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   Dedication
 
   To my fellow survivors.
 
   I understand and I’m here. You are not alone.
 
   Love is possible but you must first start with yourself.
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   1
Celeste
 
    
 
   I am beautiful.”
 
   It was a lie I told myself every time I looked in the mirror. It was a stupid thing to do, but I still wish it were true. No, not on the outside. I had the package. I always had the looks. But it wasn't the outside that mattered. What counted was where I was lacking. I was tainted inside. Filled with poison and broken promises. Tortured by ghosts of the past and my own self-loathing. Most of the time, I chose to ignore my fuck ups. Besides, people paid a pretty little penny for my type of venom. It was better to get paid for it than to wallow and drown in it. 
 
   I looked over my shoulder and sighed heavily at the naked man sleeping in the bed, a cheap floral bedspread covered his hips. The hotel room was just as cheap, but I hadn’t planned on staying very long. My conquest for the night thought I should be his 'forever girl.' I could see it in his eyes for the thirty minutes I rode him. I wished I could slap it off his face. Hit him with the same jarring finality I'd had when I learned I didn’t mean shit to anyone but myself.
 
   I wasn't a 'forever' sort of girl. I wasn't even his for the night.
 
   He’d be lucky if I was his for the next hour.
 
   Scratch that, I’d already been here long enough. Instead, I turned quietly and grabbed my shoes. There was no way I was going to be here when he woke up. It would only be awkward for both of us. He was fun, a release to remind myself that I didn’t always do things for an exchange of bills. That I could go out under no pretenses and feel like a normal woman. That was it. His use had depleted and I wasn’t in the mood for the “morning after” talk.
 
   My phone chirped just as I got outside. I wrapped my black scarf around my hair before picking it up.
 
   “You okay?” Marlena—my only friend—said. No censure.  No lecture. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m leaving now.” She, of course, already knew that. Marlena had always been my safety net. In fifteen years of friendship she’d never let me down. I could depend on her in a way that no one else would ever understand. She knew I didn’t stay with anyone longer than sixty minutes. She could set her watch by it. It was part of my gimmick, the allure that made my price tag so high. My clients didn’t realize it was a part of my real life, too.
 
   “Slick called for you. She wants you in tonight. Seems there are some high rollers coming through. She wanted to know where you were,” Marlena said. I sighed into the phone, unlocking my car. Sliding into my seat, the cool leather sent a chill along my bare legs. 
 
   “Switching to Bluetooth,” I answered, taking a moment to do so after I started my car. It was nearly three in the morning. The world was quiet and Marlena’s temporary silence grated on my nerves for some reason.
 
   “When did Slick call?” 
 
   “Just about thirty minutes ago. She wanted to know if you’d be available tonight, and I told her you wouldn’t be.”
 
   I’d have to call Slick. She was my inside track to a messed up world. One time I told her she was like coke: fine, pure white, soft to the touch, and oh so fucking addictive. She’d smiled big and told me that I could stay hooked for as long as I wanted. She didn’t believe in rehab anyway. Sometimes I thought checking in somewhere wouldn’t be such a bad idea. 
 
   Hi, my name is Celeste, and I’m addicted to sex and dangerous situations. Somehow I didn’t think they’d help me. 
 
   Not really. 
 
   I looked too clean, too pretty. Perfect. I was perfect. I had a secure job working as a secretary for a leading law firm; I owned my own home, drove a high-priced car, and I took trips to exotic locales for business. I was the all-American girl during the day. It was my nights that were dirty. Those hours between sundown and sunrise that I came alive, behind a mask of indifference and seduction. I was an actress, poised and accomplished in my craft.
 
   And I hated that I loved it so much.
 
   “Are you there?” Marlena asked, interrupting my thoughts.
 
   “Yeah, I’m here. I’m going to call her now and head home.”
 
   “Call me when you get there, okay?”
 
   “I will. I love you forever.” 
 
   “And always,” she finished. Saying those words was something we’d done since childhood. They were full of safety and familiarity. Marlena knew I meant it, even when we didn’t see each other often. I merged onto the highway as I told my car to call Slick and waited patiently for her to pick up.
 
   “That didn’t take long,” she said by way of greeting.
 
   “We both know it never does. What have you got for me?” I asked.
 
   “Hear me out before you say no, okay?” Slick asked. 
 
   I groaned. There were a few automatic no’s for me: pain play, morbid fantasy role playing, and masquerade balls. The first two I knew Slick wouldn’t dream of bringing to me. Masquerades freaked me out. Sometimes people really got weird when they put on a mask. Like somehow having half their faces covered gave them licenses to be complete and utter assholes. 
 
   “Slick, you know better,” I responded. I’d been working as one of Slick’s escorts for nearly five years. We had a dysfunctional big / little sister arrangement. I liked her a lot, but she irritated the flying shit out of me when she wanted to.
 
   “Celeste it has all the rules you like, and the money is fabulous. It’s a one-hour gig for you. You’re to be an adornment for your client. He does not expect any more than that.”
 
   “How pretty am I supposed to get?” I asked intrigued. 
 
   “Just the mask. That’s all you need. The request is for curly, bed-tousled hair and no make-up. One hour, at double your rate.”
 
   I paused before answering. $5,000 for one hour wasn’t a bad gig at all. My cut was after Slick got hers. I couldn’t sneeze at five grand, no matter how I looked at it. Working with Slick had paid off my car, house, and made sure I was debt-free before I’d reached my thirties. Though the public didn’t know much about how I’d done it, the fact was I was living the dream and I liked it that way. I had my independence and a savings account large enough to keep me taken care of for a few years if I stopped working. Every job for Slick brought me closer to permanent retirement. That meant more to me than anything else, coming from where I did.
 
   I’d been born ghetto poor, but at twenty-four I was determined to die a fucking rich, old cat lady.
 
   “Where am I going?” I asked, deciding I’d take the job. 
 
   Slick gave me the particulars and I got off the phone with her. I balked a little at only wearing a mask, but thought it was better than being someone’s plate. I’d done that before and getting little food pieces out of my unmentionables had been a good time. The waxing was another not-so-fun point. I was all for going bare, but Brazilian waxes hurt. Slick was footing that bill and she’d have an appointment for me by nine. Which meant I had about four hours of rest before I needed to get up and to the gym for my early morning workout. Ugh.
 
   * * *
 
   The music pumped in my ears as I attacked my spin bike. I was in the Tour de France riding next to a big name cyclist, just about to win the race. The end was right around the curve where I would receive my accolades and well wishes when one earbud got ripped out of my ear. I forced myself not to curse the bitch who did it. Being in a nice establishment like this meant I had to try my best to appear like I was keeping up with the Joneses during the day. Instead of doing what I really wanted, I grit my teeth and looked up at my sister with a feral smile.
 
   “Long time not dead yet, Pamela,” I said to her.
 
   “I thought I’d find you here,” she said, sniffing. She looked down her nose at me. Pamela didn’t like to work and seeing me all sweaty probably made her want to break out in hives. I got off my bike and pulled her into my arms for a big ol’ hug. Bitchy of me, but the satisfaction I got from her uncomfortable squeak put a real smile on my face.
 
   “It’s so good to see you,” I said. So what if it wasn’t nice?
 
   “So fucking rude. You’re such a bitch, you know that?” She wiped her arms off. She shuddered and rolled her eyes at me. “I won’t get your stink off for a year,” she huffed. 
 
   I looked around, hoping no one heard her half-yelled words. I shouldn’t have looked. The gleam in her eye told me she planned to use my discomfort from anyone hearing her uncouth words against me.
 
   “Momma wonders when you are going to send her the check,” Pamela said, still loud. She smirked at me before popping her gum. 
 
   You know, Pamela could be pretty as hell when she tried. She and I both got our brunette hair and dark chocolate eyes from our father, but Pamela was curvy, darker skinned, and smaller like our mother. I got my willowy frame and golden complexion from our father. Growing up that made me lanky and cute like some tossed out puppy. That meant I didn’t have to work too hard to keep a decent shape; working out only made my limbs more supple. Plus, my skin was praiseworthy.
 
   But I didn’t want to think about that right now.
 
   “I sent Mom her money already. She called to thank me two days ago.” I grabbed my towel off the bike and wiped my brow. I took a swig of my cool water to soothe my parched throat. 
 
   “She says it was short. Look, Cel, you’ve got enough damn money, living up in your big house on the hill. Shit, we still down in the projects trying to get a leg up and you being stingy. Momma shouldn’t have to worry about a damn thing. What about everything we did for you? What about the way I took care of you when you messed up our lives?”
 
   Her nasally voice didn’t make what she said any better. I bit my lip, forcing myself not to lash out or try to pound her head into the fucking floor. In skinny jeans and a black tank top with big gold hoops, she was dressed down from her norm. I wondered if she’d tried to dress cheaper to come get more money. It was always the same damn thing. Always. They never let it rest. If I didn’t pay them, they showed up at my office, at my home, anywhere they could. After losing two jobs because of them, I’d stopped trying to dodge taking care of them. But when would it stop? Wasn’t it enough that I felt like total shit for ruining my parents’ marriage? Wasn’t it enough that Dad couldn’t even look me in the eyes anymore?
 
   “I’ve done everything either of you asked me to and you know it, Pam,” I said through my teeth and turned away from her. I headed back to the locker rooms to get my bag. I knew she followed me. I would rather not have this conversation on the gym floor anyway. 
 
   “Well, Momma said she needs the other five hundred dollars and she has to go to Dallas to see the doctor next week. We will have to stay overnight. You know we can’t drive long so just give another three hundred so we can have a hotel room too,” Pam said.
 
   “I wasn’t short on Mom’s money. And you can drive, Pamela. You drive at night just fine. You could bring her back in just a few hours.” We both knew it, but it didn’t matter what I said. She was interested in spending my money and feeling like she was a big shot. Mom wasn’t any better. They both believed that because I’d ‘made it,’ it meant they had too.
 
   “I told Momma you would leave us hanging when we needed you. I don’t know why she puts up with you and your disrespect.”
 
   “Just because you haven’t left the house, Pamela, doesn’t mean you’re taking care of her. I’ve been paying all of her bills and trying to stay afloat myself. I’m not a cash cow.” The locker door vibrated when I slammed it closed. I hefted my bag over my shoulder, sorely tempted to slap her with it.
 
   “And Momma lost her house, her car, her job, her life after the lies you told. You are supposed to be taking care of her, so don’t cry about that shit now!” Pam said. 
 
   I blinked, fighting tears back.
 
   I had never lied. It didn’t matter what anyone said. Momma had taken a nice amount of shut up money to let what happened slide under the rug. She spent it all on shopping sprees and implants, and put herself right back in the ghetto she’d made it out of for a few years. She’d lost her house and her car because my father divorced her after everything, so twisted by what my mother told him and not knowing who to believe. He’d left and taken all of his money with him. She’d been a hood chick elevated to housewife and she’d hated it, but she’d made it work. When I threatened it, she attacked, and she’d lost. That hadn’t been my fault. None of it was. Was it?
 
   “Fine, Pam,” I said drained and not in the mood to argue anymore. People stared at us and it irritated me. I wasn’t some brow-beaten little girl anymore. But yet one word from Pamela or my mother and I was reduced to the scared child who told her mom the secret she’d been keeping. And it had destroyed their lives, just like Mr. Welsh told her it would. 
 
   Mr. Welsh: my nightmare. The start of a headlong tumble into darkness. And the first reason I needed sex to feel alive. Pamela didn’t know anything about my life now and I never wanted her to. I walked with her to my car before reaching into my purse and writing my mother $1,000 check. They probably wouldn’t ask for any more for another couple of weeks. At least during that time I could breathe.
 
   I could forget I had ever been some agonized little slave locked in a basement.
 
   I could forget I destroyed my family and men only wanted me for one thing.
 
   At least now I was getting paid to do what I did best.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\erin\Downloads\OHG\OHG Chapter Headings2.png] 
 
   2
Celeste
 
    
 
   I was a mysterious masterpiece. Cool air stiffened my nipples, sending a rippling shiver along my bare skin. Would it be horrible to say I loved the feeling? Probably. 
 
   The black and gold mask covered my face from the tip of my nose to the top of my forehead. Black feathers fanned like a crown from the top. My makeup was darkened around my eyes just a bit to add to the mystery. I had specific instructions not to do much more than that. Following those instructions, I left my hair to air dry after washing it so it bounced in loose curls around my shoulders. 
 
   This was where I was comfortable. 
 
   Sex I understood, I could cope with. It was simple, messy, pleasurable, and temporary. You fucked, or you didn’t. You kissed or you went straight to work. You came or you burned from the lack of getting off. Either way it was cut and dry. I needed that. Normal life scared the shit out of me because I never knew when it was going to be ripped out from under me.
 
   It was why I did what I did, why I kept doing it.
 
   I needed this black to temper the grey. Needed the safety of what I knew to hold off the fear of what I didn’t. I was no different than an alcoholic and I was aware of that. But like an alcoholic, I didn’t give a shit about stopping. Life would intrude then and that was far worse. 
 
   “Are you ready?” I asked one of the other similarly dressed girls in the small room we’d been given to get ready. I didn’t ask her name. I didn’t care. She had fiery red hair and dark brown eyes, a combination I found as odd as it was alluring. I knew she wasn’t one of Slick’s girls, and that was enough to tell me she was competition. She pinched her nipples to make sure they stood up.
 
   “Yes, I am. I’ll let them know,” she answered. 
 
   She turned on her red heels, which matched her mask, and went to the door to let the butler know we were ready. She barely had an ass; I won. I posed in my black pumps, hitching my hip to the right, and gripped my forearms with my arms behind my back. Arching my back, my breasts stood prominent and I waited.
 
   Until danger walked in.
 
   He was my date tonight, I knew it. I’d been secured for the holder of the event. One hour. One hour until another one of Slick’s girls took over for me and I could go back home.
 
   One hour that I had to be close to him. He was tall, even compared to my five-foot-eleven. He had to be a few inches over six feet. I had a love for a well-built man who was lean like a runner. My date fit the build. 
 
   I looked over the cut of his charcoal gray suit, black shirt, and gray tie. Striking. Broad shoulders tapered into a narrow waist and long legs. But his face, Jesus his face. It was all angles and power—a strong jaw, long thin nose, chiseled lips, and deep green eyes. 
 
   He looked at me. Through me. He grimaced a bit before he came towards me. 
 
   “You are my date for the night.” He said 'date' like a curse and I arched my brow at him, irritated I noticed his good looks when he seemed to be disgusted by the very thing I represented. This man probably never had to pay for sex in his life.
 
   I wasn’t some newbie who’d let his actions hurt me. I wouldn’t.
 
   “That’s what you paid for.” I shifted my chest so my breasts swayed a bit. His eyes left my face and his gaze followed the sway of my breasts for a moment before he looked back at me. 
 
   So, not completely adverse to my charms.
 
   “Your job is to stay silent, entice, and smile pretty. These men here are donating money toward my organization based on ‘paying for one of you for the night,’” he said, fingers curling in quotation marks. 
 
   “I understand,” I said. This was business, and that I could do. Men with money did a lot of odd things with their money. I had more powerful men and women in my client list than I would have ever believed when I first started. This was no different and the premise of the evening didn’t bother me. 
 
   It was the fact that the organizer seemed discomforted by his event. And his discomfort was extended to me. 
 
   Why it bothered me, I didn’t know. It shouldn’t have. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and stood taller. I let my arms fall to my sides before I stepped up to his side. He stiffened a moment before relaxing as I grasped his arm in my hands.  The cool material of his suit rubbed against my nipple and I sucked in a breath, taking in his scent with it. I could taste it on the back of my throat. 
 
   He smelled of sandalwood and jasmine, but in a light, lingering signature I recognized. I’ve smelled Clive Christian on a lot of men, but I hadn’t smelled it like this. Ever. I leaned in, inhaling more of his scent. My date shifted against me, and molded his body to my front. I let go of his arm with one hand and gripped his lapel. He held his body, hard and hot, against me. My breasts tingled, crushed to his chest, and I couldn’t stop myself from taking another whiff. My nose touched his neck before I realized it. I caught his swift intake of breath, the bite of his finger in my upper arms as he gripped me, and pulled me a little closer.
 
   “You do your job well,” he whispered in my ear. His voice was low, seductive, and authoritative. “But I don’t pay for kicks.” 
 
   I stopped breathing. 
 
   He couldn’t have done a better job if he’d tossed cold water over my head and laughed in my face. I forced a smile, feeling the burn of embarrassment. I leaned away from him and looked directly in his eyes. He wasn’t going to scare me. He wasn’t going to hurt me like so many others had.
 
   “Sugar, you spent over $2,000 on cologne specifically made to attract women and bought escorts to earn money for your organization. You paid for tricks already, you just would have been much happier had you paid for mine. Shall we?” I gestured toward the open door and the party he’d paid me for. He hid his momentary surprise well, the expression melting into a cool mask so fast I would have missed it had I not been looking at him.
 
   Take that. I may be a lot of things, but your object of ridicule I am not. 
 
   He didn’t acknowledge my statement, instead he turned towards the door and walked out of it with me. I kept my grip on his arm, holding my head high. 
 
   “Royce Mattherson,” he said then. I frowned at him. “My name,” he added. A smile played on his lips, the left side a bit higher than the right. That smile, that show of imperfection, made my heart skip a beat. 
 
   I forced myself to ignore it as I thought of my reply. “Nice to meet you, Royce Mattherson. I’m your One Hour Girl.” I bowed my head to read the watch on his wrist. “Of which you have forty-five minutes left.” 
 
   He chuckled, a soft rumbling sound that had my toes curling. “I hurt your feelings, I see. Grow up little girl. This world will crush you if you let it. You won’t make it very far if you don’t understand that.”
 
   “You don’t know anything about me,” I hissed at him through clenched teeth, maintaining my false smile as he walked me up the hallway to the main part of the party in a ballroom.
 
   “You’ve got a chip on your shoulder a mile wide,” he responded.
 
   “Now who has the hurt feelings? I think you’re more bothered than you want to let on that I didn’t offer my services,” I argued.
 
   “You’re here; I’ve already got your services. I just don’t want what’s between your legs,” he countered. I felt his eyes on me. 
 
   I knew what he said was a lie. I could read it on him. I’d bothered him. Stepped on his peace offering. And, yes, I’d been sort of hurt, sort of bothered that he hadn’t reacted to me the way I’d hoped. 
 
   And where did that leave me admitting that? 
 
   “Yes you do,” I said, stopping. 
 
   He stopped with me. I turned towards him and ran my hand down over his groin area. His cock jumped under my hand. The desire was there, despite his words. 
 
   “I know this better than anything and you do want me.” I trailed my fingertips over his shape. The cloth separated us, but his heat pushed through as I measured his girth. My pulse quickened. Yes, this is what I knew, what I understood. He gripped my wrist and pulled my hand away.
 
   “You speak your mind and I can respect that. But let me be perfectly clear: I have never, and will never, paid for sex.”
 
   “Is that your problem? And if we’d met in a bar? In a club late at night with the music thumping around us?” I asked.
 
   “Then I’d have fucked you against the nearest surface until you couldn’t stand and walked away,” he answered. He stepped back and straightened his clothing before looking over at me with a question in his eyes. 
 
   I had no return for that. My body was hot with the idea and the anonymity of the encounter would have been just what I liked. But something in me hesitated. Would I have liked to be a passerby in this man’s world? I didn’t know and the lack of answer irritated me. I needed to get away from him, and the questions he brought, fast.
 
   “I’m sure it would have been a fun time,” I answered, no longer interested in the banter. I gripped his arm once more and he walked into the party, his small crooked smile on his face again. 
 
   I hated that smile. It meant he won. That he’d bested me. I didn’t want him to win. I didn’t want to fall behind. And it irritated me that I cared so much. And yet, as I listened to him talk about his organization, helping with domestic violence and using rescue dogs to help rebuild trust in those who’d learned only pain from their loved ones, there was no doubt he was an intelligent man. He was composed. He was a man that I could have liked. A man I could have respected if my other side, the pristine and perfect side, had met him first. Would she have sat, smiled, and talked to him? Would she have blushed at his compliments and challenged him with thought-provoking conversation? Would he have liked her?
 
   Right now I was playing the whore and, for the first time, I felt dirty and wished Ms. Perfect was in attendance.
 
   I hated Royce Mattherson.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   My phone woke me out of my sleep and I groaned. Just one day a week, one day, I enjoyed sleeping in—Sunday. Weekdays were for the day job and most nights were for Slick, except Friday. Friday nights were all for me and my special kind of medicine. A dose of which I’d missed because I couldn’t find anyone that got my engine going. Sunday was all about recouping, and everyone who knew me, really knew me, understood that. 
 
   I glared at my phone, hoping to stop the blasted ringing. Of course I’d left it across the room in my purse. When it didn’t stop, I huffed and got out of bed.
 
   “Slick?” Slick never called me on Sunday. She knew better than anyone I wasn’t available.
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you up, m’ija, but this wouldn’t wait.”
 
   “Not even until after noon?” I sat up on my bed. I rubbed my hand over my face, trying to wake up. When I looked over at my alarm clock I saw it was only eight in the morning. Somebody wanted to die.
 
   “Grouchy. And, no, it couldn’t. Money never waits,” Slick added.
 
   “Slick, at some point you have to realize that you just ignore my limits,” I argued. This was the second call this week that was out of our norm.
 
   “Things keep coming your way. How is that my fault?” she asked.
 
   “And you couldn’t wait until tomorrow for it?”
 
   “Answering a question with a question isn’t good business. You know if I’m calling you outside of your parameters I both understand that it could get me rejected, and you know I wouldn’t bother you with nothing. Now that we have that established are you ready to hear my offer?”
 
   “What you got for me? And before you answer, I’m crawling back into bed after this call, so it better be for tomorrow,” I grumbled. She was right, of course. Slick wouldn’t bring me bullshit, because she knew it wouldn’t cut it. And sometimes I felt better arguing with her just a little bit. Some push and pull kept our relationship lively.
 
   “Cel, you and I both know the money doesn’t even have to be right for you to get out of bed. I know you, remember? You need to work for me more than you need the money. It’s how I get girls like you. It’s how I keep you,” Slick said. 
 
   I couldn’t argue with her. She always knew how to get to me. I sighed. She was right, again. The money I was getting was a nice way to fund my retirement, but there were many ways I could have gotten those funds. The fact that I’d chosen to work for her said a lot. She understood that. When Slick wasn’t acting as a Madam she was Alina Aranjo, investor and socialite. It was how she met the men and women she could count among her clientele. It was all very hush-hush, but Alina had grown up on the streets and fought her way to where she was now. Madam could read a girl in seconds, and I hadn’t been any different.
 
   She’d seen through my act in 2.2 seconds the first time we met. It had been at an anniversary dinner my boss had wanted the firm to go to a couple years before. My firm represented Slick, talk about a conflict of interest, and she’d wanted to meet the employees to thank everyone for a job well done. Since she’d funneled plenty of business into the firm, no one said no. It was a lucky encounter; she’d given me a much safer outlet for my ways, and I thanked her for it. Even when she woke me up on a Sunday.
 
   “What is it?” I asked like we both knew I would. 
 
   “How did you like your gig a few nights ago?” she asked. 
 
   A chill slid over my skin as Royce came to mind. 'Like' wasn’t a word I’d use to describe the hour spent with him. Hated, intrigued, irritated, drawn, lust, those would all work. But like just wouldn’t cut it. Either way, I wasn’t interested in coming up against Royce Mattherson anytime soon.
 
   Liar.
 
   “It was a gig, Slick. You know this already. What’s up with the questions?” I asked instead of telling her what I’d been thinking.
 
   Slick chuckled. “It’s never just a gig for you, Cel. I’ve got an offer for you though, one that would make even a girl who doesn’t care about the money start thinking about it.”
 
   My gut clenched. Royce. It had to be him. And I wasn’t so sure I’d like the job. Hell, I’d probably love it, but was the price too high? Royce brought out of me emotions I didn’t want to deal with, didn’t need to. He wasn’t cut and dry, he wasn’t black and white. He was firmly in the gray, and I didn’t want that. I didn’t want shade.
 
   “Cel, you’re looking at one week, starting tomorrow, at the same rate as the event the other night. And in case you’re too tired to do the math, that’s twenty-five thousand. In a week.”
 
   “No,” I answered quickly. Not enough. It wasn’t enough to have to deal with him. To face my desire for him. 
 
   “Cel—”
 
   “No, Slick,” I interrupted firmly “Just no. Call me when you have something else okay?” I hung up before she could say anything else. One thing about Slick was she never forced any of us. We weren’t her slaves. She found women who needed this, gave them pretty packages and a lot of money to cover for being addicted. But she stayed in business because she didn’t push. 
 
   Royce was a push for me.
 
   I sighed and laid back on the bed, dropping the phone next to me. Sleep was what I needed. A few more hours of uninterrupted sleep. When my phone rang again, I almost screamed. As I looked at the screen I did out of frustration.
 
   “Hello, Mother.” My mother knew I didn’t ignore her calls. If I did, she only called repeatedly, or sent Pam to my house. There was no dodging her. 
 
   “How’s my number one doing?” she asked sweetly and I cringed. 
 
   My mother had this sort of needling voice she used that always sounded like she was begging when she was trying to be nice. I wondered why she just didn’t cut the bullshit and tell me what she really wanted. Something along the lines of, ‘Hey Celeste, you ruined my life and now you’re going to pay for it.’ I would have respected her more. 
 
   But I loved my mother, for the good it did me. I’d need to see a therapist to understand, and I had at one time. The therapist told me I had a lot of guilt for speaking out about my abuse and messing up the family that I counted on to be my rock, to be in my corner through it all. Mentally, I understood that. But my heart couldn’t make sense of needing love from someone who was incapable of returning it. The story of my life.
 
   “I’m doing fine. Are you okay?” I shouldn’t have asked, but it was the best way to discover what she wanted.
 
   “The doctor said I’m getting better. I thought you’d want to know that. But he thinks I should see another specialist for a second opinion.”
 
   More like ninth opinion.
 
   My mother the hypochondriac. A simple cough meant she surely had cancer and I’d grown up with her crazy sickness fears. She and I both knew nothing was wrong with her and it was her way of getting more money out of me. It worked.
 
   “Did he refer you to one that would work with your indigent program?” I asked.
 
   “Of course not, those doctors don’t know shit and don’t try to find out what’s really wrong with you. They just look at you and pass you on,” my mother said, her façade of sweetness breaking a bit.
 
   “Who would he like you to see?” I asked, dreading the response. She tossed out some well-known cardiovascular specialist. I fought back a groan. This was going to cost me, big.
 
   “I need to see him, Celeste. You want your Momma around for a long time, right?” 
 
   No. No, I don’t. I felt like shit for my wayward thoughts. 
 
   “Of course, Mother. Contact him and find out what it’s going to be,” I said already tired of the conversation.
 
   “I did. He’s got a full schedule until next month, but he can see me for a private consultation for not that much at all.”
 
   Of course he would see her. I was prepared for the amount but I still had to grit my teeth to stop from yelling at her. When was the victim at fault? When was I no longer going to be punished for having something happen to me? What the fuck did it matter that she didn’t feel well sometimes? Did that mean she had to live squarely on my back?
 
   I thought about Slick and the offer she’d made to go on some dates with Royce Mattherson. They seemed more appealing now. I needed the job. I needed dark, dirty sex. I needed to be lost under a wave of pleasure and mind-blowing orgasms and I had a feeling Royce would give me just what I needed. 
 
   I hung up and crawled under my covers. I needed to feel alive.
 
   Would Royce make me forget the jagged pieces of my life? I don't know. But looking at him he was the stuff of dreams.  A man who’d had me struggling to keep the wetness between my legs hidden all night. He seemed like the better option than ignoring my needs. I knew needing sex like I did was wrong and something was messed up in my head. No one had to tell me. Sex made me feel like I was alive, like I was on top of the world. 
 
   My mother, Pam, my job, and the stresses of life all disappeared when I plied my trade. Hell, I was fucking good at it. I could use Royce just like he was using me and we’d both walk away better satisfied because of it.
 
   I could take his money, revel in his sex, and be on my way. No harm, no foul. 
 
   I reached for my phone. The warm aluminum calmed me as I made my decision. Already my head cleared, the fog dissipating. This is what I knew, what I clung to. Slick was right; she knew exactly what I needed and, for a girl like me, the money didn’t mean a fucking thing. Ms. Perfect was once again disappearing, and I was happy she was. Living life sucked, and I needed my darkness to keep me warm at night.
 
   “You’ve changed your mind?” Slick asked by way of greeting. She didn’t gloat, and I appreciated that.
 
   “You know me.” I pulled my cover tightly around me, blocking out the world and the shit it always threw at me.
 
