answer, but I know that he’s watching me.

      Hot water cascades over my hair, face, and body. I feel every muscle inside of me relax under the hot stream. My core is still tight with desire, however, and without thinking about it, I let my hand begin moving between my legs.

      The instant my fingertips graze my clit, my body responds.

      “Mmm,” I moan, tilting my face toward the stream of hot water. All of the sensations around me—the swirling steam, the hot water, and the feeling of Hunter’s eyes on me—seem to add to my pleasure.

      “Nice and slow, baby,” his voice says, cutting through my bliss. “Slow down.”

      It takes a massive effort to slow the movement of my fingers, but I do so.

      “I want more,” I say, as my fingers move. My voice sounds ragged, desperate.

      “I know you do, baby,” he says. “What do you want? Tell me.”

      “I want you,” I beg. “I need you.”

      I close my eyes as my hand moves. I feel myself losing my grip on reality as the sensation of pleasure begins building inside of me, mounting between my legs. If I keep on touching myself like this, I’m not going to be able to hold back. Not even when Hunter orders it. I feel myself losing control.

      Reality is slipping away.

      All I know is that I’m going to come.

      “Stop,” he says. The word slices through my consciousness. I force my fingers to stop moving. I can barely stand on my two feet. My body is nearly convulsing with need.

      “Mmmm…” I moan with frustration.

      “Come to the door in the bedroom,” Hunter says. “Now.”

      I can’t walk. I can’t move. The pressure between my legs has paralyzed me.

      “Oh,” I moan again.

      “Baby, come to me. I’m going to make you come so hard. I’m right here. Come to me.”

      It feels like torture, but I manage to walk, dripping wet, out of the bathroom and toward the back of the bedroom.

      The door on the back wall of Hunter’s bedroom has always been locked. I assumed it was some sort of closet, but now I’m second guessing this. Why would he be inside of a closet?

      There must be something else back there. But what?

      In my aroused state, I’m having trouble thinking straight. Waves of pleasure pass over me as I walk, threatening to pull me under before I even make it to the door.

      When I near the door, my curiosity about the locked room propels me the last few steps. I reach for the handle and pull it open.

      The room beyond is dimly lit. I can barely make out shapes and forms as I step inside, but in a minute my eyes adjust.

      The most prominent item in the room is a bed. It’s big—even bigger than the king-sized bed in Hunter’s master bedroom. It’s more of a platform, actually, because as I look closer, I see that there are no sheets or covers. The entire mattress is covered in black leather. Hanging down from the ceiling above the bed, I see an assortment of chains. Instead of a headboard, the bed is outfitted with a thick mahogany board studded with metal rings.

      In addition to the main bed, I see several other platforms scattered around the room, in an assortment of heights. There are also several austere chairs and couches, also covered in black leather. Along the walls, I see toys of all shapes and sizes. Whips, paddles, prods, ropes… He has it all.

      I’ve taken a few steps into the room, and I hear the door shut just behind me. I whirl around.

      Hunter is standing in front of the door, fully dressed, with his arms folded in front of his chest.

      My body follows the direction of my gaze, and soon I’m facing him. My hair drips over my bare shoulders. My body feels tender and needy. Already, I’m in submissive mode, ready to fully give myself to him.

      He grins. It’s a devilishly handsome grin. I feel my knees grow weak. Parts of me still can’t believe that he’s my boyfriend, and that this is my life.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      “I think you know,” I say coyly.

      “I asked you a question,” he responds coolly. “I expect an answer. Do you want to be punished?”

      “Please,” I say, slipping willingly into my role as his sub. “Please, no. I followed your instructions.”

      “Yes,” he says, raising a finger to his lips and tapping it there. “You did, didn’t you? Answer me, Maria. How do you feel?”

      “I need you,” I say.

      He walks toward me, and now I see the tent in his pants, outlining his erection.

      “You do?” he asks, placing his strong hands on my bare shoulders. The hard form of his dick presses into my abdomen as he leans down and kisses me, fiercely.

      I can’t wait. My fingers move against the fly of his pants. I eagerly release the button and pull the zipper down. With one yank, they slip down to his ankles.

      Hunter pulls his lips away from mine. “Naughty girl,” he says. “Did I say you could do that?”

      “No,” I say, feigning remorse. “Does that mean you’re going to punish me?”

      I’m so turned on. So ready to play. I want, more than anything else, for Hunter to punish me.

      I step back, away from him, and then lean over one of the shorter black stools. From the corner of my eye, I can see Hunter, in just his briefs and T-shirt now, moving toward an assortment of whips.

      He chooses one and returns to me.

      As pain blossoms across my ass cheeks, my arousal builds. He whips me again and again, and my moans continue to grow higher and louder as the sensation of need and desire grows inside of me.

      “To the bed,” Hunter says in his dominant growl.

      I’m sore and tender, wet with readiness, weak with desire. I move to the bed and climb up on top of it.

      As I position myself, I have the perfect view of Hunter. He’s retrieved two red, flowing silk ties from a hook on the wall and has stripped off his shirt and boxers. Naked, he looks so primal and powerful. His tan body ripples with strength as he moves. My eyes travel down his muscular torso, and then, I can’t help but let my eyes linger on the massive erection that announces his intentions.

      He’s going to fuck me until I scream.

      I can’t wait. This is one of my favorite scenarios. He’s tied me up many times before, and the mix of constraint and pleasure never fails to bring me to earth-shattering orgasm.

      I pretend to fight him off as he places the ties around my wrists. I know he enjoys it too—we wrestle on the bed until he has me pinned. I feel his erection pressing against my abdomen and his hot breath on my cheek. I turn my head to one side as he loops a tie around one wrist.

      “No!” I say. “Please don’t!”

      Of course, he continues to tie me up, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. Soon both of my wrists are wrapped in silk, and the ties extend up and out to the rings on the wall.

      Without the use of my hands, I’m at Hunter’s mercy.

      “What do you think, baby?” he asks. He adjusts himself until he’s kneeling between my legs, and then rolls a condom over his hard cock. One by one, he moves my legs until they’re spread wide apart.

      “Do you want me to kiss you?” he asks.

      I shake my head, playing along.

      He lowers his head, and then I feel him gently lick me between the legs. His tongue is warm and wet. I writhe up and down.

      “You’re restless tonight,” he says, tilting his head to look up at me. “Try to stay still.”

      Impossible.

      He rests his hand on my abdomen, and as he licks me again, he applies slight pressure, holding me down to the bed. I know I shouldn’t be moving, but I can’t help it. His tongue moves up and down against my pussy. I strain against him, trying to lift my hips.

      “Ohh!” I moan. “Hunter, I need you inside of me. Please. Now, please, Hunter.”

      He continues kissing me between the legs as I beg him for more. As my words dissolve into a helpless, desperate moan, he pulls his face away. He looks up at me. There’s that devilish grin again.

      “Okay,” he says.

      “Yes?” I shriek. “Now? Oh, Hunter, now,” I beg.

      “On one condition,” he says.

      “What?” I ask. I’m so out of my mind now that I’ll do anything for him. Anything to satisfy the need that has built up inside of me to unimaginable proportions.

      Hunter won’t stop grinning. “Marry me,” he says.

      My mind is swirling. I’m already in such a blissful state, it takes a moment for the words to register. I begin pulling against the bonds at my wrists, working the fabric loose.

      I pull one wrist free, and then the other. “Marry you?” I say in disbelief.

      Hunter nods. His emerald eyes are sparkling.

      My hands are now free, and I surge forward on the bed and wrap my arms around him. “Yes!” I gasp, before kissing him.

      I pull away. “Yes, yes, yes!” I say quickly, before kissing him again.

      His strong arms circle around my waist, and I feel his hands moving against my back. As we kiss, our bodies begin to fit together. Soon, his erection presses into my pussy. We’re still kissing passionately as he enters me.

      Waves of pure love and bliss course through my body, and suddenly I’m slipping away, falling into that mysterious place that always seems to open up to Hunter and me when we’re together like this. There’s no thought as we move as one. As we each fall over the edge of an orgasm that lasts for longer than ever before, reality starts to return to me.

      He asked me to marry him.

      I’m going to be his wife.

      My heart feels so full. I’m completely satisfied. In this instant, I know that there’s nothing I want more than to be Hunter’s sub for years and years to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        One Year Later: Maria

      

    
    
      I step out of the shower and dry myself off with a fluffy white towel. My stomach is full of butterflies. Tomorrow is the big day. Tomorrow, I will walk down the aisle and see Hunter waiting for me.

      I begin daydreaming as I rub lotion into my skin. In my mind, I can see myself standing on the beach across from Hunter, surrounded by our family and friends. I can almost hear the surf lapping the sandy shore and feel the hot sand beneath my bare feet. It’s going to be perfect.