   “Better than you know yourself. That’s why I haven’t contacted him yet.”
 
   Him. Royce. The man who was going to make the world stop spinning, at least Monday through Friday. I slipped my hand down my under my pajama shorts, ready to be taken to that other place. That clear place of black and white.
 
   “I’ll meet him. Set it up.”
 
   “You want me to push for more money?” Slick asked, always the business woman.
 
   “If you’d like, but the money doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I knew it too.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   I want you to take apart Cameron Welsh’s life until he doesn’t even own the shoes on his feet. And I want you to make sure he stays there,” I told Maurice, my personal lawyer. 
 
   Maurice looked at me over his glasses a moment. “Who is Cameron Welsh?” he asked. 
 
   I wasn’t telling. I couldn’t even bring myself to look at the file lying on my desk one more time or I’d find Welsh myself and snap his neck.
 
   “What was the statute of limitations on rape eight years ago?” I asked instead, wheels turning in my head. For now I would be satisfied with ruining Welsh financially. One day, though, I’d love to see him rot in jail like the bastard he was. 
 
   “The statute of limitations on rape depends more so on the age of the plaintiff. Basically, before they turn twenty-six, prosecution and lawsuits are viable options. Who is Welsh?” Maurice asked again, taking his glasses off. He folded them calmly and slid them into his breast pocket. 
 
   “For now, just do what I told you. We’ll deal with the statute if something comes up.” I picked up my phone. I looked hard at Maurice and he sighed heavily before standing.
 
   “Victor can get you the particulars on Welsh. I want you to have a file on my desk by tomorrow morning as to what your plan of action is and I want every point delineated to me when it’s done.”
 
   Maurice nodded before leaving the room. I hung up the phone, not interested in speaking to anyone. I was a sick son of a bitch, I knew it. There wasn’t any reason that I should have had Celeste Askew thoroughly investigated, but I had. There was no reason that I should have called Alina and scheduled more time with the masked escort who made my heart pump and my cock hard. I did it anyway.
 
   It was easier to believe that getting some sort of revenge for Celeste was tied to my need to fix broken things. Mend twisted fences and build on them, just so I could say it belonged to me and I’d made it better.
 
   I would have been a liar.
 
   I wanted her. 
 
   Pure. 
 
   Simple. 
 
   She carried herself well at my benefit and had teased, delighted, and infuriated me. My response? Find a way to fuck her out of my system as soon as possible and get her out of my life. And then I read her file.
 
   Now I wanted to fuck her out of my system and make sure that no one fucked her over again… Me included. Hell, the woman had shit tossed her way for quite some time. She was a project, much like the battered women I helped get into shelters and get on with their lives. I saw it as clearly as I’d seen the pain and anger in her eyes. Pain and anger that I’d seen mirrored a long time ago.
 
   I rubbed my face before getting up from behind my desk. There was no time to be thinking of that. And Celeste wasn’t important enough to worry that much about. I would have fun while it lasted. No woman kept my attention more than a few weeks anyway. My mother called it a curse of my birth. My father hadn’t been much into a single woman long-term either. I was fine with that. There were plenty of women around I could use to keep myself satisfied, even after Celeste.
 
   At least I’d keep telling myself that.
 
   It was time I made a quick stop. Celeste wasn’t going to like it. I was almost sure. She’d get over it, though. For a week at least, she was mine. She’d learn what that meant. I took the time to put on my suit jacket and button it before I opened my cell phone.
 
   “Sir?” Liam, my driver, answered.
 
   “Have the car in front in five minutes.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   As I left my office, I checked my watch. It was just after two in the afternoon. The meeting with Morrison Investments wasn’t until four-thirty. I had enough time to do what I needed to do and keep my appointment. 
 
   I bypassed my secretary, shaking my head when she lifted a hand to stop me. Her pout made me cringe. I would have to remember to fire her soon. Clingy women had no appeal. Especially clingy women who worked for me and assumed I’d be their knight in shining armor. I didn’t ride a white horse and I wasn’t interested in saving some damsel in distress. You wanted my assistance, you clawed your way to it. You stood on your own two feet and fought me for it. 
 
   Celeste had fought me for the little help I’d given her with this Welsh character, even if she didn’t know it yet.
 
   * * *
 
   “Can I help you—”
 
   It was worth it. Driving over to Weis, Johnson, and Cole for an impromptu request for assistance on one of investment opportunities was the right move. I’d had the firm on payroll for the last eight years. Small world, for sure.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she hissed. 
 
   She looked different today. Normal. Beautiful. Her curly hair was twisted up in a loose knot at the top of her head, exposing the long expanse of her neck. Her pink blouse was tucked tightly into a black skirt. I couldn’t see much more than that, as she was sitting at her desk still, but my gaze traveled back to the modest cleavage in the V of her shirt. Professional and neat. That’s how I would describe her. And underneath she was a hellcat that I wanted to bend over the exact desk she sat behind. How did she merge the two women she could so obviously be? 
 
   “Royce?” she questioned, lifting one eyebrow. 
 
   “I like that. Say my name again.”
 
   “Mr. Mattherson—” I leaned toward her, cutting her off. She sucked in a breath but didn’t back away. 
 
   “You aren’t over my knee right now, so Royce would be fine. Later, though, we may try out Mr. Mattherson.”
 
   “I charge extra for that sort of pleasure. And normally, I’m holding the whip,” she whispered. She changed that fast. Her voice was low, seductive, and confident. The sound of it went straight to my dick. 
 
   “By the time I was done, Celeste, you’d pay me instead.” She sat back when I used her name, looking  around. She cleared her throat. I felt the loss of her heat immediately. The loss of my hellcat and the return of pretense.
 
   Which one was the real her?
 
   “What can I assist you with, Mr. Mattherson?” she asked, all business. It grated on my nerves. I knew what the deal was between us, but in my life I was used to women falling all over me. They vied for my attention and tried to insinuate themselves in my life. Not Celeste. 
 
   “You want me. Don’t deny it,” I said roughly, irritated that she seemed unflappable, when I’d bet money she was moist right now.
 
   “I don’t have to. I want you. You’ll have me. Things will be over, end of story. Now is not the time nor the place for this,” she hissed.
 
   “I’m here to see Mr. Cole. Tell him I’m here.”
 
   “He’s in meetings today and heading to court early in the morning. He will not be available until Wednesday at the earliest, Mr. Mattherson.”
 
   “How long have you worked here?” I asked already knowing the answer. She wouldn’t know who I was to this firm, and that was fine. She wouldn’t know I’d kept it afloat by investing. I was a silent partner and any one of the lawyers would drop everything to speak with me. 
 
   “Four years,” she answered, watching me warily.
 
   “Call him, Celeste. He’ll see me,” I told her. I sat on the edge of her desk as she picked up the phone. I watched her mouth move as she spoke into the headset. Her skin was soft under my fingertips as I trailed my fingers down the side of her neck. Her pulse jumped and I smiled. 
 
   “Mr. Cole will see you now,” she said her voice low. She looked up at me through her lashes and her gaze pierced me. There was want there, sure, but fear too. I wondered about it. What would she have to fear from me? I touched her cheek, unable to stop myself. She closed her eyes and sighed, leaning into my touch before pulling away.
 
   “Later tonight,” she said urgently.
 
   “People will see us together, at least to get to our locations. You know this. I propose a solution to it,” I said.
 
   “I know what I’m doing,” she said to me. I hated the reminder that she did know exactly what she was doing. That she’d done this before. Foolish of me, sure, but it was there. 
 
   I gripped her chin and forced her to look at me. “You are going to be fucking the most eligible bachelor in L.A. tonight, Celeste. Trust me, you’ll remember that.”
 
   “What’s your proposition?” she asked. 
 
   I leaned closer to her. I’d have to go see Richard in a few moments and we were in public, even if the firm was exclusive because of its prohibitive price. But I needed to taste her, feel her under my tongue. I traced a wet path over her pulse before I nipped the skin lightly. I smiled against her shoulder as she sucked in a shaky breath and her nails raked across the top of her desk.
 
   “For an hour, you’re my hellcat. But throughout the day you’re Celeste Askew, the newest woman dating L.A.’s playboy billionaire.”
 
   “One hour a day is all you get, Royce. That’s all you’ve paid for.”
 
   “Then I’ll triple the rate. Come on, Celeste, don’t be scared.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of anything,” she said, turning toward me. Our lips grazed, so close. I could taste her breath on my tongue as she watched me.
 
   “Prove it. Back up all that talk. Go on some dates with me, let me spend my money. And for one hour, just one hour a night, I get to take my due. Agreed?” I pulled back from her, watching her chew her lip. 
 
   “Just for this week?”
 
   “For now,” I answered. 
 
   She lifted her chin, looking me right in the eyes. “You’re on.”
 
   I smiled, pinching her chin before getting up off her desk. She adjusted the papers on her desk, appearing inordinately busy as I walked away. I laughed as I made my way to Richard’s office. Dating L.A.’s most eligible bachelor indeed.
 
   For the next week, I was going to enjoy the best kept secret of L.A., and I thought I was going to make out much better.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Have you lost your mind?” Marlena asked, gaping at me. 
 
   “Shut your mouth. You’ll catch mosquitoes like that and you’ll get West Nile.”
 
   “That’s just wrong, Cel. Just wrong.”
 
   I shrugged, pulling out a smart black cocktail dress and strappy heels. It was enough to make it through Inestimable, the exclusive restaurant that catered to L.A.’s rich and famous, I now knew was owned by Royce. I wanted to go to the restaurant since its opening three years before, but with a reservation list a year long, it had been impossible, even with some of my higher-end clients. Tonight I’d be sitting among others that could stack my little black book in ways I couldn’t dream of and I was terrified.
 
   “This isn’t how things are supposed to go. You have rules and you stick to them,” Marlena argued. I looked over my shoulder at her before pulling off my clothes. I needed to shower, air-dry, moisturize my skin, get my make-up on, and get dressed in just under two hours. I could do it easily if Marlena stopped bothering me.
 
   “It’s the deal, Marlena.”
 
   “Screw the deal, Cel. You know better than this. Look,” she said when I opened my mouth to interrupt, “I’m not the biggest fan of what you do, but I get it. I think it’s a fucked up way to get your kicks, but everyone has a vice. You’ll wake up one day and realize it isn’t for you. But you’re pushing the envelope. You always work by your rules, on your terms, and in locations that we’ve scouted out ahead of time.”
 
   “I don’t think Royce is going to risk getting in trouble behind me,” I argued. Yeah, so I was losing my mind. I knew this already and wasn’t in the mood for a lecture. Marlena knew what I was doing, and she stuck by me through it all, and I loved her for it. But she didn’t understand the underlying need. She couldn’t wrap her head around it and I understood.
 
   Sometimes I couldn’t either.
 
   Agreeing to see Royce was more about getting what I needed than worrying about the danger. Hell, the danger helped me make the decision. Sex and danger. There was that black and white again. Comfortable Normal. Right.
 
   I’d never make her understand.
 
   “Cel, come on. This shit has got to stop.” Marlena tossed her red tipped sisterlocks over one shoulder, watching me with sad brown eyes. 
 
   She was beautiful, you know? In the way that I never would be. She was short and curvy, barely over five-foot-two and round in the right places. She had a megawatt smile that lit up a room and dimples. Her heart-shaped face didn’t need contouring to bring out highlights and shadows. She had them already. And she loved me despite my fucked up ways. She told me what she felt and helped me pick up the dirty little pieces when I shattered against my own self-violence.
 
   That was Marlena. The only mark on her pristine little book of life was me. She was twenty-five, no kids, no drama. Had her loft, paid off her car through good old-fashioned hard work as a beautician. She didn’t need much and she didn’t ask for anything. This woman—my best friend—looked at me, the material girl, and pitied me.
 
   And she was right to.
 
   “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “But it won’t,” she said and sighed.
 
   “It won’t,” I agreed. 
 
   She shook her head. “Why do you have to let him take you out to dinner and stuff? What’s the point?”
 
   “It looks better, Marlena.”
 
   “Cel, you’ve fucked a senator, okay. Come on.” 
 
   I frowned at her. “Yeah, I did, before he became a senator and remember how shitty things got when they started looking into his past? I was lucky he’d gotten another girl and she wasn’t as careful as I was. I wasn’t found because they started focusing on her. Remember?”
 
   “I do. But you get my point,” Marlena argued.
 
   “Yeah, but you’re missing mine. Royce Mattherson was on the cover of major magazines earlier this year and last year. He’s been voted into the Top 100 Most Beautiful Men This man is already in the public eye. They won’t think much about his new girlfriend heading into a hotel with him, but they would wonder who some mystery woman was.”
 
   “Alright, alright,” Marlena said. “But he’s your type. Suave, sexy, commanding, and composed. He’s got every marker that got you twisted up with Alan before,” Marlena said. 
 
   “Don’t speak his name,” I said, spinning around to face her at the bathroom door.
 
   “Well, someone has to, Cel. That guy fucked you up and you are still holding on to it. He wined, dined, and tore a piece out of you. Remember?”
 
   “You don’t need to remind me about Alan. That was before I met Slick. I fixed it; I moved on. Royce isn’t Alan,” I argued. 
 
   Alan had torn me up inside. A well-liked surgeon and powerful character, I’d been surprised when he showed interest in me. We dated for six months before I realized that he was married with two children, and I was a bucket list item for him, finding some young black girl to tumble in bed with. He got hooked after the first time and stayed longer than he expected. I’d been devastated. He was the catalyst that tossed me into Slick’s world. When I realized I was good for one thing, and one thing only. I didn’t need Marlena to bring him up now.
 
   She must have seen something in my face, because she cleared her throat before she spoke.
 
   “One day I’m going to get a call that’s going to make me want to find a voodoo priest and bring you back to life just so I could kill you myself.”
 
   “Ouch, now who’s going into crazy land?” I asked, helping her lighten the mood. It wasn’t working, but I didn’t want the lump in my throat to actually turn into tears. Tonight I needed armor. Marlena got off my bed and went to my vanity. She plugged in my hot curlers and turned to me.
 
   “I’ll take care of your hair when you get out of the shower. I better get a doggy bag from that place.”
 
   “I don’t think they do leftovers, Marlena,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “Yeah, well have him buy me a plate then,” she returned, lifting one brow. Crisis of tears averted. At least until I got into the shower. She’d see them when I got out, but I let them flow anyway. 
 
   I hated I needed sex the way I did. I hated I couldn’t stop myself from being pulled into the darkness. And I hated my family didn’t seem to give one flying fuck they helped keep me there. 
 
   Sometimes I hated Slick too, and this was one of those times. 
 
   I could pretend all night I was dating Royce Mattherson. I could act while we were in the public eye like I was the woman every other girl in L.A. could be jealous of. That somehow, I’d gotten his attention and I’d enjoy it for as long as it lasted. Hell, I was appreciative he made the proposition. He was right and being seen as his girlfriend, for however short, would make for much better cover than driving to out-of-the-way hotels to make sure no one could possibly photograph him. 
 
   I could still see him without the cover. I knew it was nothing more than a powerful man’s way of getting what he wanted. I knew I gave in, not because of the money, not even because of the sex. I gave in because I wanted to be Ms. Perfect. I wanted to appear normal, even though I knew what really mattered was the position I played when he took me to bed.
 
   As the tears dried up, I knew it was there I’d come alive.
 
   And I’d remember I’d feel much better for it.
 
   * * *
 
   A sleek, high-end vehicle pulled up in front of my home as I was getting into my car. I turned frowning as Royce Matherson got out and turned to me.
 
   “Nice house.”
 
   I saw red. It blossomed through my chest and leaked across my vision. I didn’t even register my steps toward him, just the quick staccato of my heels clicking on the pavement as I advanced on him. This was my home, my private space. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He wasn’t supposed even know where I lived. I knew Slick wouldn’t have given my address to him.
 
   “What are you doing here? We were supposed meet at the restaurant.”
 
   “I think I’d pick my girlfriend up from her home, don’t you?”
 
   “Cut the shit,” I hissed, stepping up to him. 
 
   He adjusted his jacket, pulling at the cufflinks before he looked down his nose at me.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here. How the fuck did you get the address?” I asked. I kept my voice down, trying my best to make sure no one on the street heard us arguing. I didn’t want any more trouble than there already was. 
 
   My heart was pounding in my chest. This wasn’t going how it was supposed to. Not here. He wasn’t supposed to be here. 
 
   “I’m here, what does it matter?” he asked, watching me. He didn’t move. He simply watched me.
 
   “It matters,” I said through my teeth. “This is a deal-breaker. Pure and simple. You leave, and you leave now. Your funds will be given back to you,” I said, turning away.
 
   I was on fire, my heart thundering. Not here. My home had always been my sanctuary. It had always been the place where I could be free. I went through great pains to make sure my home address was not found. When I came back from jobs I would either go to Slick's or another location. Most times, I stayed there from anywhere to one to two hours to make sure that I wasn’t followed before heading home. I wasn’t listed anywhere, except at work, in my personnel files, and Royce had violated my privacy.
 
   His warm hand clasped around my arm and he spun me around. He smiled, but it was a cruel smile, a dark smile. I sucked in a breath, my body reacting to his touch, even through the anger. He pulled me closer to him until he could wrap his arms around me, as if my struggles meant nothing. I pulled back my head as far from him as I could, trying to break contact, but he followed me. 
 
   “Celeste, you don’t really have a choice,” he whispered against my skin, and, God help me, my womb clenched. He palmed my ass with one hand, forcing my body into harder contact with his.
 
   “You don’t want to have the choice,” he added. He pulled my chest tighter to his and I fought to take a breath. All I could smell was him. His heart thumped against me in a steady rhythm and I couldn’t gather my anger around me. I was drowning, sliding under the desire to get the release from him I so sorely needed. 
 
   He could see it.
 
   I knew it when he smiled wider at me. His tongue flicked out and he traced his top lip slowly. I couldn’t rip my gaze away from that little flash of pink tongue. I was mesmerized, and I wanted to taste him. I wanted to feel him lick over my skin. 
 
   I was so fucked up.
 
   “Tell me I’m lying and you can keep the fucking money. You and I both know you can’t. So, get your ass in that car, enjoy a night out, and look forward to what you need most,” he said to me, releasing me all at once.
 
   I panted, stumbling back a bit.
 
   I hated him. Hated him. He knew it. He could see that dark need in me. He knew what I wanted and he could use it against me. And I was going to let him. I was going to let him do every little dirty thing he could think of to me, and I was going to love it.
 
   His passenger seat was warm, the heaters under the leather soothed the chill to the back of my thighs. He took the time to buckle my seatbelt and closed the door. I was cocooned, alone for a few moments with my thoughts. His scent wrapped around me, his power, his control, and I was lost.
 
   Strapped to him just as surely as I was into his car.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   Iwas fucked.
 
   I hadn’t banked on a few things when I’d come to Celeste’s home. I didn’t take opposition well, and the fact that she wanted to fight me made me hotter for her. In the coolness of my own thoughts, I realized perhaps I’d made a couple of mistakes. She wasn’t mine. Not really. The inexplicable need I’d had to pick her up at her door had been a fantasy. She was an escort, and I’d stepped into her privacy like it hadn’t mattered. I hadn’t expected to feel her wrath, appreciate it, and gain respect for her in the process.
 
   What could I say? 
 
   I could have any woman in the world I wanted. That wasn’t being cocky, it was the truth. I didn’t have to spend money on them to get their panties to drop to their ankles—I just had to look at them. It was the story of my life. Celeste messed my head up. 
 
   She told me no.
 
   It was that simple and that complicated. When I pushed, she pulled. When I did all the things that made me so successful, she made sure I knew that none of it mattered. And I was intrigued. God help me, but I couldn’t stop thinking about her.
 
   The subterfuge wasn’t necessary, we both knew that. But, I wanted it. Still wanted it. It wasn’t about the money; it wasn’t about the sure thing at the end of the night. It was her. She challenged me, pushed me, turned me on, and I could see how fucked up she was even before I looked at one word of her background file.
 
   And the file had tied me to her.
 
   I knew it was stupid. Hell, I took over companies worth millions of dollars in my sleep. I invested in corporations and small businesses just to diversify my portfolio. Watching my mother shatter into a million pieces against my father’s fist had taught me one invaluable lesson: I needed the damsel in distress because I couldn’t have saved my mother. 
 
   That was really what it was about.
 
   The reason I looked at Celeste and felt my heart ache. The reason I looked at her like so many other projects and wanted to make it all better. I knew the psychoanalysis of it. She was nothing more than my mother, battered and broken under a man’s power and I needed to save her.
 
   But all I was doing was treating her much the same way. Paying for her love and paying for the right to treat her any way I wanted to, just for my pleasure. So what did I do? Try to make it pretty, sugarcoat my sin and warring needs by making her my girlfriend for the week. A lackluster excuse at best and an embarrassing view into my mental state at worst.
 
   It didn’t matter; I still wanted her.
 
   She was silent in the car beside me as we rode toward my restaurant. I fought the urge to reach out and touch her leg, to soothe her. I ignored the warning in my head and did it anyway. She tensed for a moment before she relaxed under my touch, sinking into her seat. Her skin was soft and supple under my fingers. The black lace of her dress rose just above my hand, a tantalizing barrier between my gaze and her wet flesh. 
 
   I’d already seen it, the pretty bare bronzed flesh of her sex, and I wanted to taste it.
 
   At the end of the day, I was a man and I could appreciate her absolute beauty. I’d met many gorgeous women in my time: models who looked perfect, dancers with strength and curves. I’d played with celebrities who’d begged for my touch and here I was, next to a woman who could rival their good looks, and acted as if only her looks were useful.
 
   It was in the way she moved, the way she carried herself. Her beauty was an afterthought to the needs she had deep inside. I wondered why a woman like her would go to such lengths to get her kicks. She had a great job, stability and intelligence. She didn’t need to work for Alina, and yet here she was, at my side because of that quirk of fate.
 
   “Why do you do this?” I asked before I could stop myself. Her leg hardened under my hand as she sat up straight in her seat. I gripped her thigh, halting her movement.
 
   “What does it matter?” she asked.
 
   “Has anyone ever told you that answering a question with a question isn’t actually answering?”
 
   “Then why did you just do it?” 
 
   I chuckled, shaking my head. “Celeste, I’m going to have you tonight. I’m going to spend enough money on you to make you sick, then I’m going to slide between your legs and make sure you will always remember me. We’ve moved past the point of idle conversation,” I told her.
 
   “No, not really,” she said, and she turned to look out the window. “By the end of the night you won’t know any more about me than you know about a woman in a magazine. Don’t you know this is the fun of it? The fantasy? I don’t want to know you. I just want you to give me what I need.” 
 
   She said the last sentence low enough that I barely caught it. I looked over at her before stopping at a red light.
 
   “What do you need, Celeste?” I asked her. 
 
   She jumped, as if startled before she sighed heavily. “Look, this is your first time doing this, and I get that. You knocked me a bit, but let’s move on. What do you want to do tonight baby?” she asked. 
 
   I hated it when she turned to me as the light turned green, because the escort side of her was there, wiping away the real woman. Call it conceit, but I didn’t like any woman who could stay unaffected by me. It didn’t happen. That Celeste wasn’t intimidated by me or my wealth made dealing with her as frustrating as it was refreshing.
 
   I couldn’t read her, and that mask she wore when she slipped into escort mode only made me more confused. She wanted me, I knew it. My touch turned her on. She wanted me, but she wasn’t falling all over me. Maybe I was spoiled, taking into account my past experiences.
 
   Still, I didn’t like artifice, and that was what Celeste was using against me.
 
   She watched me with bored eyes, but a sexy smile curved her lips. I saw the shutdown as clearly as if she’d put up a ‘don’t fuck with me’ sign between us. She leaned over closer to me, her legs falling open a bit so my hand slid up high on her thigh. She ran her nails over the sleeve of my jacket down toward my outstretched hand. I caught my breath as she placed her fingers over mine and moved my hand up higher between her legs. 
 
   She twisted me up, and I couldn’t stop her if I tried. My fingers grazed the heat of her pussy and she leaned her head back against the car seat, moaning. Her eyes slid closed and I struggled to keep my eyes on the road and still watch her. 
 
   She moved her hips, rolling against my hand. Wetness seeped over my fingers. I swallowed. The smell of her desire was thick in the car. Musky and sweet, it stuck to the back of my throat. She moved my hand down over her lips and back up to her clit. Heat radiated from her, wetness leaking out so my glide over her clit was easier. She shuddered, her legs splayed wide now. 
 
   It was that face, that reaction, that let me know this was the real her. There was no calculation on her face as her eyes slid closed in pleasure. 
 
   She drowns everything out with sex. 
 
   I saw it, understood it. I’d been there before. So many times. Took women until my head was clear. Until I could wipe out the memory of my mother’s crying phone calls.
 
   I saw it, and it broke my heart.
 
   Moving my hand under hers now, I pulled the car over and switched my lights off. I turned my body towards her as best I could behind the wheel and reached over with my opposite hand. She didn’t pull away from me as I used my other hand to slide two fingers inside of her.  I watched her as she gasped, gripping the handle on the inside of the door. I twisted my wrists as I pumped in and out of her steadily. She fucked my hand, rocking her hips as her breath came faster.
 
   My heart was pounding. She was beautiful. So fucking beautiful. And she was coming alive right before my eyes. 
 
   “Don’t stop,” she said, gripping my wrists and moving her body harder in the seat. She rode the wave as I pinched and rolled her clit. My fingers opened and closed inside of her and I watched her scream. She jerked, her mouth open wide, her face a study in pure passion.
 
   My dick was hard enough to burst as I watched her.
 
   I wanted that face, right there. I wanted her to come apart as she rode me. I wanted to hold her down and take her to new heights I wanted to wrap her up in my arms and tell her everything was okay.
 
   It was that thought that rocked me.
 
   She wasn’t mine. She couldn’t be mine. We were worlds apart and what we’d just done was colored by the knowledge that I’d paid her to do it. I pulled from her, clenching my jaw hard enough to ache. I was a fucking fool; I still wanted her. She gripped my wrist and lifted my hand, the one that had been inside of her, toward my face. I held her gaze and licked over my fingers, taking her taste inside.
 
   When she smiled at me, I hated her. She knew just what she’d done, and I’d let her. Anger coursed through me as I lowered my hand and started the car. I said nothing to her as I pulled back onto the highway. I took the next exit. Fuck the restaurant. That’s not what she wanted and I’d been a fool to try to do anything else.
 
   She wasn’t some damsel in fucking distress. She was an escort that had just come all over my expensive leather seats and thought she’d beaten me at my own game. I wouldn’t lose. Tonight she’d learn that when I ruled, I ruled. There was no way she was going to beat me using sex.
 
   I’d told her before, if we’d met in any other place I would have fucked her and walked away.
 
   She didn’t believe that was what I’d do.
 
   I was prepared to show Celeste Askew that was exactly what I’d meant. Money be damned; losing myself in her was a miscalculation that I couldn’t afford to make. The money I could write off. Fucking my whole life up by falling for the fucked up woman she was, I could not.
 
   I needed to get away from her as soon as possible, after I got my money’s worth.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, noting the exit.
 
   “Does it matter?” I asked, not really caring that I sounded cold. Better to be cold than to be an idiot for admitting to myself that I made the mistake of caring.
 
   “No, not really,” she answered, shrugging her shoulders. It struck me now how dangerous what she was doing was. I could be taking her to her death and she’d ride along with me. Who in their right mind did shit like this?
 
   “You have no care for what happens to you, do you?” I asked her, keeping my eyes on the road. I gripped the steering wheel hard enough that my knuckles were white.
 
   “I do care. You won’t hurt me, you couldn’t. The law and fall out would be too much, even for you.” 
 
   I grunted in response. That was true.
 
   “I figured we could skip the formalities. I’m suddenly not hungry, at least not for food,” I told her, turning right at the next street. I had the penthouse suite at the hotel on the horizon whenever I wanted it. It probably helped that I owned it.
 
   Had I wanted to impress her? Show her my life and see her reaction? Yes. Fuck me, yes. And now I was going to treat her just like she wanted to be treated and head home.
 
   Maybe after a few showers, I’d feel clean again.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Something had changed and it made my chest ache. A hint of stubble colored his jaw line deep brown. He had his hair in artful disarray, his undercut bringing attention to the longer strands on top. I liked that he hadn’t shaved the sides, he’d left that about an inch long, but he styled it in a way to make the look clear. He was breathtaking—and had just given me one of the best orgasms in my life—and he could barely look at me.
 
   As he pulled up to the luxurious hotel I’d seen the inside of a couple of times, we were met by a valet. The valet bowed to him quickly and helped me get out of the car. Royce came to my side of the car and gripped my elbow to escort me in, but his jaw was clenched tight enough that I wondered if he’d grind his molars to dust. He barely slowed as he entered the hotel, nodding toward the concierge.
 