      I finish massaging lotion into my legs and then reach for the lingerie that I’ve draped across the loveseat next to the bath. It’s a black, lacy number. As I shimmy into it, the lace feels delicate against my freshly pampered skin.

      I hear Hunter moving around in the bedroom beyond the door. He doesn’t know about the new lingerie I’ve purchased. I wanted to surprise him.

      At first, I picked it up thinking it would be perfect for our honeymoon in Rio. However, as my shopping spree continued, I ended up buying a dozen more items to wear on our honeymoon. A billionaire’s wife can never have too much lingerie, I decided.

      Once I have it on, I examine myself in the mirror. Tomorrow I will have my hair and makeup professionally done, but tonight the task is up to me. I sweep my long hair over one shoulder and swipe on a quick layer of lip gloss.

      When I pull the bathroom door open, I see that Hunter is half sitting up in the bed, a magazine on his lap. As the door opens, he looks up at me.

      “Well, Mr. Larson,” I say, walking toward him. “As a good couple with traditional values, I suppose we shouldn’t spend the night together, since the wedding is tomorrow. Should I go sleep in the guest room?”

      Hunter has been flipping the pages of his magazine, but at the sight of me, his hand stops moving. He sets it aside and looks at me.

      “Hmm…I suppose you’re right.” His eyes travel up and down the length of my body as he speaks. “I do remember something about couples staying apart before the wedding day. To the guest room, you go.” He’s clearly not being serious. He waves a hand toward the doorway to complete his act.

      I climb onto the bed and sashay my hips side to side as I crawl toward him. My hair falls over my shoulder, and I give a playful pout.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Yes. We should never deviate from the norm, Maria,” he says, all the while reaching out toward me. Our slate grey, down comforter is draped lightly over his waist. I hop onto his lap and straddle him.

      He places his hands on my hips. “Especially now that we’re getting married.” He furrows his brow with mock seriousness. “We need to do things exactly like other couples do. We’re going to be absolute sheep, Maria. It’s best to be a part of the flock.”

      I giggle as his eyes wander over my outfit, taking in the see-through lace corset that accentuates the curve of my breasts and the shape of my waist.

      “Exactly,” I agree. “Sheep. For instance, since it’s the night before our wedding, we absolutely shouldn’t go into the playroom. A good, upstanding citizen would never do something like that.”

      “Absolutely not,” he agrees playfully. “As a normal, traditional married couple that would be out of the question.”

      “Definitely out of the question,” I say. “And it probably isn’t normal for the bride-to-be to give her husband-to-be a gift, either. Normal couples never do that.”

      “And we’re completely normal,” he says.

      He laughs as I lift my weight off of him and then reach for the nightstand on my side of the bed. I open the stand’s drawer and pull out a little box. Then I resume my position on Hunter’s lap.

      He raises his eyebrows. “Wait, you really got me a gift?” he asks.

      “Just a little thing,” I say, holding the box out to him.

      He accepts it and gives me another curious look before pulling on the white satin ribbon that I’ve tied around the silver gift box. When it falls loose, he lifts the box’s lid and peers inside.

      I watch him smile as he reaches inside the box and pulls out a gorgeous new watch.

      “To add to your collection,” I say, smiling too.

      “Why, am I one short?” he asks. “I haven’t been checking your purse each night.”

      We both laugh. “Babe,” I say. “Stealing from you is no use anymore. You’re marrying me, remember?”

      “Remember?” he says. “How could I forget?” Effortlessly, he rolls over in the bed, so that I’m pinned beneath him instead of sitting on his lap. I don’t mind at all.

      “Are you excited?” I ask.

      He playfully peeks beneath his shorts, as if checking the status of his cock. “Affirmative,” he says.

      “No!” I say, giggling. “I mean about tomorrow.”

      “Yes.” He leans down and kisses me quickly, before pulling back up. “Very. You’ve already made me the happiest man in the world, Maria. And it’s only going to get better.”

      “I’m going to miss this apartment,” I say.

      “The new house is going to be even better,” he says. “Of course, I’ve had a special crew in to outfit it with all of the equipment we need.”

      “As an average married couple,” I say laughing.

      “Of course.” He winks at me. “The new playroom is going to be even better than this one.”

      “How is that possible?” I ask.

      “You’re going to have to wait and see,” he says mysteriously. And then, “Are you excited Maria?”

      I purse my lips, pretending to think. Then, unable to pretend any longer, I grin. “Yes. Very. I can’t wait to truly belong to you.”

      “Mmm…” Hunter gives a soft growl and then leans down and kisses me. “I like when you put it that way.”