   “Mr. Mattherson, we didn’t know you’d be here. I’ll have champagne sent to your room,” the concierge called behind us. 
 
   Royce didn’t even acknowledge him.
 
   “That was rude. We are supposed to be a couple, and you look like we are already getting ready to split,” I told him as we stalked toward an elevator encased in glass. 
 
   “We’re in a row, who cares? You’ll be gone at the end of the week, remember?” 
 
   His question cut me. I didn’t want to admit it, but it did. I tried to match his steps, but there was no way I could hope to keep up with his strides. He damn near dragged me to the elevator. I was starting to get pissed. I didn’t do fucking messy emotions and he was making this more complicated than it needed to be.
 
   “You’re a little spoiled brat that got his toys taken away,” I told him, pulling away from him in the elevator. 
 
   If he wanted to do the breakup ground work now, oh, I could give as good as I got. My body was throbbing with need. The orgasm I’d had in the car was only a hint to what he could give me. I’d needed it. I’d wanted the anonymity of the encounter and then he had to fuck it up asking me all these damn questions about myself. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t supposed to.
 
   This was supposed to be easy. And every time I got around him it was hard. Hard to keep my hands off him. Hard to fight the desire. Hard to keep the need at bay. What the fuck had I been thinking accepting his money and these dates? Rule number one of escort service rang in my head: take their money and never fall in love.
 
   I wasn’t at risk of falling for the guy, but I was adult enough to see that my rollercoaster of emotions wasn’t a good sign. I hadn’t signed up for it, but now I was here. My mother needed the money and I needed to make sure taking care of her wouldn’t ruin the plans I had for my life. I considered those reasons in my head  he finally looked down at me.
 
   “No, I tried to give you something better than a simple fuck and you degraded yourself to a lower level. If this is what you want, I’m more than willing to give it to you,” he said roughly. He slid a key card into the panel on the wall. The button with a "P" lit up and he pressed it. The glass misted so that we couldn’t see people on the other side. A neat trick. That hadn’t happened when I’d come before. Though, I hadn’t been heading to the penthouse suite, either.
 
   “So that’s your excuse? Because you had your hands between my thighs before dinner it’s a problem? You have got to be shitting me,” I told him.
 
   “You’ve got a dirty mouth, and I can think of much more nasty things you could be doing with it,” he snapped. The elevator doors opened and he stepped out directly into the penthouse suite.
 
   I was right behind him. “Yeah, and I’m really good at them too. Want to see how far I can swallow you down? No gag reflex, big boy. I promise you’ll enjoy it. What if I lick your balls at the same time? One of your sophisticated sticks ever do that for you?”
 
   “Shut up,” he roared at me, but I didn’t. He was a bastard and I wanted him. I needed him and he was making me feel cheap. So what if I was a whore? I was worth every fucking penny that I charged. I knew who I was. I was strong, and I knew what I needed. He wasn’t going to scare me. Fuck him.
 
   “Oh Pretty Boy, you didn’t like that? Come on baby; live a little.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.” The words were harsh as he forced them out between his teeth.
 
   “What Pretty Boy? Baby?” When his gaze narrowed, I laughed. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. Hell, I didn’t even know where we’d gone wrong in the car. He enjoyed touching me. He liked the way I spiraled out of control. I loved it. And now he wanted to be a little shit.
 
   Fuck him!
 
   “How the hell did you survive long enough in your line of work to fucking get paid?” he asked as the elevator stopped.
 
   “Test my mouth and find out, baby.” 
 
   He yelled. He stood in the middle of a room surrounded by glass, glimpses of the illuminated  city around them. In the center of the sophistication that only his type of money could buy, he yelled. 
 
   I stopped, staring at him. “Did that hurt?” I taunted. He shouldn’t be able to be mad. He shouldn’t be able to toss me off like I was nothing. He chased me. He offered me triple my rate just to take me on dates and screw my brains out. He reached out after his fundraiser. I hadn’t asked him for a fucking thing.
 
   He spun around to face me. “What the fuck is your problem? Huh? Who gives a fuck what I paid for tonight? Is it any different than taking you out to the restaurant, buying you gifts, and parading you around before cameras to make you famous? Is paying you cash in your hand for ass any different than me wanting to treat you like a woman that I want in my bed?”
 
   He took two swift steps forward, and I stumbled back. He caught me in his strong arms, lifting me off the ground until we were face to face. I gripped his shoulders to keep my balance. My hair swirled around us. The strands fluttered over his nose, lifting and falling as he breathed heavily.
 
   What was wrong with me? 
 
   I didn’t know how to do normal. I didn’t understand it. What he wanted was impossible. 
 
   “I can’t,” I said, not able to say the rest of the words stuck in my throat. To tell him I was being stupid and I was going to break. Why I was going to break? There was no way I could answer that question. Maybe because just being around Royce pushed me in ways I hadn’t been pushed. Or maybe it was because, like Marlena had said, this shit had to stop. Whatever the reason might have been, I couldn’t stop the pain from pulsing through me. I don’t know what he saw in my eyes as I fought the panic back. No, no, no, no. I couldn’t do this. He couldn’t touch my heart. That’s not what he was supposed to do. I refused.
 
   “Put me down,” I demanded.
 
   “You don’t want me to,” he said. 
 
   The wonder I saw cross his face had me fighting to get out of his arms. He saw too much. His anger evaporated watching me. Did he pity me now? Could he see my pain? Hot and cold. We blew hot and cold with each other. I couldn’t breathe. The walls were closing in. No. Not normal. I couldn’t be what he wanted. I couldn’t. I was filthy, used, tossed aside. 
 
   I wasn’t good enough for anything other than a fuck.
 
   He couldn’t see it but he would. He had to. It was right on the surface. 
 
   “Look at me,” he urged. 
 
   I turned my face away as far as I could, feeling the strain in my neck. I clawed at his shoulder. I didn’t want to look at him. I didn’t want to see an apology for his actions earlier that had sent me into a tailspin. I didn’t want sympathy, when being treated like shit made more sense. Wasn’t that how life was supposed to be? How my life always was?
 
   “Fuck me and get it over with,” I told him.
 
   “Listen to yourself. You're fighting to get out my arms but you’re telling me to take you. Do you think I can do that? Look at me!” he yelled.
 
   I swung my gaze back to his. His face had softened, the anger gone. He lifted a hand and palmed my cheek. So tender. So soft. I couldn’t handle it. I shattered. Great sobs wracked me as he pulled me tighter into his arms, holding me close. My struggles meant nothing as he fell with me to the floor and rocked me. He slid off my shoes and pulled me into his lap.
 
   Royce Mattherson, one of the richest men in America, sat on the floor and rocked L.A.’s greatest whore. He was clean, better than me, and normal. He was cocky, rough, and domineering, but he held me like I was priceless. I couldn’t fight the tears, and I didn’t try to.
 
   A great maw had opened up inside of me and his touch was the catalyst. I didn't know when the last time I had a good cry was. I couldn’t even remember the last time someone held me without wanting something in return. By the time my tears had stopped, I didn’t feel like moving.
 
   He lifted me slowly, stiff joints popping. His arms felt like the best place in the world. I didn’t want to leave. But I knew I would. I had no doubt that he’d broken through a barrier that I shouldn’t have let him. As he carried me into the bathroom and sat me down on the toilet, my fear of what I’d let him see was building.
 
   I was terrified of Royce Mattherson, and I wanted to run from him.
 
   But not tonight. Tonight I let him strip me and pull me into the shower after chucking off his shoes and gold watch. I let him wash me, his expensive suit getting ruined by water and hotel soap. I let him wash my hair and rinse me off. His hands were sure and supporting as he toweled me down, and his arms were steel bands when he lifted me again and carried me to the bed. 
 
   I lay there as he stripped his soaking clothes off his body and jumped in the shower. My heart slowed and my mind fogged as he got out and put on some soft sweatpants. He left the room for a minute and came back, carrying what looked like a dining room chair. 
 
   What was he thinking? I thought as he pulled the chair next to my side of the bed and sat down.
 
   “Just sleep. No one will hurt you tonight,” he whispered to me. 
 
   Fighting tears clogging my throat, I closed my eyes.
 
   No, no one could hurt me tonight.
 
   He was trying to heal me, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him I couldn’t be saved. The time for that had passed years ago. Long ago when Mr. Welsh let me out of his dungeon the last time and told me if I’d told anyone he’d break up my family, before he’d kill me.
 
   I should have been saved when I’d gained the courage to tell anyway and the police were called, after three days of my mother arguing against it. I should have been saved when they told me I dreamed it from some bad movie I’d seen, putting Mr. Welsh’s face in it because I didn’t like going to tutoring.
 
   Royce couldn’t save me. 
 
   The darkness can’t be saved. It’s ever-present, everlasting, and even the light runs from it after a while. When the morning came, I’d be gone from this bed, his world, and I planned to make sure he’d never get me like this again.
 
   Because Royce didn’t deserve to be dragged down with me.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   I pulled together the affidavits for evidence in the Thomason case for Mr. Cole to look over. It was mundane; I could do it in my sleep. My duties as a paralegal varied greatly within the firm as they were small, but necessary. Weiss, Johnson, and Cole was the firm used by many of the nation’s rich and famous. Known for their discreet manner and strict moral and ethical codes, they made their clients money and could afford to stay exclusive.
 
   I loved getting the chance to work here.
 
   It was an accomplishment that conducting my studies at Temple University before transferring to Texas Tech. Going to school there in Lubbock, Texas had led me to an internship of a lifetime. I’d specialized in contractual findings and evidence gathering with a minor in corporate law work. I’d thought of being a lawyer, but I couldn’t stomach fighting in court. And at least in corporate America, the bad guys followed mostly victimless crimes.
 
   It suited me. It worked. 
 
   Today it was more than difficult for me to deal with. I couldn’t keep my mind on what I was doing. It had been two days since I’d snuck out of the penthouse suite where Royce had watched over me as I slept. He’d finally fallen asleep in the early morning hours and I’d made my escape.
 
   I don’t know what I had expected him to do. Call maybe? Check in on me? But he’d been silent. Slick had deposited the entire amount of my nights purchased by him, but I didn’t hear from him, and I didn’t want to talk to her about my slip up. Part of me couldn’t bring myself to touch the money. It was tainted somehow. He’d been nicer to me than anyone in my life, outside of Marlena, and that meant something.
 
   It was better this way. Maybe it was better if we didn’t speak or keep a connection open between us. Though that didn’t stop my heart from feeling bruised. It didn’t make sense at all, but it was true nonetheless.
 
   I wanted his arms around me again. Crying on his shoulder had lifted a burden I didn’t even know I had. He didn’t know the worst about me. Couldn’t know the past I had. The fact that he didn’t and was still willing to be with me through it said a lot about his character. My fingers itched to pick up the phone and call him. 
 
   Damn, I was so messed up.
 
   Being with him wasn’t an option. Neither of us had even mentioned something remotely close to that. And yet I wished it were possible. For once Ms. Fuck-Up had won over Ms. Perfect. For a single instance in time, I had been simple Celeste, the two sides combining, and he was the bond that held me together.
 
   I was being fanciful, I knew, but it didn’t make it less true. A girl could dream and I was wishing for the fantasy. I smiled, thinking of how it could be as I filed my work in Mr. Cole’s folder to put on his desk and opened the next folder to review that stack of files. I’d have to retype the estate documents for Mr. Johnson with his notes taken into account.
 
   “You’re beautiful when you smile like that.” I heard and looked up, my heart stilling in my chest a moment before it ran away. 
 
   Royce stood before me, his hands in the pockets of his tweed suit. Not many men could pull that look off, but he did with ease. He smiled crookedly at me and I felt my mouth go dry.
 
   I licked my lips and trembled when his gaze followed the movement. “What are you doing here?” I asked him. The question was said much softer than the first time he’d come into the office.
 
   “I was thinking I’d find the girl that called me 'baby' a few nights ago and ask her if she’d like to go to dinner,” he said.
 
   “You could have called for that,” I returned, folding my hands in my lap to hide my tremor. The fantasy. This was a dream that I’d wake up from. 
 
   “I don’t have your number,” he told me, stepping closer. He pulled one hand out of his pocket, phone in hand, and handed it to me. I took it from him, holding it, not sure what to do.
 
   “This is the point that you put your number in my phone.”
 
   I blushed as his smile broadened. I didn’t know how to do this. I couldn’t remember the rules. He was there maybe offering me what I could only wish for. But I’d fuck it up. I knew I would. I couldn’t trust myself not to.
 
   “I don’t—”
 
   “Put your number in my phone, Celeste. That easy,” he said, interrupting me. I did as he said, pressing the phone symbol to call myself. When my cell rang I silenced it and hung up on his side. I saved his contact under ‘Baby.’ Stupid, but I did it anyway. I looked up again to see him leaning over my shoulder.
 
   “That works,” he said. “So dinner?”
 
   “Royce, I don’t know how to do this,” I whispered.
 
   “Then let me do it. No strings, no ties. There’s no pressure here, Celeste. Just let me take you out. We can go from there, okay?”
 
   I took a deep breath. Okay, just dinner. I could do that. I didn’t owe him anything, right?
 
   “What about…?” I let the rest trail off.
 
   “Take it as a down payment on the craziness of our life, and don’t mention it again.”
 
   I swallowed. “I’m at work. I can’t really talk for long,” I said apologetically. The phone rang, stopping his answer. He motioned for pen and paper and I handed it to him, even as I listened carefully to Mrs. Nelson asking to speak with Mr. Johnson. It was her estate paperwork that I’d be working on.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Nelson, but Mr. Johnson is in court this morning. However, he provided me with your documents and I’m working on them right now. I will contact him and make sure he calls you back at his earliest convenience. Are you still going to the Cancer Benefit this evening?” I asked.
 
   It’s what made the clients love me and secured my job with the firm. I remembered their calendars and smoothed away any hiccups with meetings or the lawyers’ agenda. Mrs. Nelson confirmed that she’d be at the benefit and wouldn’t mind  waiting to speak with Mr. Johnson as it seemed as I had everything in hand.
 
   Royce slid the piece of paper and pen across the desk towards me. I smelled his cologne and it made my body clench with desire. That was still between us, no matter what. At least now it seemed I’d be able to give myself to him because I wanted to.
 
   And there was no doubt that I did.
 
   I picked up the piece of paper as he turned to leave. 
 
   My restaurant tonight at eight. Be ready by seven and I’ll pick you up. I’ve reserved the whole place just for you.
 
   “Yes, Mrs. Nelson. Have a great day.” I didn’t remember hanging up the phone. If I got work done, I did it in a fog.
 
   Royce was a man that scared the shit out me, and I was going to fall head first. I knew it and I hoped I wasn’t going to come out on the other side with scars.
 
   He may have said there would be no ties, but I wasn’t so sure he didn’t already have his hooks in me.
 
   * * *
 
   “Pierre, bring out a bottle of White Gold for me, would you?” Royce told our waiter. 
 
   I sat across from him in his restaurant. The lights were low and candles were on the table between us. The room was quiet. Royce hadn’t been lying; he had the whole place cleared for our dinner tonight. A violinist played softly in the corner, adding to the ambience. I was uncomfortable. I couldn’t really get used to this.
 
   I’d spent the last few years as a high-class escort. I knew money when I saw it. Money didn’t make me uncomfortable. But I’d never been the girl on the receiving end of such lavish gifts for no other reason than the man across from me wanted to give it to me. I wasn’t here to be his plaything for the night. I didn’t have to don a mask and be whatever he wanted me to be. What Royce wanted was the most difficult thing I’d ever known: for me to be myself.
 
   And who was I?
 
   “Have you had this before?” he asked as the waiter came back to the table with the designer bottle. It looked like it had a white coat around it and it fizzed nicely when the waiter popped the topped to the side of us. I watched the golden liquid fill our glasses before I spoke.
 
   “Once or twice,” I answered honestly. Difference was Royce hadn’t ordered it to impress me with the span of his wealth. He and I both knew what he was worth. No, he ordered it because he liked it. 
 
   “And did you like it?” he asked, putting a hand out to stop the waiter.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, and picked up my glass. He nodded at the waiter, letting him go.
 
   “Would you have changed the drink if I said I didn’t?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” he answered, his gaze meeting mine.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you didn’t like it.” 
 
   I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t. I put my glass down and shifted to stand.
 
   “Celeste, come here.” He didn’t move, didn’t even look at me, but I felt the pull of his demand. I stood straight and walked over to him. His hands were warm against my bare legs. I’d put on a bright pink mini-dress with matching pumps. I’d set it off with a turquoise belt and chandelier earrings. Heat pooled in my stomach as his hand traveled up my leg and over my hip on the outside of my dress. Part of me wished he’d gone under. He pulled me closer to him and then turned me away from him. 
 
   “Sit.” 
 
   I did as he told me to. His arm wrapped around me as he leaned across the table and grasped my drink. He moved his hand away when I tried to get it out of his hands. I let my hands fall to my lap as he brought the fragile flute to my lips and tipped the glass. I opened for him, swallowing down some of the champagne. It warmed and bubbled as it slid down my throat.
 
   “I have you here because I want you to be. You, Celeste. Not some woman that tells me what I want to hear, or gives me what I want. Just you, Celeste. Don’t hold back and you’ll be everything I want.”
 
   I looked over at him as he relinquished my glass. Just me? Was anything that simple? Or would I even be enough for him?
 
   “And what if it’s not enough?”
 
   “Then I’ve failed. I’m a sure thing, Celeste. Why bother trying to hide anything?” I laughed as he grinned at me, wagging his eyebrows.
 
   “A sure thing, huh?” I asked, relaxing.
 
   “Yeah, a sure thing. You tell me you want me, and we’ll leave. You tell me that you want to go home, and I’ll take you. Tonight you run things.”
 
   “And tomorrow?” I asked.
 
   “Tomorrow you’ll hand over control to me. But that’s tomorrow, and we are here tonight. What do you want Celeste? What do you really want?”
 
   I knew the answer to that question but I didn’t answer immediately. What did I want? I wanted a night of darkness. Of familiarity. A night to get my mind back on track. But more than that, I wanted the man sitting beneath me, watching me, offering me something precious. Tonight I could be me and tomorrow I could slide back behind the mask. Tomorrow, I could fight my way back to the survival instincts that kept the pain away.
 
   But tonight…Tonight I just wanted—
 
   “You,” I said out loud. I put the glass down and turned my body to face him better. 
 
   “Then take what you want while you can, Celeste. Know that you’re worth that.”
 
   I was worth that.
 
   Yeah tonight, Celeste was. Tomorrow I’d crawl back into the ground and pull this memory out to examine it. Because I couldn’t let myself go. I just couldn’t, no matter what my treacherous heart wanted. 
 
   I slid my lips against his and caught on fire.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   There were different types of softness.
 
   Softness that felt like sinking into a pillow top mattress that formed to my body. Or cotton candy melting in my mouth, sweet from that first bite, and clinging to my taste buds. Or the times I’ve known warm silk sliding against my skin after a cool shower.
 
   None of those could describe Celeste or the softness of her mouth.
 
   My brain misfired and instinct took over. When I gripped the sides of her head to anchor her to me, it was because I felt the world crumble under my feet. Stupidly fantastical but true all the same. She slayed me and never made a wound. I broke the kiss long enough to bark at the musician to get out.
 
   She was warm, wet, and strong in my arms, her perfume seeping into my pores until I could taste her soft lavender smell.
 
   Shit, I was fucking losing my mind. I tasted Dom on her lips as her tongue dueled with mine. Lapping at the inside of her mouth, I pulled her body against mine. She shifted against me, and I growled against her lips, unable to let go. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered against my lips and Lord help me, I wanted that to be true.
 
   The cloth of her dress was elastic and bunched easy in my hands as I pulled it up to her waist. Fuck taking this like a bystander. I wanted her just as wild as I was. Just as lost. And I had to show her that I could give her something that no one else could.
 
   She gasped and I swallowed the sound as I stood from my seat, taking her with me. Without a single care for how much damage I could do, I swept my arm over the table. Glass shattered as our plates and glasses hit the ground, champagne flutes breaking with clinking sounds. I could smell our drinks as they seeped into the carpet. It would be a fortune to replace, but the taste of her was a vintage I didn’t want to miss a drop of.
 
   “Mr. Mattherson…” The waiter’s voice faded and I didn’t look away from Celeste as I lifted my head.
 
   “Close the blinds, take a tip of a thousand for yourself out of my account tonight, and go home. I hear a thing about this in the papers anytime in your lifetime, I will destroy you.” 
 
   I watched Celeste’s eyes widen. She tried to shift from under me, coming out of the daze as she looked over at the hustling waiter. I gripped her hips, pinning her beneath me.
 
   “You aren’t going anywhere,” I assured her. “You seemed to have ruined my dinner, and I’m famished.”
 
   I licked my lips, feeling desire and pride swell within me as her gaze tracked my movement and a warm flush appeared under her skin. I pressed my hips between her legs, hissing at the heat of her pussy against my cloth-covered cock.
 
   “I think I’ve found something to eat… Right… Here,” I told her, letting go of her hip to push my hand between us and cup her sex.
 
   She moaned, head tossed back. I waited long enough for the waiter to run behind the counter and away before I claimed her mouth again. This was my restaurant, my money, my rules. No one would disturb us, and I wanted to see how wild she could get. I wanted to control her.
 
   I rubbed my fingers against her in a circular motion as I devoured her mouth. She gripped at my jacket, shoving it off my shoulders. It couldn’t fall to the floor because I wouldn’t stop caressing her, but it was out of her way enough that she went for my shirt. Buttons popped as she ripped my shirt open and ran her nails down my chest.
 
   Ground zero.
 
   My cock was hard and pulsing in my pants. I moved my hand from between us and ground against her. She cried out, rolling her hips against me. I liked that. I fucking loved how she gave into her passion. She didn’t fight it; she didn’t apologize for it. The way she responded to me made me feel like a god.
 
   I sucked my way down the side of her neck, paying attention to any hitch of breath and shift of her body. I noticed she dug her nails into me when I nipped over her pulse. She sucked in a breath when I traced her cleavage with my tongue. Her breath rushed out in a 'whoosh' when I pulled the neck of her dress down far enough to suck her nipple into my mouth, bra and all. 
 
   I noted it all and logged it in my memory. She was mine. So what if it didn’t make sense? So what if I was fighting an uphill battle against a woman who didn’t believe in giving herself to anyone. We weren’t talking about love. We were talking about enjoying a spark with another person that we’d never feel again.
 
   I could give her everything she needed except the emotions so many women liked to have. She needed to learn that people like us? We didn’t need those emotions anyway. I let her nipple go long enough to pull her into my arms and force the dress up over her head. I tossed it over my shoulder as I used my other hand to unclasp her bra. By the time she lay back on the table she only had her delicate black thong and heels on. 
 
   Beautiful.
 
   Her breasts were rosy with desire. It was such a pretty color against her bronze flesh. I captured her slightly darker nipple in my mouth, grinding my hips against her. Her fingers tunneled through my hair as she held me. Rolling her nipple with my tongue just to hear her cry out again, I traced the inside of her thighs. 
 
   “So pretty. How good will you taste?” I asked her. I kissed my way down over her stomach, stopping long enough to dip my tongue into her navel. Her body shook under my hands. Or maybe it was my hands shaking. I didn’t know and I didn’t care. The most important thing for me was to drink her down. To hear her scream my name.
 
   I nuzzled her groin. It was bare and the skin was smooth. I nipped the sensitive flesh and licked away the sting. Her skin was like spun honey, sticky, moist, and so fucking amazing. The crease on the inside of her thigh where it met her groin demanded attention and I followed the line down with my tongue.
 
   I took a moment to sit back and grab my chair. Her pussy was perfect. My breath came out hard and raspy as I admired the tight lips and nub peeking out from its hood. Moisture leaked out of her, making her shine. All for me. I’d done that. Gripping the backs of her thighs, I pushed her legs up and out.
 
   “Royce—” she started. 
 
   I smacked her ass to shut her up. “You chose this, and it’s what I want. Has anyone ever just pleased you? Have you ever had someone who couldn’t think of their own pleasure because it was intrinsically combined with yours?”
 
   She stared at me, so I popped her ass again.
 
   “Answer me.”
 
   “No,” she said finally. “Never.”
 
   “You won’t be able to say that after tonight,” I promised her and sucked her clit into my mouth. She screamed as I nipped the nubbin. Her taste. So fucking good. I licked my way from the root of her pussy up and then around her clit. I traced the pattern again. 
 
   “Grip the table, and don’t move.” She did as I told her. Pleasure stretched through me as I slid my tongue inside of her. Her inner muscles clenched around my tongue. I groaned, loving the feel of her holding me tight. 
 
   Her juices were slippery, sliding down over my chin as I swirled my tongue inside of her. It was cliché,, but I swear I’d never tasted a woman as good as her. My body was on fire. I needed more. I stood up slightly, crouching over her. My tongue slid from her pussy as I slid a finger deep into her. She cried out, thrusting her hips. Again, I was the watcher, paying attention to how she bucked when my knuckles hit her clit. How her breasts heaved with each of her harsh breaths.
 
   I wanted to be inside of her.
 
   So deep she wouldn’t be able to forget me. But I stopped myself. Keeping my mouth away from her let my head clear a bit. She knew how to be the escort. She knew how to be the worker. But did she know how to just be a woman?
 
   Was it so hard for Celeste Askew to just accept what she deserved from a man?
 
   I shook my head, a pinch in my heart telling me that the answer probably meant more to me than it should have. 
 
   I wanted to be that man.
 
   I softened my touch. I didn’t want to push her too fast towards the edge. I wanted her to enjoy it, revel in it. 
 
   “There you go, baby. Ride it.” 
 
   She opened her eyes as I rose over her, working her with my finger. I slid another into her.
 
   “Keep your eyes on me,” I told her. Her hands gripped my shoulders. We were frozen there, maintaining eye contact. Her body was stiff beneath mine and I forgot about my erection. I forgot why we were here. Nothing mattered except her climax, her pleasure. When she attempted to close her eyes I kissed her forehead.
 
   “Stay with me, right here.” 
 
   She opened her eyes and I saw tears in them. My chest felt tight as I kissed her eyes, tasting the salt of her tears. I couldn’t hold her gaze anymore. It was too much, too profound. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her into my embrace. Her face found my neck and her teeth gripped the flesh there. I worked my fingers in and out of her, twisting my fingers so that my knuckles grazed her clit.
 
   “Yes,” she cried out against my neck and I did it again. Over and over until she was clenching tight, until she was holding her breath. I pushed hard against her clit and felt her burst against me. She screamed, raking her nails down my back.
 
   We stayed like that, gripping each other, as she rode the wave.
 
   “There you go, baby. Let it go.”
 
   Her clit was hard against my palm as I slid my fingers out of her and rubbed it. She screamed again, moisture flooding and seeping between my fingers.
 
   “Let me…” She stopped then tried again. “Let me take care of you.”
 
   “No,” I answered her as I pulled back, taking her with me, and sitting in the seat. She straddled me, hugging me to her.
 
   “Royce,” she started.
 
   “I said no. I’m fine. This was for you.” 
 
   “That’s not how this works,” she said, lifting her head and looking at me.
 
   “It is when you are dealing with me. I told you this already.”
 
   “I wanted more,” she said.
 
   “No, you wanted me to take the thoughts away, and I’ve done that. Now you are under my control, and I say I’m fine.” 
 
   She smiled, shaking her head. “Asshole.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m your Asshole, so enjoy it.”
 
   It was the wrong thing to say. I knew as soon as it was out of my mouth. She tensed against me before pulling out of my arms. 
 
   “Celeste.” 
 
   She didn’t answer me. She found her dress and pulled it over her head before she turned around. She looked everywhere but at me. 
 
   “Celeste.” 
 
   “Thank you, for tonight,” she said instead of answering me and picked up my jacket from the floor.
 
   “I can get you a new shirt,” she added as she handed me the jacket.
 
   “I don’t give a shit about the shirt.”
 
   “I do,” she returned. I watched her shut down and I didn’t know how I felt. I’d tried to give her something just for her, but there were too many obstacles. Neither of us could do normal and that fact was staring us in the face right now. Couldn’t we make it easier?
 
   “This doesn’t change anything, Celeste. There is still no pressure. We had a good night. That’s it.”
 
   “It felt like…”
 
   “More,” I finished for her. 
 
   She nodded and grabbed her purse, already turning towards the entrance. I sighed, scrubbing my hand down my face. I caught her at the door, spinning her around in my arms. 
 
   I kissed her, not sure what I was trying to say or what would work. I just knew I didn’t want to take her home and lose her. But I was afraid that’s exactly what was going to happen.
 