      “Of course, you’re going to belong to me, too,” I say. “It will go both ways. When I need you, you’re going to have to satisfy me.”

      “Gladly,” he says, burrowing his head into my neck and kissing me again. He kisses a trail up the side of my neck, and then he nibbles my earlobe. Gradually, he works his way to my lips, and we share a passionate kiss.

      After a long, lingering moment, he pulls away. “I have something for you, too,” he says.

      I recognize the lively sparkle in his eyes. He has a surprise up his sleeve.

      “You do?” I ask. “Mr. Larson, you shouldn’t have.”

      “Oh, but I have,” he says. Now it’s his turn to reach toward a nightstand. I hear the drawer opening, and I turn my head to try to see what it is he’s pulling form it.

      “No, no, no, Maria! Close your eyes.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Hunter’s weight feels divine on top of me. I want him to pin me down like this forever.

      I feel him square his hips over me. Next, I feel soft cloth over my eyes and temples.

      Hunter works the blindfold around my head, as he’s done many times before. Once it’s in place, I feel him slip cool leather straps over my wrists.

      “My gift?” I ask.

      “You’re about to get it,” Hunter promises.

      Excitement fills me. With Hunter, I’ve realized over and over again, anything is possible. My life will never be average; it will never be mundane.

      Though I’ve already experienced a fullness of the spectrum of what life has to offer, I know that Hunter will keep on expanding my perspective. He’ll take me places that I didn’t even know existed. As I surrender to the sense of anticipation that is taking over my body, I’m filled with awe.

      He’ll never stop surprising me.

      He’ll never stop pushing my limits.

      With him, color has slowly but steadily been seeping into my black and white world. And now, miraculously, all I can see is color.

      

      
        The End
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      “I don’t know why I let you talk me into this,” I hissed into the phone, dodging the friendly but curious smile of the security guard by the door.

      “Oh, hush! What if he shows up when you’re saying stuff like that?” Sara had her mother-hen voice on full blast, using the same tone that had convinced me to do this in the first place.

      “I’m early,” I argued. “He won’t hear me if he’s not here.”

      “He’s notoriously early,” Sara sniffed. “Get off the phone and keep a lookout! He’ll be there any minute.”

      “Okay.” I blew out a tense breath, trying to calm the butterflies in my belly. “Ugh, tell me how I’ll recognize him, again?”

      “Italian,” she said slowly, as if I were a child. “Tall, dark, handsome. Carrying a red rose. Got it?”

      “I got it, I got it,” I said, my belly twisting again.

      “Great. Now get off the phone and relax! You’re going to have a great time.”

      “Sure I will,” I muttered as I hung up. “One of these days, Rhona, you’re going to have to learn how to say no to that woman.”

      I hovered around the entrance to the San Bravado Observatory, watching like-minded people drift in and out. I had chosen the venue based on the intrinsic romance of star-gazing, but now I was regretting it. What if he thought the outing was weird or nerdy or boring?

      “Then he’s not your type anyway,” I told myself under my breath. “Assuming I have a type…”

      I checked my watch, and realized that it was now time for us to meet, and I’d been there for ten minutes already. My desperation was showing, I could tell. Shaking it off, I pasted a fake smile on my face, then quickly let it fall when I caught my reflection in a window.

      “Let’s not scare him away,” I whispered pertly.

      Closing my eyes, I forced myself to relax. I shook my disobedient mane of blond curls off of my shoulders and straightened my miniskirt, regretting wearing something so short.

      I’m fine, I told myself firmly. I’m fun, I’m pretty, I’m smart… That’s what all the movies say guys want, right? Besides, there’s no way to lose in this scenario. Even if he isn’t my happily-ever-after, he’ll give me dating experience.

      I paced around, looking at the sculptures dotting the observatory lawn, keeping one eye on the thin crowd trickling in from the parking lot. I checked the time again. Ten minutes wasn’t that late, right? He probably hit traffic. Twenty minutes… Okay, maybe he spilled coffee on himself and had to change. Thirty minutes… Maybe…maybe nothing.

      Out of excuses for a man I didn’t even know, the full force of the disappointment slammed into my chest. I felt like a fool, utterly embarrassed that the guard at the door had witnessed me getting stood up. Hot tears sprang into my eyes as I glimpsed his sympathetic expression. Mortified, I turned to leave, whirling too fast to outrun the awkwardness.

      Instead, I crashed face-first into a broad back.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” I said in a rush, realizing with a shock that my tears—and mascara—had ended up all over the back of his sports coat.