   “I’ll take you home. Dinner tomorrow?” I asked. 
 
   She shook her head and I realized Celeste Askew was the most infuriating woman I’d ever met. And I wasn’t going to let her go. Whatever the backlash, I just couldn’t
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Twenty-seven. Such a small number, really. I’d seen multiples of it in my bank account plenty of times before. It just meant a few years short of thirty. Most days I completely ignored it. It was a number, pure and simple. But today, it meant a hell of a lot to me.
 
   Combined, that’s how many texts and calls I’d ignored from Royce since dinner a week prior. I just couldn’t bring myself to pick up the phone.
 
   He’d rocked my world, and it scared me. I felt like I was terrified a lot lately and didn’t like it. Slick, bless her, had stopped calling after the first couple of 'no’s' to jobs. Girls like me had regulars, but I didn’t have to work every week. Actually, taking some time off would help my pocket, instead of hurt it. When I got back into swing of things, I’d be able to charge more because my Johns would have missed me.
 
   That was the lie I told her and she accepted it.
 
   We both knew what was really going on. I missed Royce. I wanted to see him. Wanted to talk to him. He made me laugh and roll my eyes when I read his text messages. I curled up in my bed under the covers and listened to his voicemails over and over again.
 
   I was some sappy woman, hung over on a man who wanted to give her his undivided attention, but I didn’t trust it. Happiness didn’t last long for me. It was fake, a ploy to set me up for a harder fall. What I felt for Royce seemed like more of the same and I wasn’t ready for that. It didn’t matter that a part of me wanted it, in the end I’d sabotage it. It was better for both of us to cut things off now.
 
   That night at his restaurant showed me Royce was a man who could challenge me, push me, and twist me up into knots. He wasn't intimidated by my sexual prowess. He wasn’t turned off by my nighttime job and he didn’t question me. 
 
   No. What he did was give me something just for me and I ran like a fucking baby.
 
   I could be completely honest with myself. I was running. I knew it, but I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted to say yes to Slick and take on some jobs, but the thought of another man’s hands on me made me sick to my stomach. Pam had called a few times about Momma and more money and, for the first time, I’d handed over the cash without blinking an eye.
 
   It made Pam wonder, I could see it in her eyes, but I hadn’t stayed around long enough to explain to her. I don’t know when exactly I’d stopped hating Royce Mattherson and started falling in love with him. I knew falling for him probably had more to do with my fucked up mental state than it did with him. 
 
   I didn’t know him well, but he’d been kind to me. He’d shown me respect and he was sex on the eyes. He understood me on a level most people didn’t, and I wondered what happened in his history to give him that insight. 
 
   Still, I thought it was better that I stayed away from him until I got myself under control, or forever.  I was thinking forever was better when my phone buzzed on my desk. 
 
   Temptation: Thinking about me?
 
   Yes.
 
   I stared at my phone instead of sending back the response in my head. It was the end of my workday and I was cleaning up to head home anyway. Turning off my computer, I slipped the phone into my purse. It didn’t take more than a few steps to make it around my desk to the office door. It took even less to reach the elevator across from my workspace and ride it down to the garage.
 
   The message was prominent in my mind the whole time.
 
   I was being childish, ignoring him. It wasn’t like I was blocking him or not looking at his messages. It didn’t stop me from dreaming about him. It didn’t stop me from wondering what would have happened if I had said yes to another date with him instead of going home to my lonely, cold bed.
 
   As I got into my car I sighed. Nothing was stopping me. When had I become some scared little girl, hiding from my phone? I’d given up being like that long ago, and I was going to prove it.
 
   Me: Not really.
 
   Yeah, just about every second of every day, but since that sounds stalkerish and crazy we’ll ignore that.
 
   Temptation: Liar
 
   He was right, of course. Who put a man in their phone as 'Temptation' anyway? Me, that’s who, after realizing 'Baby' was too personal. A fucking psycho who needed meds and about a month long visit to the nearest sanitarium. His name in my phone was a glaring example of how much he affected me.
 
   Me: Maybe but it doesn’t really matter.
 
   I pulled out of the garage after docking my phone to the dash. I was all about hands-free driving. Good thing I had speech-to-text.
 
   The little voice in my head was going to get herself shot today. My phone beeped, asking if I wanted it to read a message out loud. 
 
   “Yes,” I replied.
 
   “Come away with me for a weekend.” 
 
   The disembodied voice from my phone through my car speakers didn’t have the punch I knew Royce’s voice would have asking me that question. Still, my breath hitched at the words. A weekend away with him? How bad of a decision would that be?
 
   “I can’t. I’m working.”
 
   I waited for his response. It wasn’t true—and that made me angry. We weren’t a couple; this wasn’t a situation I could even say was remotely close to the healthy beginnings of something. I wasn’t stupid. I knew how relationships were supposed to work. I’d been Marlena’s shoulder to cry on plenty of times throughout our friendship. But, that wasn’t me, it wasn’t us. There wasn’t even an "us."
 
   “We both know that’s not true. Tell me you haven’t thought about me eating you on the table? Tell me you haven’t relived what I’ve done to you, Celeste.”
 
   I couldn’t. I had relived it, over and over again. I’d pleasured myself remembering his heat, his mouth against my pussy. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he controlled me and took me to heights I’d never been to before.
 
   “That was business, Royce.”
 
   “I’m never business for you, any more than you are for me. Tell me to never contact you again and I won’t.”
 
   I rode in silence towards my home, knowing I wouldn’t tell him that. He didn’t text me again and I knew he was letting me make that decision. What was it about him that kept me tied to him? What hold did he have over me that made my heart trip on itself every time I saw his name on my phone?
 
   I didn’t know.
 
   I just knew that if I could find it, I could rip it out of me and be done with him. 
 
   Me: It doesn’t matter, Royce. This wasn’t a good idea to start out with. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?
 
   Temptation: You haven’t said no.
 
   Ugh. 
 
   Me: Does it even matter?
 
   Temptation: Yes. Just come away with me, Celeste. If, after this weekend, we have worked each other out our systems, fine. What do you have to lose?
 
   My heart.
 
   That’s what I had to lose. He could take it, piece by piece, until it belonged to him, and I wouldn’t have anything left. My body and my heart were the two things that belonged to me. I could do what I wanted with both. I kept my heart under lock and key. My body I used to help take the pain away. When I was with Royce, my pain disappeared and my heart wasn’t so cold.
 
   Me: Everything.
 
   It was time to be honest with him, and myself. I couldn’t be with him because being with him meant Ms. Whore could disappear, but I needed her to make sure Ms. Perfect survived. I needed the shitty side of my life to make the good that much sweeter. I couldn’t let them get buddied together in Royce.
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   Temptation: And would that be so bad? Losing yourself? Finding someone who can take you to safety and accept you for who you are? Is it so bad that I want to be that man? I’m no one’s knight in shining armor, Celeste, not even yours. What I can give you is passion and the edge you need. You can give me the release I crave. That simple. I want you and you want me. Don’t deny that.
 
   What he said sounded so good. So freeing. Just taking from him as he took from me. A transaction. Cut and dry. Black and white. No grey. 
 
   Me: A weekend of sex is what you’re asking for.
 
   Temptation: That’s it, Celeste. A weekend of what we both want: escape.
 
   Escape. A weekend to forget my mother was “dying” and needed more money. A weekend where Pam didn’t exist and her bitchy ways couldn’t hurt me. Just a few days to clear my head and get my life back to where I needed to be.
 
   That wouldn’t be too hard, right?
 
   Me: When we get back, the nature of our business together will have concluded. Do you understand?
 
   Temptation: Yes. Be ready on Friday by seven. I’ll pick you up from your home.
 
   Me: Where are we going?
 
   Temptation: Should have asked that before agreeing. It’s a surprise. Just be ready and pack light. You won’t need much; we won’t be going anywhere when we reach our destination.
 
   And just like that, he stopped texting for the rest of the night. 
 
   I stumbled through the rest of the week blindly. I didn’t hear from him or Slick and I was restless. I got my work done quicker than normal, focusing on each piece of paper intently. The loss of his contact made me feel empty. I’d come to look forward to my phone going off or listening to his voice on my voicemail.
 
   I realized that when I didn’t have Marlena to talk to, Pam and my mom were doing well with the money I gave them, and Slick wasn’t calling, I was a very lonely person. I was trapped in the walls of my own making and, for the first time, I didn’t like it so much.
 
   Marlena was super busy at work and didn’t have much time to come by. Plus, she was dating someone she seemed really into so I didn’t even have my best friend to distract me. T.V. had nothing appealing on and I couldn’t go to my normal haunts to find a different sort of distraction. From the moment Royce touched me, he’d ruined me for any other man.
 
   I used to love being alone with my thoughts. I used to love being honest with myself and seeing the world under the civil veneer it usually liked to wear. Lately I didn’t care for it too much. 
 
   Then Detective Yancy called me and my world fractured.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Hello, this is Detective Yancy with the Meadowview Police Department. May I speak to Celeste Askew?”
 
   I knew the name. I hated the name. I wanted to destroy the man in my adult years and had looked up at him with pain and fear when I was small. My blood ran hot, even as my skin felt clammy and cold.
 
   No. Not this.
 
   “This is Celeste.” 
 
   “Hi…” 
 
   His voice trailed off and I couldn’t blame him. How exactly did you speak to the adult version of the child you basically called a liar? Was there a handbook for that somewhere in bullshit cop land? I doubted it, but the anger pushed me through the fear and the memories. I grasped that lifeline with everything I had.
 
   “Why the fuck are you calling me? Haven’t you done enough?”
 
   “Ms. Askew, I know this might be hard—”
 
   “No you don’t know. You have no idea what you did. If you had any inkling, you’d jump off the nearest bridge. Or maybe take a long walk off a short pier? No. Better yet, have a sit in with the nearest heavily-used train tracks.”
 
   I was shaking. I couldn’t contain it. Eight years was nothing. It wasn’t long enough to forget the pain. It wasn’t long enough to stop feeling like I needed to scrub my body every time I looked at a basement. It would never be long enough. And this bastard calling brought those fears back. Those horrible memories I struggled so hard to forget. 
 
   “Please, Ms. Askew. You’re right. I can’t imagine how hard this is for you. And to be honest, I never wanted to make this phone call. But some things have come to light that forced my hand.”
 
   Oh God. Not another child. Not another Celeste out there that would be just as fucked up as me. Who’d see sex as both dirty and necessary. Another little girl that would know what happened hadn’t been her fault, but she wouldn’t be able to stop blaming herself anyway.
 
   “Was there another one?”
 
   Detective Yancy didn’t answer quickly and that was enough for me.
 
   “I told you. I warned you,” I raged. “You didn't listen. This is on your hands.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Two words. Said so softly I barely caught them, but I had. I rubbed my chest, feeling it tighten and squeeze. I could barely breathe. I forced my legs to bend as I slid into a chair at my dining room table. The hard wood grounded me, let me know I was still alive. I took a few moments to breathe. Slowly. I felt my lungs fill with air, felt my body expand with much needed oxygen. My heart still raced but I could stand it; I could function. 
 
   I pushed aside the sound of buckles and zippers. Tossed out of my mind the feeling of slick flesh and the scent of spilt blood. I fought through it all as I clung to the phone.
 
   “Ms. Askew? Are you alright?”
 
   I laughed into the phone, a broken sound that I didn’t even recognize. “Far from it.”
 
   “We’ve had another woman speak out against him, and then two more. Recently we were also contacted by a private detective who was able to find some expunged records in Mr. Welsh’s past. I don’t know how he did it, but I’ve got it all on my desk. I need you to answer some questions, if you can?”
 
   “I’m not coming to the station. I can’t.”
 
   “I understand. If you would agree to answer my questions tonight on the phone, that would be enough. I need to get some facts from you. This time, Celeste, I’m listening. I promise.”
 
   I heard the apology in his voice, but I didn’t give a shit. What good was his apology when it had destroyed my life? When it had turned my mother and sister against me? How could it bring my father back when he walked away from our family because he’d had enough of my mother’s demands? His apology wouldn’t do anything. 
 
   I could accept it but it was nothing in the sea of my past.
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “You told me Mr. Welsh began things by touching you here and there when you came over for tutoring. I understand that after three months of tutoring you, he stopped tutoring your sister with you, am I right?”
 
   “Yes, he’d been her tutor first before he became mine. She’d stopped going to him when my mother realized no amount of help was going to turn her grades around. It was cheaper to pay for one child instead of two,” I explained.
 
   “Then things started progressing more rapidly?”
 
   “Yeah. After she was gone I was in his home alone with him for three hours a day. He doubled as a babysitter for me Pam was older and could stay at home by herself by then. My mother picked me up from his house when she got off work.”
 
   “Okay.” He audibly ruffled some papers before he continued. “What did he call you when he took you into the playroom the first time?” 
 
   “Is this really relevant?” I asked, not wanting to think about it. I didn’t even want to say the word. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but yes. I need to verify if it’s the same.”
 
   “Hooker.” 
 
   I’d been his little hooker and he’d paid for all the things he was going to do to me. The same thing I made men pay me for now. Now, I had the power; I controlled what happened and I could walk away. Not like then. It didn’t hurt now. The mind goes to this fuzzy little place where the lines blur and pain melds with pleasure. He taught me about that and I liked it there. 
 
   Or at least I had before Royce. He didn’t give me pain. He didn’t mix torture with pleasure and he made my body sing. It was why I didn’t trust him, afraid to change. He gave me light. But was it real? 
 
   Wasn’t it better to show your darkness and get it over with?
 
   “And what did he tell you to stop you from telling anyone?” 
 
   I knew Detective Yancy knew this already. It was why he thought I’d been lying. How could I have believed Mr. Welsh’s threat? How could I have assumed that no one would help me?
 
   Well, because no one fucking did.
 
   Mr. Welsh had been right, partially.
 
   “That I’d lose my family and he’d find a way to kill my mother.”
 
   Mr. Welsh had only been half right. I’d sure as hell lost my family. Pam and I had been so close, but so different. Joined at the hip. Our father spoiled us rotten. Telling changed everything. My sister hated that I ruined the family. That I took our father away. My mother had been disgusted that I hadn’t known how to keep my fucking mouth shut. Why would I make up such lies about a good man? He hadn’t touched Pam. I must have done something to tempt him.
 
   Then my father left me alone with them.
 
   “What did he tell you about the other children?” Yancy asked. 
 
   “He told me he’d done this so many times before that no one would believe me. That he hadn’t done anything wrong. That he taught me how to love a man. That’s what tutors were for.”
 
   “Thank you, Ms. Askew. I know this wasn't easy. The statute of limitations of rape and child molestation is extensive here. In light of new evidence, I will be reopening your case.”
 
   “I don’t want to be dragged through the mud. I have moved on with my life. I don’t want to be in the public eye with this,” I said.
 
   “You won’t have to. I will do my job this time, I promise. If this goes to court, you will have to testify, but your identity can be protected. I won’t fail you. Is it okay to contact you if I have any other questions?”
 
   “It’s okay, Detective.”
 
   “Have a good night Ms. Askew.”
 
   I didn’t say goodbye when I hung up the phone. I didn’t know what I felt. My cell was hot in my hand. I stared at it as if it had grown horns. My night had gone from thinking of what to wear to work tomorrow and seeing Royce that night, to remembering my past.
 
   I didn’t want to. I couldn’t. Dreaming about Mr. Welsh and what he’d done to me would only ruin any chances I had of enjoying my time with Royce.
 
   “Royce.”
 
   I breathed in his name. It was a talisman I held tightly to, wrapped around me as pain coursed through me. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t breathe. I wouldn’t survive.
 
   Buckles and zippers. Whips and fingers. Pushing, pushing. Ripping. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t. 
 
   I dialed my phone blindly, stumbling to my feet.
 
   “Baby?”
 
   “Royce,” I cried his name, begging him to come to me with words I couldn’t use.
 
   “Celeste? What’s wrong?” 
 
   I couldn’t answer. God, I was spiraling into darkness. Smelled cologne I hadn’t in years. Tasted flesh I tried to erase from my memory.
 
   “I’m coming. Right now. Don’t hang up the phone. Stay with me Baby.”
 
   I gripped the phone in my hand as I listened to him. I heard a door slam before the ding of a car door bell in no time. 
 
   “Switching to hands-free, but I’m here. Don’t hang up.”
 
   I slid to the floor, listening to him race to my side. I held what I could at bay, grasping at the fact that it wouldn’t take long before I was in his arms. It anchored me.
 
   “You’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, but you’re not so cute when you cry. Come on, dry those tears,” he said, and I choked out a laugh. 
 
   I hadn’t even realized I was crying. His words gave me enough strength to get to my feet and unlock my door. Enough power to open it and step out on the porch. I took a deep breath, clearing out the darkness with the sweet smell of twilight.
 
   I saw lights from a car coming around the corner. I watched Royce handle the vehicle like a master, speeding up my street and turning into my driveway with a screech. He was out of the car and closing his door before I could take a full breath. 
 
   I could finally breathe when he pulled me into his arms, holding me tight against his chest and I didn’t care anymore.
 
   “We have to stop with the crying fest, Celeste. You’re going to give me a heart attack.”
 
   “You came.” I could only muster a watery chuckle, but it was enough. It broke through the fear.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “My past.”
 
   He looked at me quizzically before he shook his head. “Forget about it.  It’s over now.”
 
   “You don’t want to know what it was about?” I asked.
 
   “Do you want to tell me?” 
 
   “No.” I shook my head.
 
   “I thought not, so why ask?”
 
   “Because it would make it seem like you care,” I said. That’s normal right?
 
   “I’m here. I left an important meeting to be here, and I have no intention of leaving. What does that tell you?”
 
   More than I wanted to examine, less than I wanted to hear.
 
   What did I want from Royce? What would he be willing to give me? He must have seen the questions in my eyes because he shook his head as he palmed my cheek.
 
   “Just ask me to come inside, Celeste. I’ll handle the rest.”
 
   “Royce, would you like to come inside?”
 
   “More than you would ever know, baby.”
 
   His arms, I realized as he lifted me into them and carried me into the house, were the only place in the world I wanted to be.
 
   And I realized we were both lying to each other.
 
   We would never be done after this weekend.
 
   Ever.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Having Royce inside my home was an experience. His presence diminished everything around him. The kitchen looked half their size; the large dining room of scant importance. I wondered how long I would smell the lingering hints of his cologne after he was gone.
 
   He lowered me down onto my couch before taking off his suit jacket and tie. His long fingers loosened the top button of his shirt before he rolled the sleeves up. I’d never thought a man’s forearms were sexy, but I did now. They were powerful in a way that I wouldn’t have imagined a corporate man would have been. I flushed when he caught me staring,
 
   “Like what you see?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.” I couldn’t lie to him. Not now. It was the second time I’d broken apart in his arms. Twice he’d been there to catch me before I splintered against the ground.
 
   And now that he was here, I didn’t quite know what to do.
 
   The tide of my pain had lessened now, though the fear still crept around the edges. I felt small and foolish for calling him. But my heart warmed at the fact that he got to me so quickly. The little girl trapped deep inside of me smiled tentatively in the light of his presence. I tried my best to ruthlessly push her down, but the idea of protection was too much for her to step away from.
 
   I was in trouble.
 
   “You want to talk to me about what happened?” He sat next to me on the couch and lifted my feet into his lap. As his fingers wrapped around one foot, I tensed. I didn’t want anything to intrude on my fragile state. 
 
   “No. How about we just make the pain disappear for a while?” I tried to pull my feet from his lap so that I could straddle him, but he wouldn’t let go. 
 
   “We’ll get to that. For now, why don’t you purge some of it?”
 
   “This is private. You don’t have things you don’t tell anyone?”
 
   I saw the answer in his face. I knew that glazed over look like the back of my hand. When my johns asked me about why I worked as an escort I would get that same look and tell them I’d been waiting for a man just like them to come for me. It made them feel good and assuaged the guilt they sometimes had for getting into bed with me.
 
   Royce didn’t ask because he needed to feel better. And because of that, I didn’t have an answer for him.
 
   “Yeah, but I’ve told someone, when it was relevant.”
 
   “And now is relevant?” I asked him.
 
   “Celeste, we’ve been here before. Remember the hotel? Maybe you’ll be okay today, but most likely not. What if we’re in bed and you have an episode?”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Because it’s never happened before,” I told him. 
 
   He shook his head and started to massage the insole of my foot. It felt good, but I couldn’t relax.
 
   Royce was the first man I’d ever shown what lay under the surface. When he sighed I knew that my evasions weren’t enough. I knew tonight he’d push me. Why I didn’t get up and tell him to leave, I didn’t know. 
 
   “Come on. You’ve got more backbone than this. Tell me.”
 
   “No,” I said, succeeding this time in pulling my feet from his lap. 
 
   He followed my movement, pinning me on the couch. I sighed at the feel of his weight pressing me down into the soft pillows. This was freedom.  I curled my arms around his neck and pulled. His lopsided smile made my heart twitch seconds before he kissed me.
 
   It was soft and sweet, demanding and cajoling, and nothing that I wanted. I tried to suck his tongue into my mouth but he broke the kiss. Pouting I urged him with my arms to come back to me. He did, but it was the same gentle caress from before. His warm lips sipped at mine, glancing here and there. No teeth, no tongue, no masterful stroke.
 
   And it ripped me up inside.
 
   As his hands cupped my face and angled my head so he could cover more of my mouth, I felt like screaming. I didn’t want nice and clean. I wanted rough and dirty, mean and shitty. I needed to feel like I did inside, and the way he kissed me pulled too much on my heart. Forced it out of hiding. It ached and pushed toward him.
 
   I couldn’t. Not this. 
 
   I broke the kiss but he didn’t let me move away. His hands held me firmly while he rained kisses over my face. I closed my eyes and let him do it, trying my best to fight how loved it made me feel. 
 
   Love didn’t exist for girls like me. We were filthy and disgusting. We were broken and dysfunctional at best. But Royce kissed me like I was perfect. Like I was some dusty porcelain doll that just needed a little care to shine again. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I lost my luster so long ago that I don’t think I was ever  priceless.
 
   Tears clogged my throat. I twisted in his arms, trying to physically get away from the emotional maelstrom he created in me. He was ice and I was fire. We were never meant to come together. But opposites attract, and I wanted to burn him up, destroy him and breathe life into him. Crack his strong façade and be the blaze that protected him from harm.
 
   I couldn’t get my head on straight and he only made it worse.
 
   “Stop,” I told him. 
 
   He gripped my head and brought my mouth just under his as I strained against him.
 
   “My father was a mean drunk. Broke my mother’s arms twice right in front of me,” he said against my lips, so quietly my harsh breathing almost drowned out the sound. I froze, shocked and saddened for the little boy inside of him.
 
   “He told her that if she’d been more of a woman he wouldn’t have to train her so much. Breakfast by six in the morning, his lunch packed and none of that leftover bullshit, and dinner at five. It didn’t matter what time he got in, it better be hot for him.” 
 
   “Royce.” I ran my fingers through his hair, all the fight in me gone by his admission. I opened my legs so that he sank into the cradle of my thighs, but it was for comfort, for strength. I wrapped myself around him as best I could. 
 
   His voice was mechanical, almost devoid of any emotion, but his eyes had darkened with pain. I saw the tautness of his features, felt the way his body tensed.
 
   “First time he busted her up that I remember, I was only five. I’m sure it had happened before that, but she’d been holding me that time. I remember the force of my father’s blows. She’d crumpled on the floor, you know? Into a tight little ball around me. I guess I’d been the target that time and she’d stopped him from getting to me. Of course, my family name is old, so there wasn’t a chance she was going to shame him by going to the police.”
 
   “I—” 
 
   He shook his head, cutting me off.
 
   “I don’t want your pity. I want you to know that I understand. This is give and take, Celeste. Tell me what happened, and we’ll take away the pain together.”
 
   It was then that I realized for Royce, his entire life was a battle to be better than his father. It made sense why he made big overtures for domestic violence charities. Our pasts had tied us together even before I’d accepted his job. Somehow, knowing some of what happened to him made talking easier.
 
   “The first time I knew what happened during sex, I was twelve years old. I’ve researched it to see how much of it was my fault. I was targeted by a fixated offender. He wouldn’t have stopped, no matter what. He’d been tutoring me for a couple of years and he’d felt safe. Tonight I got a call to answer some questions about what happened to me. It brought the memories back. “
 
   “None of it was your fault,” Royce told me. 
 
   “It wasn’t your fault either.”
 
   When he broke eye contact I knew he didn’t believe me any more than I believed him. 
 
   He looked back at me. “Is that why you are an escort?” 
 
   I looked him in the eyes when I answered. “Yes.” 
 
   He closed his eyes and nodded before glancing back at me. I waited. Would he leave me now that he knew the truth? Had I done a better job tonight of running him off? Part of me wanted to snatch back my words, but the weight that had been lifted off my shoulders was tremendous. 
 
   Yes, I was a whore because that was all I could ever be. Yes, my day job was the fantasy and my nights were real. Yes, we could never have more than this between us, and no, it would never be enough. 
 
   But maybe, just maybe, we could be happy for now.
 
   “New deal,” he said. 
 
   I nodded, ready for him to tell me he was leaving.
 
   “From now on you aren’t working for Aline. If you need sex, you call me. It doesn’t matter the time or the place. I will do the same. We will be helping each other. We can be as messy as we need to be because I’ll be contacting you the same way. Deal?”
 
   No more johns. No more risky late nights with strangers. The idea had merit. If it had been anyone but Royce, I wouldn’t have even considered it. But it was him and he was giving me freedom to be myself. To find out who I really was.
 
   But my family would intrude and eventually I’d need the money. I fidgeted, not knowing what to say.
 
   “Is it the money too?” 
 
   He had a way of reading my thoughts, and I really didn’t like it. It was probably what made him so successful, but it was uncomfortable that he could see through my mask so easily. When had I let him in?
 
   “Sometimes.” It was as much as I was going to give him. No use in telling him some sob story about my sister and mother. We shared enough dirty laundry tonight and I wasn’t strong enough to share more. There was no way.
 
   “How much? You know what, forget it. I’ll give you a weekly allowance every Monday.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “I’m paying for your undivided attention. No other man is going to touch you while you belong to me. When we go our separate ways, the monetary support will stop and you can go back to working for Alina, but until that time, there will be no other man in your life. Do you understand?”
 
   I would belong to him. Shit, just the thought of that made my toes curl and my blood boil. Just his. At his beck and call as much as he was at mine. I’d have the freedom to call him anytime I needed him. I’d be the woman he fucked his frustrations out on. It was enough. Just dirty enough.
 
   I ignored the little voice in my head telling me this wasn’t right. That this could put me in danger in a way I’d never wanted to be. But I liked danger. The edge made the sex so much better. It made the world go dark and my pain cease. 
 
   I didn’t give a shit that this time, the danger was emotional and I could face pain so much worse.
 
   Even that tempted me.
 
   I was fucked up, I knew I was. 
 
   But still. “Okay. Only you.”
 
   “Say it, Celeste. Say you belong to me.”
 
   “I belong to you Royce. Only you.”
 
   Fuck.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Where’s your bedroom?”
 
   It was the best fucking question I’d heard all night.
 
   “Up the hallway, the last door at the end.”
 
   Royce got up from the couch and lifted me into his arms. His long-legged stride ate up the distance from my living room to my bedroom. I think even he was shaken by what we’d shared on the couch. I couldn’t blame him. 
 
   We were running into no man’s land with whatever this was between us.
 
   I felt it and I knew sex was the only constant that could be between us. I wasn’t interested in half-measures or near misses tonight. I wanted him inside of me. I wanted to feel his strength blotting out everything else. I wanted him to make me go wild.
 
   I needed it.
 
   I helped him open the door to my room and he strode in. He stopped to look around and I followed his gaze. My room was the softest part of my home. I’d purchased a large four-poster bed with puffy purple, lavender, and black pillows and a matching bedspread. My vanity with a large mirror was across from the foot of the bed. I’d gone the armoire route instead of dressers, and the top two doors swung open to reveal a mini library of books I’d collected. 
 
   Hey, I had a walk in closet for the good stuff.
 
   Royce noted the bathroom as he put me down next to the bed. 
 
   “The next time we take a shower together, it’s going to be a hell of a lot more fun,” he promised. 
 
   I smiled at him. “Show me how good you are in a bed for now.”
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   He lifted my tank top over my head and tossed it away before he unclasped my bra. He held the ends in his fingers for a moment as he stepped closer to me. My heart raced as he leaned forward and kissed his way down my neck and to the slope of my breast. His tongue danced there for a moment, teasing me.
 
   The strands of his hair were cool between my fingertips. God, I loved a man with enough hair for me to grab hold of. When he let go of my bra he spread his hands and rubbed them up my back. He kneaded the muscles as he went, sucking at my flesh until the bra hung down between us, still on my arms.
 