      “Whoa! You all right?” he asked, turning to catch me as I stumbled in my too-high heels.

      “Oh! Yes, I’m sorry.” Flustered, I desperately wanted to extricate myself from the situation. But something about his dashing, confident smile and the warmth in his sea-green eyes made me pause.

      “You look upset,” he commented matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, I… Well, I hate to admit it, but…”

      “You got stood up?” he filled in.

      “Yes,” I admitted with a little laugh.

      “Me too. At least, I think I was. She’s, let’s see…about forty minutes late at this point.”

      “Mine too,” I sighed. “Who stands up a blind date, anyway?”

      “Ouch,” he said with a wince. “You don’t think…?”

      “That he got here, took one look at me, and turned around? I’ve been trying not to.”

      “If he did, then he really is blind,” the man said, flashing that smile at me again.

      My cheeks heated, and I glanced up at him through my lashes.

      “Was yours a blind date too?” I asked, more to keep him talking to me than anything else.

      “No, but it was a first date. I probably shouldn’t have asked her out at all… Office romances, and all that.”

      “Hard to avoid when you spend all your time at the office,” I said ruefully. “At that point, it’s either date a coworker or let your pushy friend set you up.”

      “Exactly,” he laughed. “What is it you do?”

      “I’m an intern at an advertising agency. The work’s brutal, but the pay is worse.”

      He laughed authentically, giving me a much-needed ego boost. Telling me I was pretty made me happy, but laughing at my humor… Well, that was something special. I found myself hoping that our dates would never show up.

      “Does your friend push you into things like this often?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “Oh, yeah. This wasn’t the first time, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. She made me go bungee jumping with her last year, and my stomach still hasn’t recovered.”

      His laugh rippled like hot fudge over my senses, warm and delicious. I checked the time; our respective dates were nearly an hour late.

      “No-shows,” he said, looking through the glass doors at the small crowd lingering in the foyer.

      “Looks like. Maybe they met each other, fell in love, and are halfway to a chapel as we speak.”

      “Maybe,” he said with a little sigh. “C’est la vie.” He blew a kiss out into the dark with a flourish.

      “You speak French?” I asked, delighted.

      “Oui, oui, mon ami. Voulez-vous coucher avec moi ce soir, amour?”

      “Wow,” I breathed. “What does that mean?”

      “I have no idea,” he said with a self-deprecating shrug. “I picked all that up from movies.”

      I giggled, completely smitten. I reminded myself that he wasn’t my date, that the tardy woman still had first dibs, and that if my Italian blind date ever did show up, I would be obligated to spend the evening with him. I fervently hoped that wouldn’t happen, and wrestled with my own guilt on that point for several minutes while the charming man in front of me continued to make me laugh.

      “I’m Blake, by the way,” he finally introduced himself.

      “Rhona,” I told him, reaching out to shake his hand. Sparks skittered over my skin the instant his warm, strong hand encased mine, igniting a fire in my cheeks.

      “Rhona’s a great name. I love Rhona.” He disarmed me with that cheeky grin, leaving me flustered.

      “Rhona loves…er…I mean…”

      “It’s okay,” he laughed. “You don’t have to confess your undying love for me just yet. Plenty of time for that later.” He winked at me, and I just about melted into the floor. “Say,” he said, looking at his watch. “I think it’s safe to assume that they’re never going to show. What do you say we try to salvage this night together?”

      “Are you asking me out?” I asked, attempting a coquettish smirk.

      “Easy to do when you’re already dressed up and out of the house,” he said with an appreciative glance up and down my body. I blushed, then giggled, feeling delightfully giddy.

      “Well, I accept,” I told him, taking his arm. “Where shall we go?”

      “Hm… You know, I hear the observatory is having their monthly open house tonight! What do you say? Care for some stargazing?”

      “I love stargazing! I do hope the observatory is nearby.”

      “Oh, look!” He twirled me around in a full circle, pointing me back at the entrance. “We’re here!”

      “Magical!”

      “After you, my dear,” he said with a theatrical bow.

      “Why, thank you, good sir!” I answered in kind, curtsying deeply; it was an awkward feat in a mini skirt, but I managed it. Barely. Laughing like old friends, we walked arm-in-arm into the observatory.

      “Look!” He pointed at a sandwich board in the hallway. “The Milky Way show is about to start!”

      Excited, we hurried inside. The dome was half-filled with amateur astronomers, all reclining in the theater seats, gazing at the swirling projection above.