   “Let me see,” he whispered. 
 
   He leaned back and watched as he pulled my bra away from me and dropped it to the floor. I arched my back, bringing my nipples closer to his face. His breath, warm and moist, caressed the tips, making them bead and my womb clench. He flicked out his tongue, just grazing the end of one and I sucked in a breath.
 
   He was going to drive me insane.
 
   He rubbed his hands down my body, hitching his thumbs into the waist of my yoga pants as he went and didn’t stop until the pants fell to the floor. I was naked in front of him. Back where we started but this time there wasn’t a mask to separate us. As he looked me over I felt like the most beautiful woman in the world. A faint flush stained his cheekbones and his eyes roved over my flesh.
 
   “Do you like what you see?” 
 
   He smiled as I echoed his earlier question. “Mmmm, all mine.”
 
   God, I hated when he said that.
 
   It made me wet and tingle and in all the right places, and that pissed me off.
 
   He stepped back from me, never looking away from my body as he unbuttoned his shirt. I’d sorely been wasting my opportunities by not having him take his shirt off before. His pecs were well-developed and he had abs that I wanted to trace with my tongue. This wasn’t a man that just sat behind a desk every day. By the time his hands started opening his belt I was panting.
 
   His cock created a tent in his slacks and I wondered how he would look. I wanted to know how he’d feel in my hand, how he would taste in my mouth. I sank to my knees, letting him know exactly where I wanted him next.
 
   “That is fucking sexy.” His rough voice rushed over me and I trembled. We’d get hotter than this. The zipper of his slacks was all the way down now, and I waited patiently for him to pull off his pants.
 
   “Help with the shoes, Baby,” he said. 
 
   I flushed, wondering where all my expertise had gone in the face of having Royce in my bed. I bent forward and untied his shoes so I could help him step out of them. As I sat up, the warmth of his cock settled against my cheek and I heard the whoosh of his pants sliding down his legs. 
 
   I nuzzled his cock, satisfied when I heard him suck in a breath through his teeth.
 
   So nice. I gripped him at the base, barely able to close my fingers around him and pumped once before tracing him with my tongue. I made sure he was wet, gathering the saliva in my mouth before letting it drip down on him. 
 
   “Just like that.”
 
   Taking his hurried words as approval, I used my hand to fist his shaft, making sure my grip was loose enough to glide over him, eased by my spit. Sucking his head into my mouth, I twisted my hand on him as I pumped, providing steady friction.
 
   He tasted so good—slightly salty—and his musky scent filled my nostrils. My lips met my hand and I bobbed my head, never letting my lips and hand separate. The friction of my twisting hand against my lips made my mouth hot.
 
   “Fuck, yes, baby,” he cursed when I moaned around him.
 
   “Mmmm.” I let the head of his cock slide down to the back of my throat. I held him there, moving my head up and down a bit so the tip of his penis rubbed against the roof of my mouth.
 
   I loved having him inside  my mouth. He was powerful and strong. He stretched my jaw to almost aching but I swallowed his girth as best I could. What I couldn’t reach I used my hand to cover. He tunneled his fingers into my hair and moved me on his cock harder, his hips jerking with each pump.
 
   “You’re going to make me come, and I’m not ready yet,” he said but he didn’t stop moving. I placed my hands on his hips and he immediately let go of my head. I let his cock go with a pop before I went to my bed and lay down on it.
 
   “Then get over here, quick.”
 
   He reached down for his pants and pulled out a golden square.
 
   “Assuming huh?”
 
   “I knew what you’d need,” he told me. 
 
   He was right. I liked that. I opened my legs for him and trailed my fingers over my breasts. Stopping for a moment to tweak my nipples, I watched as he ripped open the package and rolled the condom on. When he looked up at me, I let one hand continue down my body to my pussy. 
 
   I let him watch as I traced my labia down one side and up the other before sinking one finger inside of me. It felt good. So good. But he’d feel better. When I slid my finger out I used my moisture to wet my clit. 
 
   “Play with it,” he demanded. 
 
   There he was. There was the CEO, the investor, the multi-billionaire. I did as he commanded, playing with my clit for his viewing pleasure. Desire streaked through my blood and I felt my body leak.
 
   I worked my other hand over my breast, just missing the nipple. I teased myself and him. He took one step towards the bed, his cock bobbing. I couldn’t wait for him to fill me up. With each flick of my wrist he took one step until his thighs hit the edge of the mattress.
 
   He gripped the backs of my knees and wrenched me to him. I gasped, marveling at his strength.
 
   “I didn’t tell you to stop.”
 
   I started working my body against as he angled his cock to my entrance.
 
   “Say it again,” he urged.
 
   “Say what?” I asked too clouded to think.
 
   “You belong to me.”
 
   “I belong to you.” 
 
   I screamed as he slammed into me. The force rocked me back on the bed but he pulled me back to him. He wrapped his arms around my thighs and set a punishing rhythm. I cried out, mindless. He felt almost too large inside of me, pushing against the sensitive flesh of my vaginal walls. Pleasure burned across my nerve endings with each thrust.
 
   I panted as I worked my clit and nipple, twisting and pinching. My vision hazed over but I didn’t stop, didn’t dare lessen the pressure. It felt too good. 
 
   “More. I need more,” I cried out, unable to finish. Need pulsed through me and my clit was stiff with agony, but it wasn’t enough. The pain was still there, the fear. Questions swirled in my head, too far to grasp their meaning, but loud enough that I couldn’t lose myself.
 
   “I’m here. Stay with me.”
 
   He pushed me back on the bed and climbed up with me, never sliding out of me. 
 
   “Move your hands.”
 
   When I did he wrapped his arms around me, placing his hands under my ass and lifting me up. The change of angle sent him sliding into me, hitting the base of my vagina and massaging that special place that blew me to pieces. I held my breath, clutching him to me as he moved. I rolled my hips with him, slamming my body into his.
 
   The pace took my breath away. Royce grunted in my ear, lifting one of my legs higher and angling it a bit out. The opening was enough, just enough. I screamed as he rocked into me again, the base of his cock hitting my clit.
 
   “Come for me.”
 
   My back arched and I tossed my head back. I couldn’t close my mouth. My eyes watered and closed. Darkness folded me up and sparks went off behind my eyelids. I held on, barely breathing, as he fucked me. Harder and harder, his sweat dripping down on my neck.
 
   This was us: powerful, explosive, chaotic. 
 
   His touch sent me spiraling. Higher and higher. Each thrust made me gasp; each brush against my clit made me clench. He set the pace, hurtling me toward another, stronger orgasm.
 
   “Mine. Fucking mine,” he roared. He thrust hard, pinning me. His cock throbbed and I exploded, tossed up into the air. I was free-falling, adrift without a parachute. I clung to him as I fell, my stomach in my throat and my heart bursting.
 
   “Royce!”
 
   Just there. Right there. His cocked swelled within me, harder, thicker, until he was moving again. Each punishing flick of his hips kept me in the air, suspended, until he bellowed above me. I was falling again, the ground coming up so fast.
 
   I didn’t even give a shit about smacking into it.
 
   If this was how I was going to die, I was fine with that. Royce Mattherson had taught me one thing: every kiss, every touch, and every caress had been nothing but a practice round for finding him. All of the men that had come before him were nothing more than understudies and I hadn’t realized they’d never get the part because he’d taken it.
 
   Completely and utterly.
 
   As I calmed, my heart beating wildly and Royce holding me tightly in his arms, I was more afraid than before he took me to bed.
 
   I once thought that Slick had been my addiction, the pusher for my one true desire in life. 
 
   I was wrong. If Slick was like coke, than Royce was something that hadn’t been created yet.
 
   And I’d just ruined my life, because there wasn’t a rehab to get off him.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   Pulling myself out of bed and away from Celeste was the hardest thing I’d ever done. But finding out who the fuck dropped the ball and sent her into a tailspin was paramount. Not that I could begrudge the outcome of that moment.
 
   I’d gotten her to agree to exclusivity, something I hadn’t been sure she would do.
 
   I slid out of bed as quietly as I could and grabbed my phone from my discarded pants. Padding naked to her living room I smiled, looking around. Her home was just like her: a mixture of bold and sedated, classy and lived in. And now I was here, permeating her walls and reminding her where I deserved to be.
 
   I’m not sure when bedding her had morphed into making her a permanent fixture in my life somehow, but it had. I saw the fear in her. She would have run like she had the first time if I told her I wanted anything more than an exchange of bodily fluids. Everything with her needed to be based on a defined transaction.
 
   Celeste didn’t like to owe anyone; she didn’t like not having control. By telling her we were simply keeping the same deal as when she was just my escort made her feel safe. I didn’t really give a fuck about the money. I could afford to pay her fee and by the time she realized it had all gone as I planned, I’d have her.
 
   I wasn’t sure how far I wanted to take her, but I knew Celeste Askew was the woman built for me. She wasn’t meant to be in anyone else’s arms. They weren’t supposed to hear how her voice went husky when she said their name, or see that dreamy expression in her eyes when she said 'baby.'
 
   I was. And I would continue to be.
 
   The next step, chew the person’s head off that brought fear to my girl’s heart, and continue to see the rat bastard that fucked her up burn in hell.
 
   “Maurice, call my conference line in two minutes, and make sure Vincent dials in as well.” 
 
   I hung up. Maurice would get what I wanted done. I dialed into my conference line on my phone and waited for the chime to let me know I was on a private line and that my callers were there. I didn’t have to look at my watch when the bells chimed to let me know Maurice and Vincent had made my mark with a bit of time to spare.
 
   “I’m here, Mr. Mattherson,” Vincent said. My private detective sounded tired, but I didn’t care.
 
   “Here as well. Vincent, have you transferred the amount into the account I specified?” Maurice asked.
 
   “Done already,” Vincent said.
 
   “Please hold.” 
 
   I waited while Maurice muted the line and checked the money had made it to his account.
 
   “Transaction completed. Vincent, I am now your counsel. This call is protected by attorney-client privilege. Anything that is spoken about cannot be subpoenaed in the court of law. Proceed, Mr. Mattherson.”
 
   “I want to know who dropped the ball and tipped Detective Yancy off too soon,” I said. 
 
   “It was my mistake. After I found the sixth woman who had been tutored, and molested, by Cameron Welsh, I contacted my plug within the police force to get a look at the evidence on some of the cases. I hadn’t known Yancy was the responding officer,” Vincent explained.
 
   “You should have known that from looking at the original case notes, or even glancing at her case file. The error caused Yancy to reach out to her,” I said.
 
   “Yancy and I go way back. He would not have told her why he was calling. He was pretty shaken up when I brought him up to speed. We looked over the evidence in the other cases and the similarities sent him running to the nearest bathroom. He knew he fucked up, and now he’s a dog on a bone. We’ll get that son of a bitch.”
 
   I dealt with Vincent on all of my cases with domestic violence. Often the seeds of dysfunctional development started with abuse as a child. He helped me gather the evidence the DA needed in order to prosecute. He’d been a product of domestic violence and that bonded us when we met in college. I just went into business and Vincent followed the path to law enforcement. Five years on the force taught him he could do more on my payroll than on the street where technicalities could let a horrible man walk.
 
   A man like Welsh.
 
   “How many women are willing to testify?” I asked.
 
   “Every one of them. Most hadn’t realized they are still covered by the statute of limitations and couldn’t afford a lawyer anyway. Providing Maurice as counsel for all of them made things easier.”
 
   “Can you handle the caseload Maurice?”
 
   “Yes. I’d like to look into lawsuits for the women under intentional tort. At least that way they could get monetary satisfaction for what he did to them. Cameron Welsh is a tenured professor at a leading university, married to an heiress. The funds are there. By the time the suit hits, even if she divorces him, he’s earned a portion of her monies. And before you ask, I’ve looked into any setbacks and there isn’t a prenuptial agreement between the couple. Furthermore, it seems that she may have signed off on some of the renovations to their basement,” Maurice added disgust thick in his tone.
 
   “Are you saying she may have known what he was doing?” I asked, trying to keep my voice down. 
 
   “It would appear that way. Several women were given hush money in order not to take their charges public, including Ms. Askew’s mother, but there was no gag order signed,” Maurice said.
 
   “Low-class victims against upper-class money. Her mother knew they wouldn’t have known enough law to go after her anyway. Then add her. I want you to find every skeleton in her closet and bring them out. As far as I’m concerned, I want her in jail too and her fortune consolidated into mine. Find what companies her family owns and see about takeovers, investing, or share purchases. Whatever it takes,” I told them.
 
   “Excuse me sir, but how far do you want us to go? This could put you in a negative light for a woman you don’t even know that well. I have to ask,” Maurice said.
 
   How far was I willing to go? As far as I fucking needed to. Celeste hadn’t had a chance and her family, apparently, wasn’t much better. I wondered if her familial ties had to do with the money she wanted to keep getting from me. If her mother was willing to take hush money in order to hide her daughter’s rapist, she was on my shit list too.
 
   “Find out what you can about her mother. I want to know their finances. Any and everything you can. I won’t pursue criminal charges, but I need to know if she’s leeching off her daughter. And, Maurice? You want to know why? Because she matters more to me than those bastards and I take care of what’s mine. You handle her case as top priority.”
 
   “As you have requested, I’ll get drafts of the lawsuit worked up. Even if the case doesn't go to trial, which we know it will, the lawsuits can go into effect. I’d prefer to have everything done at once. The criminal trial could take some time, but at least it will assist in the lawsuit.”
 
   “Get it done Maurice. Vincent, make sure that detective knows that he handles her with kid gloves. He’s messed up her life enough and if he doesn’t do right by her now, he won’t be wearing a badge by the time I’m through with him. Contact the Commissioner and let him know I’m interested in this case going all the way. I donated to his campaign.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “I’ll be gone for the weekend, but I expect information on her family at least, by Monday, and case updates by Friday. Goodnight gentlemen.”
 
   As I hung up the phone, I took a moment to just breathe. Had no one ever been in her corner? Even in my home, I’d loved my mother, held her, and cleaned her up after. I’d understood she was protecting me and staying as long as she could because a prenuptial agreement had bound her. At times I’d been angry at her, screaming at her to get out of there. But when I’d walked across the stage at graduation and my father gave me two million to start me on my way, I’d appreciated what she did.
 
   I tripled that amount in a year, quadrupled that in three. She’d been free in my first year, and she never looked back. Never had to accept him; never had to care about his money. And when, five years later, I had to bury her, she had a smile on her face because she’d finally been happy.  
 
   I’d do the same thing for Celeste.
 
   I understood that if I examined my reasons it was all confused with my mother, my feelings, and that connection to her. I couldn’t separate any of it, and I didn’t try. If I did, I might find it had more to do with my feelings than anything else. 
 
   But, what I was willing to do was give her everything she deserved, even if that meant she had to put up with giving me what I wanted to do it. I needed her as much as she needed me. What she gave me was worth everything I could give to her. 
 
   What I was allowed to give. 
 
   Because she didn’t ask for my heart, I wanted to at least give her everything else.
 
   I buried my heart with my mother, but my body and the privilege of my wealth, Celeste could enjoy.
 
   A sound behind me pulled me from my thoughts. I turned to find Celeste standing in the living room. Her hair was wild around her face and her eyes were at half-mast. The cover from her bed was wrapped around her, trailing on the floor. The sight tugged at something inside of me. She smiled at me softly, rubbing her eyes, and it was the most innocent thing I’d ever seen her do.
 
   At this moment, in the darkness after what we’d done, this was Celeste, without the mask, without artifice. She wasn’t awake enough to slip into what she thought she should do, and wasn’t worried about my reaction. I held on to that image of her. 
 
   “Why are you out of bed, ?” she asked. 
 
   The way she called me 'aby' twisted the place where my heart used to be. Softened the ice and made me wish I had more to give to her. Made me wish I was the whole man she needed. But I gave my heart to my mother so she could keep on living, and she could be happy; I didn’t have any more to spare.
 
   But Celeste made me wish that I had.
 
   “New place,” I said by way of explanation. I shrugged my shoulders sheepishly. “And work never sleeps.”
 
   “Then you need a new assistant.” She yawned, covering her mouth delicately. 
 
   “Don’t worry, my assistant will be working double time this weekend. I won’t be taking any calls.”
 
   “Good to know. I’d hate if I couldn’t keep your attention,” she said, a naughty gleam in her eye. I had a moment before she dropped the covers and all my blood rushed to my cock.
 
   “Take me back to bed. I don’t have to wake up for work for a few more hours, and I’d love to have a reminder all day why I can’t wait to get off.”
 
   Yeah, she could have everything up to the heart and I wished like hell I had that to give her.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Work couldn’t go by fast enough. Every phone call irritated me. Each time I picked up a new piece of paper I had to transcribe, or Mr. Cole asked for an update on one of the files I’d been working on, I fought to not roll my eyes. 
 
   My face hurt from playing nice all day. I couldn’t help but look forward to seeing Royce. Something had changed between us. It was easier to reach out to him and let him in. He drove me to work this morning, citing that we didn’t need to take two cars when he’d be picking me anyway.
 
   It was sickeningly cute and even worse was how I reacted to it. 
 
   I smiled like a girl just off her diet with delicious chocolate cake right in her face.
 
   I was losing it. But knowing that didn’t stop me from being happy, or looking forward to a weekend away. Royce told me there would be limited internet capabilities and I could forget about getting a phone signal while I was there.
 
   I wondered where he was taking me that was so remote. But the boyish grin on his face when he told me it was a secret had me seeing him in a different light.
 
   He was just as excited as I was.
 
   Where the hell were we headed?
 
   By the time I got off work and headed outside, I was exhausted with waiting. The moment I saw his car waiting for me in the parking garage, I skipped from the elevator.
 
   “Happy much?” He laughed at me but I didn’t take offense. 
 
   Hell yeah I was happy. I hadn’t taken a trip just for enjoyment, since I didn’t know when. 
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “You keep asking, but the answer isn’t going to change. It’s a surprise. Can’t you just accept that?”
 
   “Not really. Never been good with surprises.”
 
   “You’ve taken this one well,” he told me.
 
   “I’ve been on pins and needles all day. I might have gotten a little snippy at one time on the phone.”
 
   “I doubt it, Celeste. You may have felt like that, but you take your work seriously.”
 
   “Don’t you know,” I returned, slipping into sultry diva without even realizing.
 
   “That isn’t your job anymore,” he said quickly, looking hard at me as he pulled into traffic.
 
   “You’re right.” 
 
   I promised him that. For as long as we dealt with each other, I wasn’t an escort. I was an escort long enough that it was odd and I still hadn’t gotten used to not answering Slick’s calls. But Royce didn’t seem so bothered by my slip when he put his hand on my thigh and squeezed.
 
   “You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “You know, you have the craziest way of reading what’s on my mind at times. You have ESP or something?”
 
   “Thank you for that little tidbit of information, but, no, I don’t.”
 
   “Then what’s your secret?”
 
   “Now that would be spoiling everything. And I don’t want you changing up your style.”
 
   “And if I did anyway?”
 
   “Then I’d find other, more enjoyable, ways to find out what’s on your mind.” His hand trailed up between my thighs, over my clothes, but it was enough to make me go hot.
 
   That fast, and I was turned on, eager to feel his touch. He chuckled, pulled his hand away, and I blushed. Without realizing it, I opened my legs for him and shifted my ass down lower on the seat. Yep, it was official. I was a harlot for him.
 
   Damn, how times had changed.
 
   “Can you at least give me a hint?” I asked, trying to cool the charged atmosphere within the car.
 
   “We have to fly.”
 
   “Fly?” Was that my voice that squeaked? Someone kill me now.
 
   “Not too long of a flight. We’ll be there by nightfall. Don’t worry, I’ll have you back bright and early on Monday morning. You won’t have to miss work.”
 
   “I don’t really care if I did,” I grumbled.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   I’d embarrassed myself enough for the evening. Instead, I focused on what I would pack quickly in my go-away bag. I hadn’t had much time to do anything but enjoy my time in bed the night before, when I meant to pack. Not a bad thing, though. 
 
   When he pulled up to my house, I had a bit of a surprise waiting. Pam got out of her car and waited for us to get out.
 
   “I thought you were home when I saw your car,” she said, but her eyes weren’t on me. She was looking at Royce up and down and I forced myself not to attempt to strangle her. Attempted murder charges would ruin my travel plans.
 
   “I was at work. Couldn’t you have called me?”
 
   “No, thought this would be better in person. Hi, I’m Pam, Celeste’s sister. And you are?” Pam asked. She extended her hand to Royce. When he gripped it, she stepped into his personal space. I tensed, ready to pull her back but Royce turned to stone. It was like his face froze and his eyes went glacial as he looked down at her.
 
   “I’m Royce, your sister’s boyfriend. She mentioned you, but said we probably wouldn’t ever meet. I’m sad she was wrong. Celeste, you don’t have to take anything but your incidentals and relaxing clothing, if you’d like. Do you want me to grab that for you? I saw the bag you had out last night.”
 
   I sputtered to answer him, laughing like a kid inside as Pam gaped at Royce. He changed when he looked over at me, all warm and smiles. Just for me. Those belonged to me, and they heated me up. Touched some dark place inside of me, nudging that little girl again.
 
   “Yeah, Baby, that’s fine.”
 
   “Damn, you messing with a prick, sis. Ditch his ass before he messes you over,” Pam said, rolling her eyes at him.
 
   “Any woman who steps up to her sister’s man like she belongs there doesn’t deserve the respect my mother trained me to have. Handle yourself as you’d like to be treated.”
 
   I did laugh then, unable to stop myself. Royce took my keys out of my hand and disappeared into my house before Pam could formulate a response. When she turned on me with vicious eyes I tried to contain my mirth.
 
   “You're just going to let someone disrespect me like that? No wonder Momma thinks you’re a lost cause. She raised you better than that.”
 
   Having Royce’s support meant a lot to me. It buoyed me, and Pam was on my porch, spouting nonsense. She wasn’t going to piss me off. Not today. 
 
   “You started it and you’re just mad that he finished it. He didn’t call you out of your name like you did to him. Tell me what you’re here for; I’ve got somewhere to be and I’m not going to be late.”
 
   “You’re only acting high and mighty because your little boyfriend is here. But while you’re fucking, Mother  is getting worse. That doctor we went to told her she just has a bad upper respiratory infection and her cancer is in remission, but it’s not right. The last time she got sick like this, she found out she had cancer.”
 
   “No, Pam, she found out she had a benign cyst. That isn’t cancer. They removed it and she was okay.”
 
   “How can you not believe her? Damn, Cel, you think you better just 'cause you moved out of the projects? It doesn’t make you better. It means you turned your back on the family after you ruined it. That’s all. I need more money so I can take her to another doctor, a better one.”
 
   “She just finished seeing a premier specialist. She told me so. What does she think another specialist is going to do?”
 
   “Find out what’s wrong with her, that’s what. Do something, Celeste. That’s all you’re fucking good for. She’s the only family I got left.”
 
   That ripped me. The only family she had left, but she was on my steps asking me to do better as a daughter? What the fuck did I have to do with these people? If Momma was sick, then I needed to give money so she could get her medicine. She refused to get on any help, or get a job with benefits, but I was the reason she got worse because I wouldn’t help her with her medical bills.
 
   I tried to go with her to the doctor’s but she only wanted Pam. Pam believed her. Pam knew something was wrong. I didn’t want to help her get better. All I did was listen to the doctors and tell her she needed to take it easy.
 
   It was always, always my fault.
 
   Seeing the satisfaction in Pam’s eyes when she saw defeat in me, when she realized I was going to hand over more money didn’t make me feel any better. Even knowing they were probably lying didn't help me. Because in the off chance they weren’t, I didn’t want that on my conscience. I had enough there already.
 
   “I’ve taken the liberty of contacting my personal physician. If you give me your address, he will make a stop to assess your mother this evening. I have also made an appointment at his hospital for Monday, all paid for, and transportation will also be provided. To make things easier, I have reserved a hotel for both of you for the week, so you will be close to the hospital in case he wants to run tests. He is aware he will see you as many times this week as is necessary. There has also been a five thousand dollar spending limit given to the room. That should take care of everything as Celeste will not be reachable for the remainder of the weekend,” Royce said. 
 
   I turned at his voice and he was right there, wrapping his arm around me. He had my bag in one clenched fist and waited for my sister to respond. Now that Royce had provided her with money and everything that she could have asked for, she was as nice as a kindergarten teacher. She told him what he needed and hurried home to get her and Mother packed. Royce told her that when she was ready, she was to call the driver on the card he gave her.  He would transport them to the hotel and be at their disposal for the rest of the weekend.
 
   I was so embarrassed that I couldn’t even look at him. Pam peeled around the corner as Royce put my bag into the trunk and ushered me into the car. I was quiet as he strapped me into the car and then got in behind the driver seat.
 
   “Celeste, I meant what I said. You belong to me, and I take care of what belongs to me. Forget about everything except having fun this weekend.”
 
   “Don’t you even care my sister just extorted money out of you? Don’t you even want to understand why?”
 
   “I don’t give a shit, Celeste. Did I take care of it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Does it need to bother you for the rest of the weekend?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can I now have your undivided attention?”
 
   “Yes, Royce. You can.”
 
   “Then I’ve done my job. It’s for purely selfish reasons, of course. You wouldn’t take me to bed if you were worrying about your mother, would you?”
 
   His look told me he didn’t even believe in the question, but it gave me an out. A beautiful, no-strings out, and, I think, I love him a little more, just for that.
 
   “No, I wouldn’t have,” I whispered.
 
   “Forget everything, Celeste. It’s my job to keep you amenable to all my needs, and I’ll go to any length to make sure of that. Trust me.”
 
   I did. God help me, but I did.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   I’d been in charter planes, on first class flights, and even a few expensive yachts.  I had yet to get into a Learjet. Royce’s type of money was something even I couldn’t fathom. In just a few hours, we were banking into Belize, and I wished we had left earlier in the day so I could have seen it in the sunlight. 
 
   The sky was so clear and the moon was big enough that I felt like I could reach out and pull it from the sky. I could smell the sea and hear waves crashing on the shore as we exited the plane on a private air strip. Closing my eyes, I took it all in. This was paradise. Another world where who we are didn't matter. We were just Royce and Celeste, a man and a woman finding their path to each other. To feel this sort of peace every day... 
 
   I took a deep breath, letting the salty air fill my lungs.
 
   “We aren’t there yet,” Royce said and I opened my eyes. He smiled at me softly, our bags in his hands. A sleek black car was waiting and the trunk was open.
 
   “It’s already better than anything I’ve ever experienced.”
 
   “Let me see if I can top that,” he said. As the driver got out of the car Royce dropped the bags onto the floor. 
 
   Two steps. That’s all it took for me to be his arms. Under the moonlight, in the space between the real world and fantasy, his mouth claimed mine. In his embrace I caught on fire as he pulled me tighter to him, crushing my breasts against his chest. I wrapped my arms around him and nipped his bottom lip. He nipped mine back, chuckling before sucking the offended lip into his mouth. His tongue traced the dents from his teeth before slipping deeper and gliding against mine. 
 
   Perfect. This was perfect. He broke the kiss and placed a small peck to my forehead.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Much.”
 
   He laughed and took my hand, walking me to the car. I got in, followed by Royce, and the driver closed the door behind us. In minutes, we were pulling out of the hangar and onto the streets. The faces of buildings were lit up with colorful lights, washing the black sky with a rainbow show. I stared out the window, taking it all in. 
 
   Tourists roamed the streets as musicians played their instruments on the corners and dancers shook their hips to the beat. The steady thump of the drums sung to my heart, making it pound. But even that disappeared as we continued on, driving passed the lights and into woods of palm trees. 
 
   The water was closer now and we were just a stone’s throw away from the coast. I’d seen the ocean before; I lived in California. But here it was different. The water was so clear where the lights were in it, glowing red and yellow in spots.
 
   “Why do they do that?” I asked.
 
   The driver turned his head to look at Royce and Royce nodded, letting him answer.
 
   “This side of the island is for those who are coming home. Belize gets in the blood, and though we be their summer spot, here they are truly home. We always keep the lights burning so they know the way.”
 
   His accent made this place more real, it rolled over me as he spoke about his country. The closest I’d heard to the sound of his words was people from Jamaica, but there was a slight lilt to some of his words that sounded almost French. I cuddled closer to Royce as we listened, asking questions here and there about Belize and her people.
 
   Well, I asked questions. Royce just sat and listened. I guessed he knew all of this already. He was the sort of thorough man that would have studied this place before coming. 
 
   “You’re home, Mr. Mattherson. Welcome back.”
 
   “Holy shit.” I couldn’t stop the words from slipping out of my mouth. Royce’s “home” was a bungalow out in the middle of the water attached to the shore by a long pier with soft lights lining both sides. Purple lights made the water under and around the bungalow look  like an amethyst.
 
   “I thought that was someone’s favorite color,” Royce said in my ear as the car rolled to a stop. 
 
   I swallowed the emotion in my throat as I nodded. Yeah, it was my favorite color. Royce knew more about me in the small time we’d spent together than most people in the world. How the hell was a girl supposed to keep her heart intact when he did stuff like this? The driver carried our bags toward the bungalow as we strolled slowly behind him. It was breathtaking. As far as I could see beyond our place for the weekend was sea. Miles and miles of sea. 
 
   “Thank you, Augustin.”
 
   “My pleasure, sir.” 
 
   Royce handed Augustin a few bills and he was gone. We were alone, in our own slice of paradise. The doors of the place had been opened so that three sides, facing the water, were wide open to the ocean air. The side facing the street was a solid wall and was where the front door was. 
 
   “A bit of a voyeur aren’t you?” I asked him.
 
   “No one around to see us for miles, baby. See why I said don’t pack much?”
 
   “And what are you going to do with me first, now that you’ve got me out here?”
 
   “Take you swimming.”
 
   I laughed, surprised at his response. “Is that what you want to do?”
 
   “We’ve got over forty-eight hours to do what we want, and we’ve had a long work day and a flight here. I can take a bit of time to relax a little. Get changed and I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   “Do I even need the bathing suit?”
 
   “We’ll save the skinny dipping for tomorrow. Go change.” He lightly popped my ass to accent his words and I jumped to do what he requested. 
 
   Yeah, I was a goner.
 
   * * *
 
   The water was cool on my bottom as we lounged in large doughnuts tied to the edge of the pier, no risk of floating off. I leaned back and enjoyed the starry sky. The ice in my drink tinkled as it shifted and it was the best end to a shitty day.
 
   “What do you see for yourself in five years, Celeste?”
 
   “I don’t know, never really thought about it.” I glanced at his profile. He was looking up at the stars, his long body completely relaxed. 
 
   His simple black trunks cut high up on his thighs and I took my time admiring his body. He was the sexiest man on the planet, and he was all mine. Just mine. It was starting to sink in, little by little. I tried not to think about it too hard. That made me want to run away. But in moments like this, in the quiet, when the world didn’t intrude, I could believe it. 
 
   “In five years I want to add a two to three percent increase to my wealth. I’d like to have a margin of risk at lower than ten percent. It’s an aggressive portfolio, but the plan I have in action will make it happen,” Royce said to me.
 
   “Who the hell thinks of things like that?”
 
   “A man who wants to keep his wealth,” he told me. His gaze shifted to me, and there was that boyish smile again. It melted my heart, I swear it did. 
 
   “What about your benefits? The women you’ve helped?”
 
   “Eventually I’d like to have an organization that I can funnel support into and do some real work with them. I want to create halfway houses in safe neighborhoods, surround them with law enforcement personnel, and help the women get into college. Screw job placement, that can be only temporary. I want to give them careers so they never have to look back.”
 
   He was passionate about this, more than his wealth. Saving abused women was his way of atoning for the hell his mother went through, I could see that. I wondered if he knew everything about me, would I be another project for him? We’d come together before he knew my history, and the bit I told him could have inspired some of his fervor when it came to me. It made sense, even if the idea stung a bit. 
 
   “But why haven’t you thought about your future? You don’t have any ambition to be a lawyer or move up in the world?”
 
   “It’s my family, really. I’ve done good to keep my head above water with all their demands of money, but I would only incite them to ask for more if I made more.”
 
   “That’s not a reason to stop your growth. After a while, Celeste you have to learn to say no to them.”
 
   “If I learned that I would have been able to say no to you and mean it.”
 
   “You shouldn’t ever say no to me. Life is better when you understand that. But we aren’t talking about me. Pam’s actions at the house showed me she doesn’t care about you or your life. She only cares about herself.”
 
   “And I thought we weren’t supposed to be talking about everything else when we were here,” I said uncomfortable. 
 
   Of course he was right. I took a big sip of my drink, letting the liquor burn its way down. I knew enabling my sister and mother only made my situation worse, but I just couldn’t kick it. 
 
   “Why do you do it, Celeste? You are so strong, I’ve seen it. You’ve been strong for so long. Why not show that backbone then?”
 
   “Because I feel guilty. My past tore my family apart.”
 
   “But that wasn’t your fault. None of it was.”
 
   “Maybe. But there it is.” 
 
   Royce sighed and shook his head. “One day I’ll make sure you believe that.”
 
   “I’ll believe it when you believe you didn’t fail your mom by not getting her out of there sooner.”
 
   The silence stretched between us, thick and poignant. We went too far onto the other side. That place where we weren’t supposed to be together and our lives should never have crossed. I didn’t want to be there. I didn’t want to think about what other excuse Pam would come up with for money. I just wanted to focus on us, on the now. 
 
   “Celeste?”
 
   “Yes, Royce.”
 
   “This weekend let’s pretend. For these next two days I’m your man and you’re my woman. We came here on vacation. Let’s pretend our hunger for each other isn’t twisted up in our fucked up pasts and our coping mechanisms. Forty-eight hours where you are the only woman in the world for me, and I’m so lucky that you even gave me the chance.”
 
   “Do we even know how to pretend? Were we ever really children?”
 
   “We can try, baby. A second at a time, until seconds become minutes, minutes become hours. And then, we’ll have to tell ourselves it’s not real at the end.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   Foolish. We were playing with fire, using make believe to hide what we could have really been. Two scarred people afraid that the light is only a signal that worse darkness is coming. Two broken souls that were going to cling together to make the other whole.
 
   It wouldn’t work, and we’d crash and burn at the end. Was having these few precious moments worth it? I prayed that it was, because I wasn’t going to fight it. I was going to throw myself into it, glean what happy memories I could before the peace was destroyed on the battlefield of the truth.
 
   For forty-eight hours, I was going to act like I could love Royce.
 
   And that he could ever love me.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   At some point between seeing her in that mask the first night and carrying her to my bed in Belize, I realized I wanted to give her more of me. 
 
   Somehow this foul-mouthed, fucked up woman stole my reason. But there it was.
 
   When I saw her, I wanted her.
 
   Pure. Simple.
 
   She didn’t want to take a chance on me, and I didn’t give a shit. She was my forever girl, no matter how much I had to kill myself to keep her happy with what I had to give. She was so broken, twisted, and fucked up in the head that she couldn’t think straight. She got it into her head that she couldn’t be my forever. She couldn’t even be mine more than a night if we weren’t pretending.
 
   I was going to show her how wrong she was.
 
   And then I was going to get just as dirty as she needed, because she was mine for the rest of her life.
 
   And I always got what I wanted. Always.
 
   Later, much later, I’d figure out how we were going to do this without those three little words that so many people needed to keep them together. There wasn’t anyone better for me. Happily fucking ever after didn’t happen for people like us. We were bruised, beaten, lost. But I was going to make her feel like she could get lost forever with me.
 
   And it was going to be enough.
 
   It had to be.
 
   I lay her down on the bed and looked at her. Just breathed her in. It didn’t make sense, but right now, her dark hair spread out on the white pillows, her little yellow bikini hiding those places I was going to touch and taste, she was more beautiful than I’d ever seen her.
 
   Because right now she was mine. Completely. 
 
   I traced my fingers over her thigh and around her hip. She bit her lip, lifted her hands above her head and gripped the pillow.
 
   “Higher.”
 
   The sound of her voice pushed me and I gave her what she wanted, tracing the cave of her navel before smoothing my hand across her belly. Her belly quivered as I moved up, fingering the edge of her bikini top. I splayed my hand between her breasts; her heart pounded beneath my fingers, matching mine. 
 
   I pushed one cup from her breast, watching her nipple pucker in the cool breeze. My mouth watered. I forced myself not to lean down and take her into my mouth. Not yet. She was a present that I needed to unwrap, slowly. I pushed the second cup from her breast and liked how they looked framed by her bikini.
 
   I left her chest and ran my fingers over the curve of her shoulder and then to her neck. She leaned into my touch, nuzzling the top of my hand. Keeping my hand there, I used my free hand to untie the bow over her left hip then untied the one on her right. Inch by inch I peeled her bottoms off. Her pussy was still bare, her clit already peeking out from between her tight lips.
 
   “God, you’re beautiful.”
 
   She smiled seductively at my words and kissed my hand. “Only in your eyes.”
 
   “Mine are the ones that matter.”
 
   I put a finger to her lips when she opened her mouth to say something else. Not to be outdone, she opened it anyway and sucked my finger down. I clenched my jaw as her tongue swirled over the digit. We never broke eye contact. Keeping my hand to her mouth, I forced my trunks down until I could step out of them. Her gaze traveled down to my cock and I felt like a king.
 
   As her eyes widened I pumped my stiff cock for her, grunting at the feeling.
 
   “My finger can’t match this,” I told her. 
 
   “Never,” she said around my finger.
 
   “Do you want me, Celeste? Do you want me to put my stamp here?” I punctuated my question by cupping her pussy. She ground against my hand, answering me without words.
 
   “Say it.”
 
   “I want you, Royce.”
 
   I couldn’t get my condom on fast enough.
 
   It was the most natural thing to crawl over her. Like we’d been making love forever when she opened her legs so I could sink between. I hissed at the heat against my cock. She felt like molten silk caressing me and I flexed my hips to feel it again. Celeste hooked her legs around me and moved against me. The friction was eased by our combined moisture.
 
   “Inside of me, Royce. Get inside of me.”
 
   I ignored her moaned words, instead kissing my way down her neck and over the slope of her breast. Finally I took her nipple into my mouth, nipping the tip. She arched her back, pushing her nipple further in my mouth. To accommodate her, I opened my mouth wider and sucked her in. Her hands found their way into my hair, pulling on the strands.
 
   I loved when she did that. The sting only took my desire higher. It told me that I was doing the right thing. Putting my weight on my elbows, I lifted my hips from her and angled my cock to her entrance. One breath, two. I teased her, circling my hips but never entering her. 
 
   “Please.”
 
   For the second time tonight I ignored her. No, she would understand how much I wanted her. How much she made me crave what only she could give. How I had to struggle through meetings with my cock too stiff to move. I wanted her to understand how painful wanting her could get.
 
   I switched to her other nipple, giving it equal attention as she pulled my hair and tried to force me inside of her. She groaned in frustration and tightened her legs against my back. With each ragged inhale she took, I saw her need rise. 
 
   Almost there, but not enough. She was going to scream when I sank into her. 
 
   I pulled her tighter to me, rubbing my face over her breasts. Right there was my favorite place in the world, wrapped in her, enveloped in her scent. 
 
   “Royce, if you don’t fuck me right now, I’m going to claw your back raw,” she threatened. 
 
   I looked up at her, a smile on my face. “All you had to do was ask.” I thrust into her, hard. 
 
   “Royce!” 
 
   I loved that scream. Her pussy clamped down around me, her inner walls massaging me. I moved my hips, groaning as she gripped me tighter. It was a battle, even here, to give her pleasure, to make her let go. Even as her mouth urged me on, her body tried to push me out. Coming up on my knees for leverage, I pushed harder. With each thrust, her ass slapped against my thighs. Her screams were in my ears, her scent mixed with the sea, and her body cradled me, lifted me higher.
 
   I had never wanted a woman more than I wanted her right now. 
 
   “Yes, baby. Right there.”
 
   My little vixen was vocal and I loved it. She had no fear in telling me what she liked and what would make her blast away. She taught me more about her body than paying attention had. I reached back, unhooked her feet from behind me, and pulled out of her.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Roll over.” 
 
   She did as I told her and I lifted her to her hands and knees. She pressed her chest to the bed, and the curve in her back made me go cross eyed. I slammed into her, sinking deeper than I ever had before. Moisture gushed out around my cock, wetting my balls and thighs. 
 
   I couldn’t put into words how it felt when my balls hit her clit each time our bodies met. The extra zing of pleasure twisted me up. My scrotum tightened, heat pooling low in my belly as I moved. Sweat glistened on our bodies as moved together, fighting for that peak. I tried to hold on, waiting for her to come.
 
   I fingered her clit, pushing her higher. She moaned in my ear, her pussy clamping down like a vise as she came. She panted, raking her nails over the covers and throwing her body back against mine. She bucked under me, matching my powerful thrusts with her own. 
 
   I couldn’t breathe. My balls felt tight and I sat up. Gripping her hips, I pumped into her harder. My jaw ached from clenching my teeth so hard. I held her hips tighter, digging my fingers into her hips.
 
   “Come on, Baby."
 
   Was I stupid for hating the fucking condom that separated us? An idiot for wanting some irrevocable tie between us? Yes, I was, but that didn’t stop the irrational need to take the condom off and feel her take my seed into her womb. Rationale, thankfully, held long enough for me to fight the urge as my cock thickened and I came.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Our cries melded with the sounds of Belize at night, our sanctuary built on lust and desire, need and connection. Here, she was mine the way I wished she was and I could pretend that I was making the impossible girl my own.
 
   We slid down to the bed together. I rolled us to our sides, keeping the connection, as I caught my breath. 
 
   “Officially the best night ever,” she said. 
 
   I laughed behind her. “I can agree with that. But I have something to take care of.”
 
   She giggled as I pulled out of her body and got out of bed. I padded to the bathroom in the corner of the bungalow. Thankful for the hand towels folded on the sink, I ran warm water in the basin, took care of the condom, and cleaned myself up. Remembering my manners, I ran the cloth under the water again before I turned it off and wrung it out. 
 
   She was waiting for me on the bed and hadn’t moved from where I left her. As I knelt on the bed she rolled over. 
 
   “Open for me, baby.”
 
   I cleaned her with the cloth, hoping the warmth would sooth her, and took the towel back to the restroom.
 
   “Thank you,” she said as I came back to the bed.
 
   “No thanks needed.”
 
   “I meant for everything. I’ve never had a man take care of me like you have. I thought everything would have been ruined when Pam showed up at my house. I know you said you didn’t care about having to take care of it, but it meant a lot to me. Really.”
 
   “You’re welcome. You deserve it. No,” I said when she tried to roll away. I forced her back around and into my arms.
 
   “Shit happens to all of us Celeste. What happened to you, all of it, was worse than most. But that doesn’t mean you deserve to go through life always being jerked around by people. It doesn’t mean you always have to be unhappy.”
 
   “No, but I know the truth about life. Most of the time, it’s the good people that get ruined. Karma loves to play with people that have put in the most work and leave the others alone. In the real world, the villains always win.”
 
   “Then we fight them together. Make your own path. At least understand I will do everything in my power to help you. Talk to me. Tell me your fears, what makes you want to keep going. Give me your burdens and I’ll help you carry them.”
 
   “And what about on Monday? Will you still help me carry them?”
 
   I closed my mouth, knowing that telling her yes would only result in her shutting down. Instead I pulled the covers from under us and laid it on top of our bodies. She snuggled on my chest and sighed.
 
   “I’ll carry it for as long as you want me to,” I finally said.
 
   “And that’s the most dangerous dream,” she whispered.
 
   Maybe, but I meant it. For as long as she’d let me, I’d give her anything.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Seeing the bungalow in the daylight was just as amazing as seeing it at night. The lights from the night before were off and the landscape was all bright aqua, white, and warm brown. The bungalow, I found, was wood, with a thatched roof. The bathroom I’d missed last night was in a corner, but was sort of separate from the rest of the structure, only connected by one wall, where the door was.
 
   All the furniture was wood with white cushions and exotic flowers were in vases around the room. It was minimalist, but that was okay. The only place that had a plug for power was in the bathroom, where Royce had plugged in his phone this morning, stating he needed to make sure he could at least get in touch with the pilot, in case weather changes meant we had to get out of here sooner.
 
   Other than that, neither of us had touched a phone since we’d been here. 
 
   My hair also hadn’t had any intimate relations with a hair dryer, and Royce was waiting for me, expecting me to take a full dip in the water.
 
   “You want me to put that mask on, and swim around?”
 
   “That’s the idea, Celeste.”
 
   “I know what snorkeling is, Royce, but my hair will be a curly mess until I get home on Monday.”
 
   “I’ll make sure the Learjet has what you need to do your hair. Make a list for me and I’ll send it off.”
 
   “That easy, huh?” I grumbled.
 
   “That easy. Get in the water, Celeste.”
 
   “So bossy.”
 
   “You like me bossy, so don’t complain now.”
 
   I sank into the water to hide my flush. Me, the god dammed escort, was embarrassed. It was like I’d never been touched by another man before Royce. Like I’d been trapped in a nightmare and he was finally waking me up. I couldn’t quite figure out how to navigate through the simplicity of our time together. I waited, every minute, for the ball to drop, but it never came. 
 
   “A second at a time,” Royce said to me and I splashed him with water.
 
   “That reading my mind is getting old,” I told him.
 
   “Mind reader is part of the job description of your man. Don’t get upset because I’m qualified.”
 
   My man. God, was he ever qualified. He was everything I wanted. But I couldn’t keep him. At some point, it would get to be too much and I’d run. I always ran. Standing and fighting only got me knocked down and I couldn’t afford for that to happen between us.
 
   “Stop thinking.”
 
   His words were my only warning before he pulled me into his arms and launched me into the air. My stomach was in my throat as I fell back towards the water. Then I was hitting the surface and sinking. I closed my eyes, forcing water out of my mouth. I flailed my arms, trying to find my way up. Then I felt Royce’s hands under my arms and he pulled me from the water.
 
   “Air bubbles always travel up to the surface, Celeste.”
 
   He was laughing at me. I could hear it in his voice. I struck out at him again.
 
   “I can’t see what way the bubbles are going if my eyes aren’t open!”
 
   “Why didn’t you open your eyes?”
 
   “Because salt water stings! You’re insane.”
 
   “But Celeste?”
 
   “What, Royce?”
 
   “You have the goggles on already.”
 
   This time I didn’t have to hear his laughter in his words. He just laughed right in my face. It didn’t help that he was standing in the water and I realized I could probably have done the same. I forced my arms to my side, not wanting to reach for the goggles and make sure they were there. I didn't even know when I’d put them on my face, ready to follow Royce into the water.
 
   “It’s not funny.”
 
   “You’re right. It’s hilarious.”
 
   I had never seen him like this. His laughter was so carefree. His face was open and his eyes alight with mirth. This was a man that enjoyed life, enjoyed me. This Royce was far removed from the one I knew back home, always thinking, keeping things in control. He was always the manager and it was hard to let go of that.
 
   That, more than anything, eased me out of my embarrassment. I gave him happiness. The smile on his face was because of me. It warmed me up inside to know that. There was little Celeste again, poking her arm out of her safe room, testing the air. She hadn’t closed the door ever since she met Royce and I was terrified I would never be able to lock her up again. 
 
   “Come on, baby. Let’s go snorkel.”
 
   Royce helped me get on his back and he walked out as far as he could.  When he was deep enough, he swam out a bit more and put me down in the water. I treaded water next to him for a moment.
 
   “The boat will be heading here soon,” he said. Sure enough, a small motorized boat came around the bend. It was almost on us before the motor cut off and it coasted closer. Augustin’s bright smile greeted me.
 
   “Hello, beautiful lady. Are you enjoying your time in Belize?”
 
   “It’s the most wonderful place in the world,” I told him. Royce lifted me from the water as Augustin helped me the rest of the way into the boat.
 
   “Ah, it seems we have another that Belize has become home for.” Augustin reached for Royce next and hoisted him into the boat.
 
   “We’re not too far from Shark Ray Alley. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
   “Sharks!” I screamed.
 
   “Nurse sharks, Celeste. They are harmless. You should be able to see a few of them and some rays out here. This spot is sectioned off for our entertainment this weekend, so we can be here as long as we’d like,” Royce explained.
 
   “You like tossing your money around.”
 
   “On you? Always. Besides, what else am I supposed to do with it? I make it to spend it. Work hard, play harder, and all that.”
 
   “A man who knows how to treat a woman right. Keep him around,” Augustin said with a laugh. He started the motor of the boat up and swept into a song as he took us toward our destination.
 
   Keep Royce Mattherson? If only I were so lucky.
 
   * * *
 
   I really hadn’t understood what snorkeling was. Not by a long shot. I was in the middle of The Barrier Reef, Augustin holding an underwater camera while brown nurse sharks and dusky gray rays circled around us. The rays had no fear, their wings rolling like waves as they turned their white bellies toward us and mouthed our legs.  Augustin tossed out a few bits of bait and the sharks swarmed around us, feeding.
 
   I reached out a tentative hand and touched a shark. I expected it to feel, I don’t know, slimy, but it was smooth as I rubbed it from its head to the tail. The shark turned under my hand, returning for more food and I touched him again. This time, he felt like sandpaper and I jerked my hand back. Royce touched my arm, a question in his eyes, but I shook my head.
 
   I was fine. I’d just touched a freaking shark. Twice!
 
   Colorful fish darted in and out of the coral reef near us, not afraid of the sharks or the rays at all. I tried to look everywhere, but couldn’t. There was so much life, so much going on under the surface of the water. I hugged Royce to me, thanking him for showing me this, sharing another part of the world I wouldn’t have known.
 
   He pinched my chin playfully and I wished I could kiss him. Wished I could show him just how special these moments were. We played for hours, snapping pictures. I caught a few of Augustin and Royce and tons of him alone.
 
   Augustin took a lot of Royce and me petting the rays and the sharks. I couldn’t wait to see them and maybe make a scrapbook out of them. I tapped Royce’s shoulder and pointed toward the sky. He nodded and he broke through with me.
 
   “How long before we can get those pictures?” I asked him
 
   “Augustin can have them ready for us tonight.”
 
   “Great. I’d love to make a little book of this trip and put a picture on my desk. This was amazing!”
 
   “I can bring some frames for you, if you’d like, with the pictures,” Augustin offered.
 
   “Bring two,” I told him.
 
   “Making plans for my desk too?” Royce asked.
 
   “As a matter of fact, yes. You better show me off around there—”
 
   I stopped, realizing what I was doing. I treaded the water, turning away from Royce.
 
   “I’ll get the boat for you,” Augustin said and swam off.
 
   “Look at me,” Royce said.
 
   “I’m sorry. I got carried away.”
 
   “I said look at me, Celeste.” 
 
   I swung my gaze to his. He’d pulled his goggles to the top of his head. I felt uncomfortable under his scrutiny. I crossed the boundary. He asked for just forty-eight hours and I made a fool of myself. I didn’t want him to have to break it to me that this wasn’t real. I already knew it.
 
   Shit, I felt so stupid.
 
   “I’m going to frame a picture and put it on my desk. I’m going to show you off. The first night we get back, when you get home from work, your phone will ring. It will be me telling you to come over because I want to feel you next to me. And you know what, Celeste? You’re going to come. Because what I want, what I need, is you. And you’re going to give it to me, you don’t have a choice.”
 
   “This isn’t—”
 
   “It’s what we want it to be. Stop fighting it. I’m here, Celeste. Right in fucking front of you, showing you what I want. Let it go. Let me in.”
 
   Let him in. They were the three sweetest words anyone had ever said to me, and the hardest to accept. Could I just let him in? What about tomorrow? The day after? When he found out how shitty I was and knew he made a fucking mistake?
 
   I wasn’t worth it.
 
   “Don’t you dare. Don’t you fucking start that 'you can’t' shit. You can. You just did. Don’t leave me in this alone.”
 
   “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Stop thinking so hard. There aren’t any rule books in life. There just aren’t. I’ve never brought a woman here. It’s my peace, my solitude when the world gets too loud. Ever since I met you, I could imagine you here. In this place where I am everything I’ve ever wanted to be.”
 
   “I’ll fail you, Royce. Somehow, someway.”
 
   “No, you won’t, because I’ll be there on the ground when you fall, cushioning the blow. I’ll be there when you’re lost to show you the way.”
 
   “You can’t control every aspect of my life. We aren’t the sort to fall in love.”
 
   “Then isn’t it fucking perfect that we found each other, because there is no one else I want in my bed, in my life, in that space where my heart used to be. You understand what I can’t give you, just as much as I know your heart is impossible to give. So fuck the heart and let me have you.”
 
   My response was swallowed by his mouth. I couldn’t have said no if I wanted to. He took the choice from me, stolen into the chipped pieces of my armor and melded himself there. I couldn’t get away from him, and we both knew it. When we finally broke apart, I was breathing hard and I could barely hear the boat coming our way.
 
   “Take me home. Take me home and make love to me.”
 
   “No turning back, Celeste.”
 
   “No turning back.”
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   Royce
 
    
 
   It was dangerous, and I knew it.
 
   Touching her, reading her emotions in her eyes, and giving into what was brewing deep inside of me was a mistake I was going to regret. But I couldn’t stop myself. Celeste brought things out of me that I couldn’t help but to fight. Maybe I’d been wrong. So very wrong.
 
   As I slid into her, so slowly, as soft as I’d ever been with a woman, I shattered. Her warmth gripped me and she wrapped her arms and legs around me, holding on for dear life. We moved together like the waves outside, rocking into our pleasure at a leisurely pace. That was what it felt like falling for Celeste.
 
   It crept up on me, somewhere between her first breakdown in my arms and bringing her here. I didn’t think I had a heart to give, and I was right. So very right. Because Celeste already had it, stole it from my memory of what love felt like, and pulled it deep inside of her.
 
   And I knew it would be safe there.
 
   Why? Because Celeste had ever only let me see her pain. I was the man she showed the scared part of her that sent her running. With everyone else she was stone, a perfect statue of perfection with no weakness. There was no better vault to protect the fragile pieces of what I’d forgotten than within her.
 
   When I kissed her cheek I tasted the salt of tears, and I wasn’t sure it was only hers. Her nails dug into my shoulders, pulling me tighter to her as she moved against me. I needed her mouth like I needed my next breath. 
 
   Passion. Absolute passion. And she belonged to me.
 
   I opened my mouth over hers and she mirrored me, instantly turning her head the way I liked so our mouths fit together. I choked, some broken sound coming from deep inside of me, but she heard it. She felt it, and she took over the kiss.
 
   As I thrust into her body, she thrust into me, spearing me with her tongue and licking the roof of my mouth. She hummed, a consoling sound, before she tunneled her fingers into my hair and held my head to her. Had I ever been kissed like this? Had I ever let go enough for a woman to try?
 
   No. Never. And no woman but Celeste would ever get the chance.
 
   She had done the impossible. After so many women, I never thought only one would ever claim me like she had. This one, who fought me the whole way, and still wasn’t sure if she could hold on. I saw it in her eyes. Felt it in the tremble of her limbs.
 
   But now that I found what I’d been missing, I’d never let it go. Never. 
 
   “More.” I didn’t even realize I’d spoken until she pushed at my chest. I rolled us, and she straddled me. 
 
   She was beautiful. Her hair was wild around her shoulders, the sea air making her curls tighter and fuller. The slope of her breasts called to me, and her nipped in waist made me groan. She lifted up a bit on her knees and slowly sank down on my cock. I felt my toes curl.
 
   I was deeper inside her like this. I flexed my hips under her, unable to stop myself. With every lift and fall she pushed me higher. I gripped her waist and pushed her down over me as I thrust my hips against her. She rocked forward until her nipples were near my face, stiff and in need of attention. I sucked one into my mouth, as I wrapped my arms around her.
 
   She felt good, so unbelievably good, as we moved together, grinding when we met in the middle. This wasn’t about hard and fast, but about slow and deep. Anchoring ourselves in the now, and letting go of what tomorrow might bring. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Her cry was sweet. Her gasp even sweeter. I strained against her, forcing my hips to go slow, to ease my way into her, rocking when I was seated fully within her. She cried out when I hit a sensitive spot deep inside. I stroked it again with the tip of my cock, holding her in place so she couldn’t move.
 
   “Right there,” she cried.
 
   “Don’t move, baby.”
 
   I swayed into her, twisting my hips and keeping our bodies flush to each other. I felt the nub of her clit rubbing against my groin muscle, heard her sharp intake of breath.
 
   “Come for me. Let me feel it,” I said.
 
   I needed it. Her body was tense against me, holding on, straining toward the elusive peak. I gently bit one nipple as I slammed into her, one time, hard, and she came apart in my arms. Wailed as I rolled us once more so that I was on top. I rode her through her orgasm. 
 
   The deeper I got the more she screamed for more. I held on as my balls tightened against my body and the pleasure pulled low in my belly. Her pussy gripped my cock like a fist and pulsed around me. Nothing had ever felt this good. 
 
   “God, yes,” I hollered. Right there. Right there. 
 
   The need spiraled down, heating my blood as it went, making my cock stiff until it felt too tight. I twisted once more, and then pleasure blazed over my nerve endings, pulsing out through my cock in thick jets of come into the condom.
 