      “You choose the seats,” he invited with a sweep of his arm. “I chose the venue, after all.”

      I shook my head at him in amusement, then chose two empty seats near the center of the dome. Lying down beside one another in the dark was surprisingly intimate, and I quickly found my mind flooded with vague, tantalizing images of what we could be doing if the room was empty. And locked. Definitely locked.

      “There are eight planets in our solar system,” the narrator began as an image of the solar system swirled onto the ceiling.

      “Nine,” Blake hissed bitterly. “Pluto’s still my homie.”

      “I never will forgive them for disowning him,” I agreed with a chuckle.

      “Mercury… Venus…” Planets filled the sky, one after the other, in sync with the narration. It made me feel as if I was falling, and I reached out for something to grasp. His hand, relaxing on my armrest, deftly caught mine as I flinched. Heat washed over my body, evaporating the moisture from my mouth, and I shivered.

      “Are you cold?” he whispered.

      “No,” I told him honestly. “Just excited. I haven’t been to one of these in years.”

      “Me neither,” he confessed. “But I used to come every month when I was a kid. My dad loved astronomy; he wanted to be an astronaut.”

      “Did he ever manage it?” I asked.

      “Not quite,” Blake chuckled. “He wasn’t really designed for space travel, physically. Smart man, though. He created some of the simulations that NASA uses to train, and he says it’s close enough for this lifetime.”

      “He must be a genius,” I murmured, watching Mars spin above my head.

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Does that bother you?” I asked. “Make you feel pressured, or anything?”

      “Nah,” he said with a shrug. “Just gives me something to live up to. My parents were never the pushy types; they always just wanted me to do my best. It was on me to decide what my best was.”

      “And what did you decide?” I asked.

      “Still working on that,” he breathed on the tail of a contented sigh. “But I’m giving myself five more years to figure it out.”

      “How old will you be in five years?”

      “Thirty,” he said with a sly grin. “How about you?”

      “Younger than thirty,” I teased.

      “No, come on, seriously. I gotta make sure I’m not holding the hand of a high-schooler right now.”

      That made me burst out laughing, earning me severe shushing from the other observers. I whispered an apology, then turned back to my impromptu date.

      “I’ll be twenty-seven,” I told him. “So I guess I’ll give myself eight years to figure my life out.”

      “Thirty’s a good milestone, right?”

      “It is,” I agreed. “But I really hope I get myself figured out before then.” I was beginning to wonder if I would get the chance to figure at least one of those things out tonight, but quickly shut that train of thought down. I barely knew the guy, after all.

      But it didn’t feel that way. The longer we whispered in the dark, staring up at the stars, the more I felt as if I had known him all my life.

      “Every object and organism in the universe is made up of these same elements,” the narration continued.

      “Every time I hear that, it blows my mind a little bit,” I whispered. “Just knowing that I’m cut from the same cloth as stars…it makes me feel immortal.”

      “Me too,” he agreed. “Like everything is connected, and I’m just a stitch in the fabric of everything.”

      I sighed blissfully as he stroked my knuckles with his thumb. I couldn’t imagine a better person to get stood up with. The hour we spent flying through the galaxy seemed to last for an instant and a lifetime all at once, and I was floating on air as we rose to leave.

      “Want to check out the museum? I wonder if they’ve gotten any new moon rocks since the last time I was here!” Blake was as excited as a child, and his energy boosted my own giddy pleasure.

      “What are we waiting for?” I asked, taking his hand. He beamed at me, pleased and surprised, and we hurried out to the museum.

      “I almost took an internship here,” he confessed as we examined the various space minerals on display beneath thick glass cases. “But it was my inner child talking, and he isn’t real clear on the concept of bills and living wages.”

      “It would be difficult to launch a career in here,” I quipped as I leaned against a scale model of a launch pad. He grinned, which was far more validating than it should have been, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had this much fun with anyone.

      “No, but seriously, it’s pretty hard to launch a career anywhere in San Bravado right now,” I added ruefully. “I’m holding out hope that the Cinderella levels of drudgery I’m suffering through at work will eventually pay off.”

      “I hear that,” he said emphatically as he spun a model of the solar system, making the little plastic planets fly through their orbits. “I’ve been chipping away at a career for years now, but I swear it feels like I’m trying to walk up an icy slope in skater shoes soaked in grease.”

      “Descriptive,” I said with an appreciative grin. “Accurate, as far as analogies go.”

      “Eh, we’ll make it,” he said with a confident smile. “We’re young, strong, smart, and attractive. That’s all you need to make it in Cali, right?”

      “If we can make it here, we can make it anywhere,” I declared with an open-armed twirl. “Wait, that’s New York.”

      “It applies,” he laughed. “But we’ll make it, I know it.”

      “How can you be so sure? You just met me.” I realized I was flirting, but didn’t stop myself.

      “Because I know your vibe,” he said with a grin. “Intimately.”

      “Intimately, huh?” I said. “How intimately?”

      “As intimately as I know myself,” he said with a wink. “It’s that fire in your eyes, the way you hold your shoulders like you’re ready to take on the world. I see those same things in the mirror every morning.”

      “I believe that,” I said with an appraising glance. “Yes, I think you’re right. I think we will make it.”

      “And if not, there’s always fast food,” he grinned. “Nothing like delivering pizzas after flipping burgers all day.”

      “Speaking from experience?” I asked.

      “Hey, that junior programming job didn’t fall in my lap right outta high school, you know.”

      “It wouldn’t,” I agreed, my eyes scanning the room as I spoke. “Whoa! When did they put that in?” I grabbed his hand and tugged him toward the little photo booth which stood humbly in one corner.

      “I love these things!” he said happily, climbing inside. “Come on!”

      He tugged me in with him, and we squished together to fit inside the frame. My pulse raced as he pressed his cheek to mine, but my nerves were quickly washed away in laughter as we made silly faces and posed for the camera. Not satisfied with only five photos, we did the whole thing twice.

      “I’ll keep one and you keep one,” he insisted. “You choose.”

      “This one,” I said, grabbing the first. I liked the evolution of our expressions in that one, me from nervous to giddy to fun, him from giddy to silly to playful. The other was good too, but one of the pictures caught me blushing, and I didn’t need a visual reminder of my awkward desire.

      In unspoken agreement, we walked hand in hand back to the museum. We had circled the whole of the public section now, and I realized with a twinge of panic that I didn’t want the evening to end, and saw my thought reflected in his eyes.

      “Hey,” he said suddenly. “I hear there’s this great bar downtown with a nice big dance floor and top-forty remixes all night. I haven’t checked it out myself, so I can’t vouch for it, but I’ve been wanting to go. You interested?”

      “How could I turn down top-forty remixes?” I said wryly. “I haven’t been out dancing in a long time, though. I’d love to come!”

      “Awesome! I can drive you, unless…?”

      “I took the bus here,” I confessed. “Internship, remember?”

      “Right! Not a whole lot of room for a car payment on serf’s wages.”

      “You think you’re kidding, but honestly…”
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      We could feel the music through the sidewalk as we approached the bar, and I found myself immediately and irresistibly drawn to the dance floor. Dragging Blake behind me, I pushed through the tipsy crowd, carving out a spot in the very center.

      “You like being in the middle, don’t you?” he shouted over the music.

      “Only in the dark,” I replied with a grin. “Center of attention’s not really my thing.”

      “Want a drink?” he asked.

      “Dance first, then drink,” I insisted.

      “You got it, darlin’.”

      The way he said it sent a thrill of chills cascading over my body, layering pleasure on pleasure as my body connected with the rhythm of the music.

      Mating seemed to be what everybody around me had in mind. Dancing devolved all around us into grinding gyrations. Couples pressed toward the center of the floor without a care, and within moments Blake and I were dancing as one, crushed skin-to-skin by the undulating crowd.

      He smelled of sweat and musk, a sharply tantalizing scent which struck lightning from my nostrils to my groin, making every nerve tingle where he touched me. I ached in ways I had never ached before, felt suddenly lonesome in my own skin, as if I were missing a layer of him.

      Blake met my unspoken need with his body, wrapping me in his strong arms as he moved against me, sparking a wildfire lust which spread from my toes to the tips of my fingers, from my lips to my throat and down my spine. I had never desired anyone more than I desired him in that moment, and it was with lightheaded desperation that I tilted my lips up to meet his.

      I had been kissed before, but never like this. His lips were alive, hot and tender and forceful all at once, greedily taking what I was eager to give.

      Too eager to give, I realized with a shock as I parted my lips for his demanding tongue; if we continued like this, it would escalate quickly…then I would have to tell him. How could I tell him? Telling guys my deep, dark secret hadn’t worked out so well in the past. But he was determined, I reminded myself. His fire burned as hot as mine, just as dedicated, just as relentless. If any man alive was up for this task, I was sure it would be him.