   Again I hated the separation between us, dampening the pleasure, hindering the connection. 
 
   I was jerking, sliding in and out of her, my body pushed by needs of its own volition. I fell to my side, taking her with me, in a tangle of arms and limbs. We lay there, breathing roughly, unable to let go.
 
   I didn't know what I want I wanted to say at that moment. It felt like the most we could have said, we used our bodies to convey and the message was still muddy. One thing I knew was Celeste was the best mistake I’d ever made, and whatever happened, I would do everything I could to make her happy.
 
   * * *
 
   “Come on, this is our last day here, live a little,” Celeste taunted. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. We hadn’t gotten out of bed the night before except to eat dinner. We crawled right back into bed after and made love all night.
 
   This morning Celeste was glowing, the fear gone from her eyes and that meant she was in a mischievous mood. I wasn’t sure if I was more terrified of what she’d come up. 
 
   “Exactly what is it you want me to do?”
 
   “Let’s play a game of I Spy,” she said.
 
   “I see water, um more water, and, oh yes, there’s some more. Did I get your first three right?”  I ducked as a pillow sailed my way.
 
   “Oh come on, seriously. I don’t mean normal I Spy. The adult version?” she asked.
 
   “They made that? Since when?” 
 
   “You’re a jokester, who would have thunk it.” She laughed and shook her head. 
 
   “It’s a byproduct of hard work and boring office meetings. Have to find some way to entertain myself,” I told her.
 
   “I seriously doubt you crack jokes at meeting that could cost you money.”
 
   “Well no, but I do think them if I get angry enough,” I told her. “Defense mechanism?” she asked. 
 
   I frowned at her. 
 
   “Do you do that so you don’t get too angry? You know, so you don’t lash out like your dad did?”
 
   “I never really thought about it that way, but maybe you’re right. I have anger triggers, usually with fairness. Most of the time I work out, but if I get angry enough, I crack mental jokes to keep me even headed.”
 
   “You aren’t your father,” she said and it hit me in the chest.
 
   “How would you know?” Because there were some times I didn’t know.
 
   “Because you care. Even about things that you shouldn’t, you care. And you made your mother smile. He couldn’t do that.” 
 
   I smiled softly at her. It was a nice thought. “Maybe. Alright, I’ll play your game.”
 
   She squealed, clapping her hands and bouncing out the bed. I shook my head at her, loving her exuberance. Loving her. 
 
   Shit, I was a goner.
 
   “What are the rules?”
 
   “I spy something and you have to guess what it is with questions. If you get it wrong you have to tell me something embarrassing about you.”
 
   “And if I’m right?”
 
   “Then I’ll tell you something.”
 
   “You do realize I’m extremely competitive?”
 
   “I’m counting on it,” she said, lifting one brow.
 
   “You’re on, be ready to lose.”
 
   “I Spy, with my little eye, something blue.”
 
   “Really?”  
 
   She nodded at my question.
 
   There was no was no way it would be the water. That would have been too easy. Then again, if I was her, I would have picked the water simply because it had been mentioned and my opponent wouldn’t believe that I’d choose the apparent option. Then again—
 
   “Oh my God, you suck at this!” 
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “You’re thinking too hard. It’s not a merger or something, it’s a child’s game. Just guess.” 
 
   She was laughing at me and she wasn’t even hiding it. Her smile lit up her face from the inside out. I couldn’t help but smile with her. She was telling the truth; I’d managed to make the simplest game into a difficult test.
 
   “The water,” I grumbled.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “The water,” I said louder.
 
   “Obvious. You’re wrong, so tell me something embarrassing.”
 
   “Losing a damn game of I Spy after way over thinking it isn’t embarrassing enough?”
 
   “I was there for that, so you can’t use it. Give me something else.”
 
   “You are having too much fun with this,” I told her.
 
   “Yeah, and you’re a sore loser. Pay up, big boy.”
 
   “When I was eight-years-old I thought my mom’s birth control pills were candies she didn’t want to share with me.”
 
   “You ate birth control pills?”
 
   “Apparently two months’ worth.”
 
   “What happened after that?”
 
   I cleared my throat, suddenly thinking I probably shouldn’t have used this particular story, but it was the first one that had come to mind.
 
   “The doctor told my mother there were no lasting effects, but I may need to use the bathroom a lot. She took that as meaning I needed to sit on the toilet all day to make sure I was okay.”
 
   “Your mom sat with you in the bathroom all day waiting for you to poop?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I guess.”
 
   She roared with laughter. I watched her laugh until she cried, buckling over on the bed as I relived one of the most embarrassing moments in my life. Of course, for a young boy, having mom see my wiener was much worse that having her there waiting for me to use the bathroom, but I was not going to tell that to the laughing hyena who was having too much fun at my expense.
 
   Of course, that image in my head sent me into laughing fits, of which she thought I was joining in with her, and it only made her laugh harder. Which in turn made me laugh harder as well.
 
   Our stomachs were aching by the time we caught our breaths and we weren’t as interested in playing another game of I Spy. Apparently, it was going to be her turn until I got her item guessed, and I didn’t think my stomach could take any more abuse.
 
   That day, the last day in our little secluded piece of paradise, was the most fun I’d had in years. Because we didn’t care about the fact that emotions had come in when everything was supposed to be cut and dry. We didn’t care we stepped over to the point of no return. Or that tomorrow the real world would intrude and we didn't know what to expect.
 
   We were just us. Royce and Celeste, two people that would never have met if the hell of our lives hadn’t happened. And I, for the first time, was grateful it had.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\erin\Downloads\OHG\OHG Chapter Headings20.png] 
 
   
 
  

20
 
   Celeste
 
    
 
   I hated being at work. 
 
   It was odd, since meeting Royce I found that sitting at my desk and going through mountains of paperwork was no longer a normal thing to do I prided myself on being able to accomplish. Now I was a woman who didn’t moonlight as an escort, worked a normal job, and had a relationship with a man—boyfriend?—and I missed him terribly.
 
   Augustin kept his word and brought the pictures with a couple of frames and scrapbooking materials. I didn’t have a time to do everything, but I glued the pictures, with Royce’s help, and was going to do the rest the upcoming weekend. 
 
   It was odd to see the picture of us framed on my desk. That was something Ms. Perfect would do, but somehow I wasn’t two people anymore. I was just Celeste. I found the identity I thought I lost through Royce and it was an amazing thing.
 
   It had been three days since I saw him. We talked every day and night, but business had piled up for him after taking the weekend off and he had to go out of town to get some things cleared up. I missed him. I never thought I’d ever feel like that, but it was true, and the thought made me smile. 
 
   I wasn’t afraid.
 
   Well, that wasn’t exactly true. I was scared, but the fear didn’t override looking forward to being with him. For once, my mind didn’t win when my heart was involved, and I was so happy.
 
   Happy.
 
   It wasn’t a word I normally used when it came to me. It would take some getting used to, but I would eventually. For now, I would look forward to the next time I’d be in his arms. My cell phone vibrated in my desk.  I pulled open the drawer and smiled.
 
   Temptation: Thinking about me.
 
   Me: Yes, I was.
 
   Temptation: Oh, what was I doing to you?
 
   Me: Making me happy.
 
   Temptation: That’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.
 
   Me: LOL Yeah right. How is work going?
 
   Temptation: Better when you get here.
 
   Me: I can’t get on a plane and arrive in New York anytime soon. 
 
   Temptation: Who said anything about New York?
 
   Me: Are you home?
 
   Temptation: At my office. I’m looking at your picture, and I’m wondering how better my desk would look if I had you across it. Think you can come redecorate for me?
 
   Me: I’ve got work to do, but it’s tempting.
 
   Temptation: Come see me tonight then. Don’t leave until the morning when you have to go to work and then come back again.
 
   Me: Hmmm, what’s in it for me?
 
   Temptation: Me.
 
   Me: Sounds like a deal. What time are you off?
 
   Temptation: I run the company. I leave when I get ready. What time are you finished?
 
   Me: I can get out of here by five. Nothing was too bad today and I got a lot of it done before leaving on Friday.
 
   Temptation: Then go pack a bag to last through the weekend and come over.
 
   Me: I’ll be there.
 
   Temptation: Code to the gate is 14083708. Just head in; the door will be unlocked.
 
   I put my phone back and felt a lot better about being at work. It was a way to fill the hours until I could see him again. It was pathetic, it was sad, and I couldn’t wish for anything better.
 
   Royce Mattherson had stormed all my defenses and broke through them in record time.
 
   * * *
 
   “I thought you’d never get here.” Royce pulled me into his arms as soon as I walked through his door.
 
   “Were you waiting by the door?”
 
   “Close enough,” he said with a lopsided grin. 
 
   “I think I kind of like that.”
 
   “Let me show you around.”
 
   His home was amazing. I don’t know what I expected, but this wasn’t it. I came into a gated community and traveled to his private gated off area. After putting in the code, I drove about half a mile up a drive to a mini mansion. I suppose I thought he’d have something on the level of celebrity homes in magazines. 
 
   His home was lived in. It was an open floor plan with a formal dining room containing a long table and twelve high-backed chairs to the left. To the right was a parlor with white carpets and couches. In the center was a mahogany table with books spread over it. They were crooked though, as if he’d sit there and read before putting the book down wherever and heading somewhere else.
 
   In front of us was his living room, home of the largest T.V. I’d ever seen. It was thin and curved. The sectional sofa in the room was a deep chocolate brown, accented by the hardwood floors. A ratty chair sat to the left of the room, next to a large bay window. I lifted an eyebrow at it;  he just smiled.
 
   “You’ll understand soon enough.”
 
   “Ooookay.” 
 
   “Through here are the stairs, the kitchen, and pantry rooms. The second pantry leads down to my wine cellar. Out back are the pool, Jacuzzi, and gazebo. We’ll head out there in a second. Let’s go upstairs.”
 
   “One track mind?” I asked him.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   I followed him upstairs as he pointed out multiple bedrooms and bathrooms, each decorated with a different color scheme. All the way to the back, marked with large double doors, was the master suite.
 
   “Your home for the weekend,” he told me. He opened the doors and stepped back so I could walk through. His room felt like him. It was decorated in black, white, and gray with shades of blue hinted here and there. His king-sized bed was the central focal point with a thick footboard at the bottom. He came from behind me, pressed a button on the footboard, and a T.V. lifted from it. 
 
   To the left of the bed was a wall of windows covered with sheer curtains and black blinds under them. They were open right now, giving me glimpses of the backyard where I could see the pool and Jacuzzi. A fenced off building drew my attention. I placed my bag on the floor and looked out the window.
 
   “What’s that out there?”
 
   “We’ll go see it in a second. Here’s the bathroom. There are two sinks; the toilet is separate behind the door on the left, the closet to the right. There’s a stand-up shower too, if you don’t want to wait to fill the garden tub.”
 
   I saw a mat on the floor, next to the garden tub. No, not a mat. It looked more like a doggy bed.
 
   “You have a pet?”
 
   “Ah, a few. Come on, I’ll show you what I mean.”
 
   I was curious. The raggedy chair downstairs made more sense now, seeing the doggy bed. I followed him out of the house, past his kitchen and another closed off room.
 
   “My office,” he said as we passed it. 
 
   Royce’s long strides took up the space between his back door and the fenced in building quickly. As we got closer I could hear excited barking and whining. Royce stopped in front of a door and turned towards me.
 
   “I didn’t bring them in because I wanted to see how you felt about dogs first. They are loving, but…” His voice trailed off and I was even more curious.
 
   “I love dogs. If you say they aren’t dangerous, I believe you.”
 
   “No they aren’t dangerous, but they frighten people sometimes.”
 
   “What’s wrong with them?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said quickly before taking a breath. I rubbed his shoulder. This was important to him. This was a project he did, without anyone knowing, and it meant more to him than even the abused women projects he was the face of.
 
   “I’m not going to be afraid of them. Just tell me what you don’t want to tell me before I can meet them.”
 
   “They are ugly, that’s what they’ve been called. But they know it; they know people look at them and hate them, don’t want them. They’ve lived their lives in kennels and cages because no one wanted them. I only lock them up when I go to work, and then they have free reign when I get home.”
 
   My heart went out to the dogs out there, excited he was home, the one man that accepted them as they were. He saw what everyone else turned from and saw the beauty there.
 
   Just like me. 
 
   I was one of those ugly dogs, locked in a cage and snarling at everyone who came close because all I expected was pain and ridicule. All I knew was a fucked up existence. And just like those dogs, Royce had found me, saw the beauty, and protected me with that same stogy presence. 
 
   I think that was the moment I realized I loved him.
 
   Loved the man who saw my hell and took me in anyway. With Royce, I was trapped between heaven and hell, and I wanted to be a sinner.
 
   And because he understood, it was okay.
 
   “I’ve seen ugly, Royce, true ugliness. I understand.”
 
   When he relaxed, I knew he understood what I was trying to say. His smile was back and he opened the door.
 
   “There are four of them. Lady is a Chinese Crested.”
 
   Lady was a small hairless dog with wiry hair around her eyes, mouth and ears. She yipped at Royce and then stopped, shaking, when she saw me. I sank to the ground, regardless of dirt getting on my pencil skirt.
 
   “Hey pretty girl,” I called, just sitting there, waiting. Slowly, Lady came out, sniffing the air before nudging my leg with her nose. I slowly lifted my hand, palm up, and stroked under her chin. She wagged her tail as she climbed into my arms. I lifted her and petted her softly as Royce went to the next cage.
 
   “Titan is a Bergamsco Shephard,” Royce said then, opening the next door.
 
   “He’s got dreads!” 
 
   Coming up to my waist, Titan was tan and gray with long hair that matted at the ends to look like naturally occurring dreads. His face, though, was free of any matting, and the look of his dreads were manicured and tamed.
 
   “His owners thought he had a condition and kept him shaved, which made him sick. He needs to the coat to regulate his temperature in cooler climates.”
 
   “That’s so sad.” Titan was bolder than Lady, coming right up to me and sniffing my crotch.
 
   “Titan!” Royce grabbed Titan by his collar and pulled him back. “That’s mine,” he told the dog. Titan sat with his head down but wagged his tail when I laughed.
 
   “Nice to meet you too,” I told him, which made Titan come and walk beside me, sniffing at Lady in my arms.
 
   “Next is Andy, he’s a Bull Terrier. He was abused, and his face is a bit misshapen because of it,” Royce said.
 
   The smaller dog sprang out of the cage, running circles around Royce and I. His egg shaped head give him an odd look, but the dent in his nose broke my heart.
 
   “They tried to ‘fix’ his nose,” Royce said, catching where my gaze was.
 
   “Fucking bastards,” I said fiercely.
 
   “My sentiments exactly.”
 
   “Last is Toto. He’s fearful, and Andy drives him crazy, so we may spend some of our night saving him, but he’s loving. He thinks he’s lap dog.” Royce shook his head.
 
   “Don’t like all he hair?” I asked.
 
   “Have you ever seen a Neapolitan Mastiff?” Royce asked.
 
   “I’ve never seen any dogs like these. Well, except for Andy, I’ve seen his kind before in movies.”
 
   “Then you’ll understand.”
 
   Toto looked like an old man in a dogs body, He was large, well over a hundred pounds, had to be, covered in slate gray hair and baggy wrinkles. No, I mean everywhere. His face was droopy with long jowls to either side of his mouth. 
 
   “Lap dog, huh?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, sort of,” Royce answered.
 
   “They are amazing, Royce, really. Lady here is a character.” 
 
   Lady lifted her head at her name and licked my chin. Could I see why anyone would call the dogs ugly? I guess, especially in Lady’s case. But I didn’t think they were. They were misunderstood and passed over for prettier, simpler things. These dogs knew what life was about, the ugly side, just like Royce and I.
 
   I loved them. Each and every single one of them.
 
   “Let’s get them inside. I’m starving and I want to see something on that T.V. of yours,” I said.
 
   “The one in the living room or the bedroom?”
 
   “How about both? The night is young, Royce, and I’m greedy for your touch.”
 
   “I think I can fix that.”
 
   Oh, I had no doubt that he would. Because Royce gave me whatever I needed.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   Time passed too easily for us. At times, I wondered when the other shoe was going to drop, but it never did. I fell in love with the girl I never should have known. 
 
   It was amazing and thrilling.
 
   She satisfied me in ways I never thought possible, and challenged me to keep guessing which way she was going to come at me next. I was never quite able to figure her out. But it worked for us. It did, and I didn’t want things to change.
 
   I just had to get her case moving. Detective Yancy and Vincent had been quietly putting everything together  they could against Cameron Welsh, and they didn’t have to bother Celeste like I told them. She couldn’t handle the reminders and I thought it best if she didn’t have to deal with it until the case was imminent.
 
   It might have been controlling of me, but I needed the time with Celeste to get her to trust me. Slowly, she told me some of what had been done to her. I wanted to find that bastard Welsh myself and forget all about the court of law. Other times I was screaming inside because I knew all about it. I was fighting her demons for her the best way I knew how and she didn’t have to be afraid anymore.
 
   But as I held her in my arms every night, I thought it was harder to tell her I knew about her whole life before I saw her the second time. That I made moves to make life changes for her without a care for her privacy. The woman I knew now would rally against me.
 
   Hell, she’d leave me.
 
   And that scared me more than anything. Me, the man who feared nothing, was terrified of losing her. So I fought silently for her, knowing it could never come out I was the driving force behind it. I was okay with that. 
 
   Then there was her family.
 
   I intercepted any chance Pam and Celeste’s mother had to bleed Celeste for money. I sent them funds every week and made sure they knew they were only available as long as they didn’t bother Celeste so she could live her life. From what I gathered, Pam used most of the money, but it was enough to make them both happy and Celeste could breathe.
 
   For two people who didn’t understand what normal could be, we lived as normally as we could. Or, better yet, I made sure she lived as normally as possible. I waded in the dark of her past and shitty family so she didn’t have to.
 
   But, I was more than happy to do it.
 
   I couldn’t lie and say I didn’t see that doing it was therapy for me too. I paid enough money to be psychoanalyzed when I was younger. I was protecting Celeste in a way I hadn’t been able to for my mother. I saw it, and I understood I also did it because Celeste was worth it. And because she was she was helping me heal.
 
   I sighed, pulling her tighter in my arms. Lady had taken to curling up on the pillow next to Celeste’s head when we went to sleep, with Toto and Titan by the door. Andy went to his normal spot next to the bathtub. Celeste loved those dogs just like I did, and it was amazing to see her interact with them.
 
   She wasn’t playing or acting, her emotions were real. The dogs whined when she left and I understood. She lit up the place, made it her own. She left clothes all over the room, spilled makeup on the bathroom sink, and left her stamp throughout my home. 
 
   I turned, easing Celeste out of my arms, when my phone rang. It took one glance at the caller ID to tell me I needed to get to my study. Andy popped his head out of the bathroom and followed me as I exited. He stayed on my heels more than any of them, and my office was his favorite place to hide. He tended to follow me, I guessed in the hopes that I was going toward it.
 
   “Come on boy, you can come hide away with me,” I told him as I went into my office and closed the door behind me. 
 
   “What have you got for me?” I asked Vincent.
 
   “ I’m sending you a fax now with the complete files for all parties. With the exception of the duplicates in my safety deposit box, no other copies are available. Detective Yancy tells me the DA is ready to prosecute. Celeste’s name will become available during the discovery period, but you’ve got time.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me. The files are coming through now. Go ahead and close things down on your investigations, unless Yancy needs you with Welsh.”
 
   “Will do. I will most likely have to be a material witness about finding the other women, but it won’t be connected to you at all. I’ve worked on enough cold abuse cases like this that everyone will believe that I took this on because it’s what I do.”
 
   “Royce?”
 
   I looked up when I heard Celeste call my name.
 
   “Thank you Vincent. We’ll talk later.” 
 
   I hung up and left my office, closing the door tight behind me. My heart was pounding as I slid into the kitchen and grabbed a glass. I was drinking my freshly poured water when Celeste came around the corner.
 
   “Hey,” she said, curling up to my side. She’d tossed on one of my button-ups, and it was sexy as hell to watch the bottom barely hide her ass. 
 
   “Hey yourself,” I said, my gaze traveling down her body and back to her face.
 
   “What are you doing up? I didn’t tire you out enough?”
 
   “I was thirsty and I needed to answer a call.”
 
   First thing I’d learned in shrewd business dealings, work with the truth and lie by omission. It was much easier to remember the story if it was close enough to the truth. 
 
   “This late at night? You’ve got to tell them you deserve some time off.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s important enough they know if they don’t call me, there will be problems.”
 
   “Ah, so you help create this problem. That’s your fault.”
 
   “Alas, it’s true, but that’s okay. It’s made me very, very rich.”
 
   “Filthy stinking rich. Do you even worry about things? Like bills?” she asked.
 
   “Well, yeah. The difference is the level of bills that I worry about. Do I think about my electric or water bills? Well, no. I could never use enough of that to where I couldn’t pay it. My home is paid off, so all I care about is Housing Authority fees and taxes. What I worry about is investments, my return, and the profit margins I can see. When those don’t do well, do I have to cut employees from my firm? Do I need to pull out backing on projects and cost people their livelihood? That’s what I worry about, and in some ways, though some may not believe it, it’s worse than worrying about how I am going to pay my rent.”
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Celeste said. She rolled her eyes and stared at me.
 
   “It’s true. Think about it this way, okay? You came to me and asked me to invest in your new restaurant. You have fifty employees, mostly family, my funds are what open your doors, and keep them open. Your first year, you lose money, that’s to be expected. Three years later, you are still failing and asking for more money. I know I could save you without hurting myself, but, over time, it would be a bad investment. It doesn’t help my portfolio.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, I have to think about saying no to you. I have to weigh telling you I can’t keep your doors open, and now I have the power to put fifty employees, and your family, out of work. What about your rent? About your bills? Can you find another job now that you’ve put everything in your savings into a bad business? And, most of the time Celeste, I have to say no. That weighs on you after a while, but I can’t do good business and just give out money all the time and not expect a profit.”
 
   “I never saw it that way.”
 
   “Most of the time people don’t. To you, in that situation, I’d be the bad guy. It wouldn’t matter that it was the right decision on paper. I have to deal with that sort of situation on a scale that numbers in the millions. No, I don’t worry about my every day bills, but I do have to think about everyone affected by my decisions.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be able to do that.”
 
   “Most can’t. There is a reason there aren’t more millionaires in the world,” I explained.
 
   I never had the questions she threw at me posed to me before, not in the way she saw them. She came from the bottom and clawed her way up, despite her problems, to create a life for herself. Though she dealt with men who had money, she didn’t truly understand.
 
   She wouldn’t have to worry about anything anymore.
 
   “Let’s go back to bed, baby.”
 
   “You're going to have to carry me. I think you made my legs water,” she told me.
 
   “Your legs worked just fine to bring you down the stairs.”
 
   “I was afraid when I woke up without you,” she told me. 
 
   Her eyes pulled me in. There was no subterfuge or acting in them. This was her, the Celeste I found and lost my heart to. 
 
   I cupped her face and kissed her lightly. I knew how she felt even if I couldn’t risk putting it into words. Telling her I loved her would only destroy the fragile relationship we built. I knew that. Saw it every time I hinted at emotions between us. But our love was there: tangible and struggling to grow wings.
 
   I’d care for it, though, wrap it in gauze and keep it in a bubble for as long as I could. Celeste put me back together, brick by brick, and I would do the same for her.
 
   “I think you’ve earned another watery leg moment,” I said against her lips. She smiled and nipped my bottom lip.
 
   “Bring it on.”
 
   I lifted her in my arms and sat her on the kitchen counter. My shirt she wore parted, revealing her naked body beneath. I stepped between her legs and kissed her, swallowing her moan as I stroked her nipple. Holding her to me with one hand, I ran my fingertips down her body with the other until I reached her pussy.
 
   I took my time, tracing her labia down one side and up the other before dipping a finger inside of her. When I pulled my finger out, I used her moisture to ease my glide over her clit. She gasped into my mouth and I swallowed it down. I fingered her clit, loving how she jerked against me, how her hips rocked into me, always eager.
 
   “We aren’t going to make it upstairs,” I told her. Fisting my cock, since I padded downstairs naked to answer the call, I angled to her entrance.
 
   “Are you ready for me, Baby?”
 
   “I want you to fuck me before I lose my mind.”
 
   Good answer. 
 
   I slammed into her, taking her scream as my due. It felt better than it had before. Hotter, tighter. I set a punishing rhythm, thrusting my hips hard. I let go of her and cupped her thighs, lifting them up and out. She was open to me, her pussy gripping at my cock. 
 
   “Watch it,” I told her. Her gaze dropped to where our bodies were coming together. A warm flush spread over her breasts and up her neck. My cock glistened and the sucking sound of our bodies coming together and our harsh pants were all that broke the silence.
 
   I wasn’t thinking about Vincent or his call, about climbing out of bed to hide my secret from her. I didn’t give a shit about a single thing except how it felt to push through her muscles wrapped around me so tightly.
 
   “Right there,” she screamed and I twisted my hips against her. Her cream leaked out, wetting my thighs. Cold air licked across the wetness, providing a contrast from her heat. 
 
   She felt so fucking amazing. I pushed her legs up higher and slid into her faster. Each pump took me faster towards pleasure. 
 
   “Faster. Make me come.”
 
   Her demand only amped me higher. We came together in a clash, fighting to reach the final peak, ignorant of soft touches and caresses. I fucked her, in the middle of my kitchen, until she was screaming. Until my balls drew up tight and I couldn’t catch my breath. 
 
   I fucked her until I came, spurting my hot seed deep inside of her.
 
   It was then that I realized I hadn’t used a condom and I was fucking ecstatic I finally marked her as mine.
 
   Sick, but so true.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Royce was going to kill me. It was official. I’d gotten the day off because all the lawyers would be busy with cases in court today, and I could do most of my work from home. Royce offered for me to stay at the house all day instead of coming just after work, and I’d agreed. 
 
   Besides, home just didn’t seem so awesome now that he was in my life. I liked being in his home, around his things. Of which, I’d lost one.
 
   “Andy?”
 
   I didn’t see the bull terrier around anywhere. He’d been terrorizing Toto, as Royce said he could, and I ran him out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him so that Toto could sleep there in peace. Lady had spent most of her time lying next to me on the couch while I did paperwork. Titan was near the front door, barking every time he heard something, which usually proved to just be the wind, but he liked driving himself crazy with protection mode, apparently.
 
   Andy, however, had disappeared, and I was becoming frantic searching for him. I ran around like a crazy woman outside looking for him but didn't see him. I imagined he was trapped somewhere and couldn’t get out, crying for me, and it brought me nearly to tears. 
 
   “Andy!”
 
   I heard a small yip and whirled around. Back in the house. I raced in, almost slamming into the sliding glass door I knew was there.
 
   “I’m going to kill myself one day.”
 
   “Andy, boy, talk to me. Where are you?”
 
   Another yip, louder this time, had me headed to the room Royce had pointed out as his office. I’d never been inside of it. That was his place of business, as far as I was concerned, and it didn’t feel right to go through it. But, it seemed that Andy had somehow gotten himself trapped in there.
 
   I opened the door, but didn’t see the dog. Just my luck. I went farther in.
 
   “Come on, Andy.” 
 
   Andy whimpered, and it sounded like it was coming from behind the big metal and wood desk that took up a good amount of the room. I went around the other side, and knelt down. Andy was curled up under the desk, shaking a bit, and whining softly. Ripped up papers that looked chewed on were all around him.
 
   “Oh no, Andy. You ate his paperwork! Serves you right that you’re feeling sick.”
 
   I gripped a few of the papers, pulling them from under his body but seeing my name on top of one made me freeze. I straightened the paper as best I could, and saw enough to make me sick to my stomach. Andy was forgotten as I grasped at the pieces of paper, reading the snatches of information I could see.
 
   I wanted to throw up the small breakfast I’d had. It was my past, my darkness in little black letters on such plain white paper. It couldn’t convey the fear, the disaster I’d gone through. Couldn’t tell the reader how the chains pinched my skin, or how my hair got caught in Welsh’s nails when he "tutored" me on how to love a man.
 
   The simple words couldn’t explain how dirty I felt every time I looked into a mirror for years after.
 
   But that wasn’t all. I saw Pam’s name, Welsh’s and even my mother’s: Vivica. I pieced together what I could, but it was all there. My history, my family’s use of me, and the money I’d spent. There were notations in someone’s messy scrawl, different than Royce’s. It told me that someone else had seen my demons.
 
   The last straw though? The thing that made me scream like the wounded animal that I was? The date. It was there, on several sheets. It was months ago. Back when I had been both Ms. Whore and Ms. Perfect. Back when I wondered if he’d been better just meeting Ms. Perfect. 
 