      He broke our molten embrace with a breathless gasp, his eyes and lips darkened with a reflection of the lust that spun through me, making me yearn for more of his touch.

      “You want to get some air?” he asked over the music.

      I nodded, too dazed and breathless to respond verbally. He moved around behind me, leading me by the small of my back. We cut through the crowd effortlessly, and were soon outside, letting the cool night air caress the blazing sheen of wanton lust shimmering on our skin. He touched my face tenderly, his eyes smoldering like hot coals beneath his lowered brow, his lips swollen and bruised and hungry for more.

      “What do you say?” he asked huskily. “Should we go for a walk…or do you want to dance some more?”

      “I want to dance forever,” I breathed, electrified by his fingertips.

      “In there with that crowd,” he asked with a nod at the door, “or back at my place? I’ve got better music, less of a crowd…” He was murmuring in my ear now, his lips a hairsbreadth from the pulse pounding in my throat. My breath caught and shuddered in my chest, and I held tight to his arms to keep from going limp under the warm weight of overwhelming desire.

      A wriggle of apprehension in my belly broke the spell, and I reluctantly pulled away from him.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, breathing deeply.

      “I… I’m nervous,” I said, pressing a hand against my belly to smother the butterflies.

      “I’m pushing too hard,” he said, searching my face.

      “No! No, it’s not that, it’s, um…”

      A gaggle of drunken sorority girls tumbled out of the doors, nearly knocking me into the street. Blake took my hand and pulled me out of their way, wrapping a protective arm around my shoulders. I felt so safe with him, unreasonably safe. His steady heartbeat against my ear bolstered my courage, and, taking a deep breath, I met his eyes directly.

      “It’s not you,” I told him. “You haven’t done anything wrong. It’s me, I… I’ve never…”

      “Never hooked up with a stranger?” he asked playfully, nuzzling my hair.

      “Never…well, I’ve never been with anyone like that, stranger or not,” I finally confessed in a rush. “Ever.”

      He froze for less than a second, an almost imperceptible reaction of shock, but I felt it. I had grown sensitive to those reactions over the years. People thought it was cute when I was a teenager, but the older I got, the more people registered my virginity as there being something wrong with me.

      “Not even once?” he asked.

      “Not even technically,” I confirmed. “I’m completely… Well, you know.”

      “Virgin territory,” he said with a small, hesitant smile. “So to speak.”

      “Exactly. So while I’m…really, really, very much interested…I’m also really, really, very much nervous.”

      “Completely understandable,” he declared with a definitive nod of his head.

      “It is?”

      “Utterly.” He smiled gently at me. “I don’t want to rush you into anything, and it’s better this way anyway. Now I have an excuse to ask you for a second date.”

      “Wouldn’t you have done that if I had gone home with you?” I asked, worried that I’d misjudged his character.

      “Oh, of course I would have,” he clarified quickly. “But I was prepared, just in case you were a one-night-stand kind of girl. Had my armor up around my feels and everything.”

      That made me laugh, which made the tension between us dissolve. He kissed my cheek, then pulled a business card out of his wallet.

      “Ignore the contact info, I stole this from…the bank,” he said, reading the front of the card. “It’s the back of it you’re gonna want to pay attention to.” He winked at me, and my physical reaction to his flirtation made me regret my nerves for a moment.

      “My number,” he said, handing me the card after he had scribbled on it.

      “Oh! Can I use your pen? I’ll give you mine.” I wrote it down quickly, then tore the business card in half, keeping his number and giving him mine.

      “Beautiful,” he said with that enchanting grin. “How’s Friday sound?”

      “Sort of like fish fry, but drop the fish and add ‘day’ at the end,” I teased giddily.

      “For a second date,” he said with a playful nudge. “You pick the place.”

      “Oh! There’s the place that just opened up, all of my coworkers are raving about it, some kind of Chinese-Italian fusion… I know, sounds weird, but I guess it’s amazing… Chow Bello’s!”

      “I’ve heard of it,” he said happily. “Want to meet me there at seven on Friday?”

      “Absolutely,” I told him with what I’m sure was an absolutely doe-eyed smile. I couldn’t help it. Like a perfect gentleman, he called me a cab and kissed me goodnight.

      I floated home on cloud nine, eagerly anticipating Friday night with the sneaking suspicion that it would finally be the night I lost the suffocating label.

      “Then I’ll finally be off the ‘available for volcano sacrifices’ roster,” I chuckled to myself as the cab pulled away. “And well on my way to…well, everything else.”
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