   He lied to me. He was laughing the whole fucking time. I was a fucking ugly dog to him. A project he wanted to save, but, just like those dogs, I was hidden away, a secret. I looked around his house differently now, seeing the sweetness for what it really was. I was no different than Toto, Lady, Titan, or Andy. 
 
   Best kept in his home for his enjoyment so he could fucking feel better, but not worth more than that. 
 
   Putting my picture on his desk didn’t mean shit. It was a calculated move. Like he told me, he made decisions that dealt with millions on a regular basis, and sometimes he was the man who had to say no. He’d learned to do that, and now my heart was breaking. The little girl who had come to the forefront was screaming as she raced back to her vault and Ms. Whore made her appearance again. I pulled the papers off the ground and took them upstairs to Royce’s bedroom. I placed them all over the bed.
 
   After, I slowly got dressed—a neat black pencil skirt, a silk red blouse, and a classic tussled look to my hair. I took time applying my makeup and clearing every speck of my existence from his home. Then I called his veterinarian, because Andy didn’t deserve to be in pain. I let the vet in and showed him Andy, after introducing myself as Royce’s assistant. 
 
   Two hours later, I was heading towards Royce’s office. I had no intention to make a scene, but I needed him to know that things were over, that I hated him, and he’d only been able to get me to hate him because I loved him. Then I’d break apart. I’d drag myself back up and go back to what I knew, what I understood. 
 
   It was only a matter of time before I was reminded that once a whore, always a whore.
 
   * * *
 
   Royce’s assistant, the real one, was a pretty little blonde with blue eyes and immaculate manners. She offered me a bottle of water while she contacted Mr. Mattherson and let him know I was there. I smiled at her when he called her back immediately and told her to send me right in.
 
   He had a meeting in ten minutes, she told him, but he reiterated I was to be let in. What a good bastard he was. He had me fooled, all along. His assistant looked me up and down as I walked passed her, but I didn’t care. She could fucking have the lying sack of shit.
 
   “Hey Baby, what a surprise.”
 
   I watched him walk toward me, a warm smile on his face and fought to keep the tears at bay. I believed him. I thought it was safe to fall in love with him, and he showed me it wasn’t. I was holding on to the edge as best I could; if he touched me I’d fall. I took a quick step back and he frowned.
 
   “What’s wrong, Baby? Celeste?”
 
   “Andy got sick,” I forced myself to say. I reached for that cover I hadn’t used for so long. It felt odd to cock my hip and pose standing before him. Show him the merchandise, entice him, and hold him at bay. The old lessons and rules rolled through my mind, and I clung to them.
 
   He was so fucking beautiful, this monster of my current nightmare. I knew how broad his shoulders really were. I knew he had a small mole just under his right nipple. If I thought hard enough I could remember just how his abs felt under my palms. He’d given me everything I wanted, a perfect playground to lose myself in. I’d been so fucking stupid. So blind.
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   Is he okay? What about me? I was cracking up, the stone that had guarded me not even there to help me. The knife was so deep in my chest I couldn’t even feel my heart beating. I believed ice really could flow inside my veins. My fingers were numb, and I had to curl my toes in my pumps to remember they were there. 
 
   Breathe. Breathe. The darkness was coming and I was afraid. For the first time in forever, I wanted to stay in the light. He made me believe that I belonged there. But I didn’t. I fucking didn’t. 
 
   “He got into a stack of papers and had himself a good time. I informed your veterinarian and he was assisted. He’s fine now. Anyway I thought you should know. Have a good day.”
 
   I turned to walk out but his hand on my arm stopped me.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot. He ate the background checks you had on me, Welsh, Pam, and my mother. He didn’t eat it all, but it was enough to give him a pretty upset tummy. He’s fine. I’m fine. We’re done. There is nothing else to discuss.”
 
   He went pale and I felt my heart twinge. No, fuck that.
 
   “Celeste, let me explain.”
 
   “Oh you’ve had plenty of time for that. At the resort, in your bed, this morning, yesterday, a month ago. Pick so many days, but not today, right now, this instant. I believed you. I trusted you. I guess you already knew how hard that was for me. And I hate you, but what’s worse? I can only hate you because I loved you. Loved you Royce. I was so afraid to tell you, to ruin what we had, but it doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “Celeste I—”
 
   “Shut up! Stop talking. I’ve moved everything out of your house. You told me once if I told you never to contact me again you wouldn’t. Don’t ever come near me or my family again.”
 
   I ran out, ignoring him yelling behind me. I didn’t care, didn’t want to look back. I couldn’t. I raced to my car, already picking up my phone. I dialed the one number that could heal me, help me get through the pain. Help me twist that pain into pleasure that felt so good.
 
   “Celeste? Are you okay?” Slick asked.
 
   “No. No I’m not okay.” I switched to Bluetooth as I peeled out of the parking garage.
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   That easy. That sweet acceptance with no questions, no censure, just help. I cried hearing it, needing it. How did she always save me? Why did I ever run away from her?
 
   “A job, as many as you can get me.”
 
   “I’ve got a few that could help you right now.”
 
   I listened to her as I drove, and it didn’t take long until I was in my driveway. Slick was still talking, I was still crying, and my heart was still in pieces. How would I survive this?
 
   “I don’t care!” I yelled. “I don’t care how they want me to fuck them. I don’t care who they want me to pretend to be. No regulars, they like to be too sweet. Give me some new ones that don’t know the ropes yet. Make sure the money is right. I want enough johns to drown in for the next couple of weeks.”
 
   “Celeste this isn’t healthy. Let me make sure it’s safe for you first, that’s all I ask. I know some I can give you, but don’t do anything stupid tonight. I’ll find someone, okay?”
 
   “Thank you, Slick. For being there.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   I hung up and got out of my car, wiping my face. As my tears cleared I looked into a face I didn’t want to see.
 
   “Johns? Money? You some sort of hoe? You are aren’t you? That’s how you can afford this big old house out here. Trifling bitch, and you thought you could toss a couple grand my way a couple of months and thought that would be good enough?”
 
   “Pam? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t fucking play with me. I heard it. I heard it all.”
 
   Fuck!
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   My world was crashing apart and I didn’t know how to put it back together again. Pam stood in front of me, in her blue jeans, black pumps, and a designer pea coat, looking more fabulous than I’d seen her in a while. Only now did I see her car parked on the other side of the street. It was too late now.  I clenched my fists, feeling my keys dig into my palm.
 
   “Whatever you thought you heard, Pam, you’re wrong. What are you doing here?”
 
   “You think you can weasel your way out of this, but you can’t, Celeste. I’ve got proof. I know what I heard.”
 
   She lifted her phone and shook it at me, taunting me with it. Then she turned it and pressed on the screen a few times. The sound was a bit muffled, but I couldn’t misunderstand what I was hearing.
 
   I don’t care how they want me to fuck them. I don’t care who they want me to pretend to be. No regulars, they like to be too sweet. Give me some new ones that don’t know the ropes yet. And then make sure the money is right. I want enough johns to drown in through the next couple of weeks.
 
   I felt sick to my stomach and forced my back straight. I would not heave in front of this leeching bitch of a woman I had the unfortunate luck to call sister. This couldn’t be happening. Not after Royce and finding out he was a fraud. When it rained, it poured. I was fucking drenched and I all wanted to do was get dry.
 
   How was I supposed to argue with my own words? I knew better than to talk to Slick like that out in the open, even in the safety of my own car. Another wound to lie at the feet of Royce Mattherson. He rocked my world and tore me up. I made a huge mistake and I knew that Pam would make me pay for it.
 
   “What does it matter, Pam? As long as I keep you dressed in nice things and give you all the spending money you want, what the fuck do you care about my life?”
 
   “It’s nice having a rich boyfriend isn’t it? Was he one of the men you fucked for money? I bet he wanted you all to himself, that’s why he warned me and Momma to stay away from you. But I don’t think five stacks a week is going to cut it anymore.”
 
   What the fuck was she talking about? Outside of the one meeting with Pam, I hadn’t known Royce to interact with my mother or sister at all. Part of me wanted to ask her what she meant, but a larger part of me just wanted her gone. Away from my house, gone from me, and out of my life. 
 
   “Just leave Pam,” I told her. I hefted my purse up on my shoulder and turned away from her. I wasn’t in the mood for her shit.
 
   “Don’t walk away from me, or I’ll take this to the nearest newspaper and see how your little boy toy feels then.”
 
   I froze. I hated what Royce did to me, but I didn’t want to see him hurt. It had been a lie to say I hated him, I knew it was, but it was the only way I knew how to express the pain deep inside of me. What he didn’t deserve, however, was to be caught up in the shit storm my sister could drum up because she was greedy. 
 
   No one deserved that.
 
   “You keep him out of it, Pam. This has nothing to do with him, and he wasn’t a john.”
 
   “I don’t believe you and the press wouldn’t either. Poor little whore trying to get all uppity and shit. You treat us like we don’t mean a thing and you spread your legs for anyone with the ability to pay the price. Who are you to talk? Momma and I deserve to have you take care of us. It’s because of you that Momma lost the house and her husband. It’s because of you my friends started leaving me alone and guys didn’t want to fuck me in case I had the ‘cry rape’ syndrome like my stupid sister. You? You’re just a fucked up whore getting paid to do what you do best.”
 
   It was fucking true, and we both knew it. I couldn’t stop the bile rising in my throat. I dropped to my knees, spewing what little was in my stomach onto the concrete. I stayed there, trying to catch my breath between each painful lurch of my stomach. 
 
   I was dirty.
 
   I didn’t mean shit.
 
   I was nothing.
 
   That’s why Royce hadn’t really loved me. How could he? I’d been destroyed so long ago, and there was no way to find my way back. Part of me regretted running from his home. At least there I had a sense of normalcy. It didn’t matter if it wasn't real. I loved him, and that could have been enough. I could have acted like I didn't know he researched me, knew all of my past. I could have held on to him;  then Pam wouldn’t know my dirty little secret. I wouldn’t feel like I was alone in the middle of a tsunami, fighting waves that were dragging me under and crushing me.
 
   I wouldn’t feel like I couldn’t survive.
 
   “I’m not going to feel sorry for you,” Pam hissed at me, stepping closer. I let her words run over me. There was the pain, that knife’s edge that I needed to remind myself of my place in life. I clung to what she said, because it was what I already knew. 
 
   I tried to hide from it for a while, but a tiger doesn’t change its stripes. 
 
   “I know,” I told her. I spat the last residue out of my mouth and slowly got to my feet. “What do you want?”
 
   That was always the question right? Pam was easy. She wanted money, she wanted to be taken care of so she didn’t have to lift a finger. Momma needed to feel like she could escape the world and find that same blissful ignorance in perpetrating that she had more money than she did. Royce needed sex and a project that kept him going, that made him feel good about himself.
 
   I could be the source of all that. 
 
   Me. 
 
   And I ran away, guilty of trying to have more than I should have. Trying to have my own slice of happiness. But Royce once told me, and I was too blind to see it, that people like me didn’t get happy endings. No, I was the stepping stone to their peace.
 
   That’s it. That’s all.
 
   “I want more than just some fucking money. After knowing this, you can afford more than you’ve been peeling off to me and Momma.”
 
   “Just tell me, Pam. It’s been a long night and I want to go inside.”
 
   “Why bother? It’s going to be my house soon. I want you out by the end of the week. Sign the deed over to me.”
 
   No. Not that. I’d worked hard for my home. Struggled and went through so much for it. Pam could have my money. Hell, she could have every dime in my bank accounts. Momma would benefit from that too. But I needed my home to stay sane. I needed it to be the one place I could go and lock out the harsh realities on the outside. I couldn’t give my house up. Ever.
 
   “No!”
 
   I screamed my answer before I even realized it. Then those words hit me again. My words. Playing muffled on Pam’s phone, but clear enough that anyone would be able to understand it. The noose tightened around my neck. The walls were closing in and I searched for a way out, racking my brain.
 
   “You can have everything in my bank accounts. That’s six figures, Pam. You could buy a house with that. You don’t need this one.”
 
   “But I like this one. Give it to me, and toss in some of that money in the accounts while you’re at it. You can make money to buy a new one.”
 
   “And where the fuck am I supposed to stay until then?”
 
   “With your boo, who else? You’ll just have to come up with some sort of reason. He might get mad at first, but you tell him either he has to pay up, or you'll find someone who will.”
 
   “Is that what you do, Pam? How many men have you doped into paying your "bills" while I’ve been taking care of you? You still on Section 8? Getting Welfare checks?”
 
   “I won’t need it anymore, real soon. Don’t get smart with me, bitch. I can take everything you have and leave your ass in jail. Then what will you do? You’re lucky I’m leaving your ass free to make money.”
 
   “You think you are my pimp now Pam? You think you are going to take everything from me and I’m just going to lie down and take it?”
 
   Not my house. My sanctuary. I was so fucking done. So done.
 
   I was on a rollercoaster, my mind spiraling between believing everything she said, and wanting to fight. I was standing on the edge, ready to jump and say fuck it all. Ready to crash and burn and finally be free of everything that weighed me down.
 
   What if I could?
 
   My house was paid off and they couldn’t take it from me. Slick had enough lawyers to save herself. The men I dealt with kept tight security on their dealings. I may have to face the consequences alone, but when I came out the other side, I wouldn’t give a shit what Pam asked for. 
 
   Clarity stole through my mind, washing away the guilt, pain, and anger. I was calm, so very calm. I wasn’t going to do this anymore. I wasn’t going to be anyone’s stepping stone. Forget what Pam and Momma needed. They were grown ass women who needed to learn to take care of themselves and stop blaming a childhood mistake for all of their problems. I’d warn Slick that the fire was coming and buckle down. I wasn’t going to give up anything else.
 
   Royce had, at least, given me a margin of my strength back, and I was going to fight to keep it. I’d need it to survive the coming days. I was nervous and afraid, but I wouldn’t stop it from coming. Because that was the only way I’d ever be healed.
 
   “Screw you Pam. I’m done taking care of you and Momma. Take the recording to anyone you damn well please; you won’t get another dime from me, as long as I live.”
 
   “You’ll regret this!”
 
   I ignored her screeching as I walked to my door and unlocked it. I looked at her, sucking my teeth in disgust as I slammed the door. I was going to get free of all of this. Of Pam. Of Momma. Slick and Royce. I didn’t care. 
 
   It was time to start living for me. One fucking painful step at a time.
 
   I took out my phone and dialed Slick.
 
   “Celeste?”
 
   “Just listen and then I’m going to hang up. Pam recorded my side of our conversation. Right now she doesn’t know who you are or how to get in contact with you. I’m going to destroy everything I have. Make me disappear in your records Slick. If we ever meet again, you’re just Alina, and I’m Celeste. But know that I thank you for everything you ever did for me,  you’re just an addiction I have to kick. I love you. Goodbye.”
 
   I hung up and tore through my house, searching for my hidden black books and flash drives with my accounting records. I destroyed everything, burning the drives and books until they were nothing but ash and molten electronic parts.
 
   Then I went through my clothing and pulled anything that could be classified or remembered from my visits to clients. I torched wigs and dresses, cosplay attire and negligee. By the time I was done I’d destroyed nearly half the items in my closet, but I was okay with that. What was left was the wardrobe of a paralegal that made an above average salary and took care of herself.
 
   By the time I was finished Ms. Whore was nowhere to be found.
 
   She was just inside of my head, and I’d deal with how to satisfy her later.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   I’d never felt the pain in my chest in my life before. Celeste walked out on me, and dammit, I let her. Why? Because she asked, and she looked so fragile I worried that if I tried to make her see my side it would only further destroy what may have been left.
 
   My greatest fear realized, and I hadn’t been able to say a word.
 
   I shouldn’t have been so careless with the papers, but Celeste had made no move to ever go into my office, and I’d trusted in that. It was an odd way we worked together. She could pick up my phone and look at it to tell me who was calling, or I could do the same with her. We didn’t hide things from each other, at least not outside of her past and my knowledge of it. But I’d been able to understand why she hid it, and let it go.
 
   But losing her because I didn't tell her, ripped me to shreds. How she ever thought I would let things go, I didn’t know, but I’d allow her to think so. At least for a little while. Once she calmed down a bit, I’d come back for her and I’d make her listen to me. 
 
   Until then, I’d make sure I kept tabs on her as best as possible. She was not going to go back to Alina and let another man touch her. I didn’t give a shit what she thought. We were not through and she would always be mine.
 
   “It’s worse than you thought,” Vincent said as he sat across from me. I let him in my house after directing him to follow Celeste from my office and make sure she made it home fine. He was also supposed to stay there and make sure she didn’t leave.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Her sister showed up and overheard a conversation. From what I could hear, once the screaming match started, is that Pam wants Celeste’s house and will send the tape to the media if Celeste doesn’t give it to her by the end of the week.”
 
   I froze. Everything in me focused on those few sentences. I turned my head slowly toward Vincent, narrowing my eyes, but I didn’t see him. I wanted to punch something. Instead I picked up the nearest lamp and sent it crashing across the room.
 
   “Now, I want you to repeat that again, one more time,” I told him. If I wasn’t so angry the sound of my voice might have scared me. I’d heard that same cold, calculated anger in my father’s voice so many times. 
 
   The sound of it had been enough to send my mother cowering, but I couldn’t stop myself. Didn’t care to. That pathetic excuse of a woman wanted to hurt my girl. I listened as Vincent told me the details, seeing red when he told me about Celeste dropping to the ground and puking her guts out.
 
   “And at what point did you think it wouldn’t be a good idea to intervene?” I asked him.
 
   “You wanted me to stay in the shadows and just watch, so I did.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to call me?”
 
   “Royce—”
 
   “Save it. Don’t tell anyone else what you heard and let me handle it.”
 
   I turned away from him, dismissing him from my presence as easily as I did from my thoughts. Pam was going to pay, in one way or the other, but first, I needed to make sure Celeste was covered. I found my phone in my office and dialed Maurice.
 
   “These calls are becoming plentiful, Royce.”
 
   “Yeah, well, let’s just say I’m about to save you some leg work. Alina is going to face some blowback soon.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “Long story short, I had a little bit of a row with Celeste today and it exploded into a nasty situation. Pam has threatened to give a recorded conversation to the media. Now, she isn’t aware of Alina’s part or who she is, but it will be enough. She demands Celeste sign over her home to her by the end of the week.”
 
   “Shit, this isn’t good. Not fucking good at all. If Celeste gives Pam the house that will only make Pam demand more. Did she tell Pam that she wouldn’t sign it over?”
 
   “Yes, from what Vincent has told me. I want to make sure you get Alina clear of this.”
 
   “And by doing so protect Celeste.”
 
   “Exactly. Our mutual contact with you is the only reason I dealt with Alina for the fundraisers. She helped me find Celeste and I won’t let her be ruined because of it.”
 
   “Something I am sure she will appreciate. Shit, that’s her calling now. I’ve got to take this, but thank you for the heads up. I’ll be able to keep her calm. Get Celeste out of that house for now. It’ll only stoke the fires.”
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   I disconnected the call and headed for my keys. Celeste was going to be back in my house tonight, whether she wanted to be or not.
 
   * * *
 
   “If you slam that door in my face I’m going to rip it off the damn hinges.”
 
   Celeste looked like she was musing over doing it anyway when I barged into her home past her. I spun around, smelling burnt stuff in the air.
 
   “Was there a fire in here?”
 
   “Of sorts. Get the hell out of my house. I asked you not to contact me again.”
 
   “I’m not contacting you, I came over in person. See, no phone or other electronic device involved.”
 
   “I don’t want you here.”
 
   “Too bad, because I want to be here and you aren’t going to stop me.” 
 
   “I can’t do this with you right now,” she said. The pain in her voice only made me angrier.
 
   “You’re always running. Always. So what, you found out I knew about your background? I’m a billionaire, for God’s sake, what did you expect?”
 
   “That you would have fucking told me the truth.”
 
   “And what good would that have done? Huh? You were looking for an excuse to run away and the minute you got it you tucked tail and ran. Knowing what I did didn’t stop me from seeing you again. It didn’t stop me from eating you like my last fucking supper in the middle of my restaurant. It didn’t stop anything until you saw it.”
 
   “I’m not going to argue with you and you’re not going to make me feel bad for finding out that you were a liar. You had all the time in the world to tell me. All those times I broke down to you and you already knew! You made me feel like a fool. Well, I’m done being one.”
 
   “Great. So now that we’ve got that out of the way, go pack and bring your ass back to my house where you belong.”
 
   We were yelling, our chests heaved as we glared at each other, but I wasn’t going to back down. She was meant to be by my side, in my bed, in my life. I wasn’t going to let her go, not when she needed me most. I hadn’t even begun to talk to her about why she had to come with me. 
 
   Just seeing her again, and it hadn't even been that long, was enough to get my heart pumping. I wanted her now, bent over her couch, and taking me as deep inside of her as I could go. I wanted her screaming and clawing at me, beating out her frustrations in orgasms until we could go back to where we were before. Before I fucked it up and lost her by not telling her the truth.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you, Royce. Ever again. It’s over. Just let me move on.”
 
   Fuck. That.
 
   I stalked over to her and pulled her into my arms before she could get away. We were eye to eye as she hit my shoulders with her bunched fists. I could see the tears holding on by a thread. If she blinked they would fall.
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “No you don’t. Don’t lie to yourself, or to me. Pam was here tonight, and she threatened you. You want to know the truth? Fine. I had you followed from my building because you’re mine and I protect what’s mine, even when they’re spouting some nonsense about us being through. He heard the argument and came to me. Did you think I wouldn’t do everything in my power to keep you safe? Did you think you couldn’t turn to me?”
 
   “You lied to me!”
 
   “No, I just didn’t tell you what I knew about you, that’s all. I was giving you time. But that didn’t stop me from forcing that piece of shit detective into reopening your case and making sure Welsh ends up in jail. That didn’t stop me from putting my own lawyer in the mix to protect your interest and destroy Welsh’s professional career, so that if, for whatever reason, he does go to trial, he has nothing. I didn’t tell you any of this, but I did it. Not for some fucking accolades, or because I wanted to win my way into your vagina. I did it because I couldn’t stop myself.”
 
   “I don’t trust you. I can’t anymore,” she said. She rested her forehead against mine, closing her eyes.
 
   “Yes you can. If you don’t believe in anything else, trust me to fight for you. I’m here, aren’t I? You don’t need to be in this house in case Pam wants to threaten you again. With me, she can’t find you. That will give my lawyer time to help get you as clean as possible. Once this blows over and we get some legal paperwork in her life, or a jail sentence, we’ll talk about us.”
 
   “There isn’t an us.”
 
   “Celeste, there will always be an us. Count on that too.”
 
   I let her down and stepped back from her. She’d either go pack and give one sign, just a small sign that things would be okay, or I’d have to force her, and risk stepping over a boundary that neither of us may be able to come back from.
 
   I hoped, with everything in me, that she wouldn’t force my hand, because I would. God help me, but I would do anything for her, even make her hate me to protect her from herself. 
 
   Please, Celeste, for me, take that step.
 
   She shook her head and smiled crookedly at me, tears dripping down her face.
 
   “This doesn’t mean anything.”
 
   She disappeared to her bedroom and I stayed where I was, breathing. Just breathing. My throat felt sore and my eyes curiously scratchy but I tilted my head back and held on. That step meant more to me than she ever could realize. That step meant there was a chance, somewhere in there she believed in me, in us. She couldn’t ignore it any more than I could and it went a long way to sooth the pain brewing inside of since she walked out of my office.
 
   We weren’t okay, and I knew it. I knew there was a lot I could do to make things better, but I couldn’t do them and fight for her at the same time. There wouldn’t be a way to win. Now, right now, was the most important investment I’d ever argued for. She was the girl more precious than my bank account, and more important than my name.
 
   Because without her, as fucking nauseating as it sounded, Royce Mattherson wasn’t anything.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Being in Royce’s home, in his bed, once more was surreal. Especially when he went to sleep in one of his guest rooms to give me space. We moved around each other like uneasy allies at war, just waiting for the end before we were on opposing sides once more.
 
   I think that had more to do with me.
 
   There were times I saw him watching me with such a pained expression that I wanted to crawl into his arms and kiss him. I missed his warmth, his touch. I wanted to wake up beside him. My bedfellows were Titan, Lady, and Toto. Andy stuck beside Royce and whined every time he saw me. I wondered if he was remembering his unfortunate bout with my background or if he sensed that I was hurting the man who loved him.
 
   I wasn’t so sure.
 
   All I knew was my heart hurt and I was afraid to take it off the shelf again. Mentally, I understood Royce’s reasoning. I don’t know when the right time would have been to come out and tell me what he knew. It would have had the same result, regardless. I think he knew that too. That only made me feel worse. Because my fear had a chokehold on me and I couldn’t see past it. 
 
   No matter what I tried, it didn’t work. 
 
   Those same old doubts twisted through my head, pushing me further and further down. The more I looked at Royce and all he was doing for me, the worse I felt. Royce was always on the phone, talking to Vincent, the private investigator who found out about my past, and Maurice, his lawyer. Vincent even came by with my particular piece of the background checks and handed everything over to me.
 
   “I just need to keep what I have on Welsh and your family. I’m sorry, but they are still part of my job.”
 
   I’d accepted it from him, not even looking at the pages, but understanding he was giving me the only available copy. He was giving me back my privacy. Royce escorted him out then came back with a trash bin and a long grill lighter. 
 
   “Make it go away,” he told me and I did. 
 
   I read each sheet, twice, and burned them when I was finished. I watched my past go up in smoke and wondered if I could truly be rid of it that easy.
 
   Royce took me to and from work every day, waiting for Pam to attempt to make an appearance, but for three days was silent. Maurice prepared a gag order to have her sign, after convincing me to press charges for blackmail and extortion if she didn’t. Vincent had been great enough to produce the trail of funds I’d given her over the years. It would mean my past as an escort may come out, but I was ready to face the music.
 
   Dark and dangerous sex no longer held its appeal to me. Royce had ruined me for any other man and it was good I cut things off with Alina. While the police may not have been able to find any proof, the circulation of rumors would turn into a PR nightmare for Royce and me, but he was willing to weather the storm. His support made me stronger.
 
   And so, it all came back to him.
 
   I wanted to give in. Truly, I just couldn’t. One day the sense of betrayal would lessen and I’d let myself crave him again. I hoped he would still be there, waiting for me. Now, I just worked. Sitting at my desk was eerily nerve-wracking. I was waiting for Pam to show up, to spout more venom. I wanted this over with. Waiting to see what she’d do was as bad as knowing she was going to do it.
 
   When she walked into the office, this time in a bright yellow sundress and white heels, I almost sighed with relief. Until she opened her mouth.
 
   “You think you can scare me, bitch? You have your little boyfriend send his lawyer boy after me with some gag order if I don’t play ball. Fuck you both.”
 
   “Pam, this is my job. Leave.”
 
   Pam smiled nastily and tilted her head back. As loud as she could she started yelling.
 
   “You’re nothing but a high paid escort fucking Royce Mattherson for money. How long has he been one of your johns huh?”
 
   Then she brought out her phone and pressed play. As the lawyers I worked with since getting out of college came rushing in with all the commotion, their clients in tow, I felt the blood leave my face. Here it was, her move. As the words filled the silence I looked around the room, seeing varying expressions of anger, disgust, and sexual interest.
 
   “Get security in here, and escort both of these women out of the premises. You are fired, Ms. Askew. That voice on the tape is unmistakably yours,” Mr. Cole said.
 
   I hadn’t expected him to turn on me. He hired me, given me a chance over so many others. But I saw the lust in his eyes, and I think what he did had more to do with attempting to hire me in a another way rather than any delicate sensibilities.
 
   “Yeah, she’s had you all fooled, paying me money to keep my mouth shut, but she’s killing our mother. We’re tired of her doing something so dangerous with her life. Celeste you need to get help.”
 
   Something in me snapped when I heard Pam speak. So eloquent, so fake. She acted well, crocodile tears spilling down her perfectly made up face. If I didn’t know her, I wouldn’t have guessed she was lying. I didn’t care who was there or what trouble I’d get into. 
 
   Anger rolled and bubbled to the surface.
 
   I leapt at her, scrambling over my desk to get to her. I laughed at her scream as she dropped her phone and tried to run. I stopped her by grabbing her perfectly sewn-in hair extensions and dragged her to the ground. In seconds I straddled her, punching her in the face. It felt good. So fucking good.
 
   The bitch deserved it in so many ways.
 
   “He raped me! He touched me. Locked me in a cage and told me I’d get out if I just pleased him. I never lied. Momma knew. She knew it and she acted like she didn’t believe me. I know when Momma’s lying. I always have.”
 
   Punch. 
 
   Blood leaked from her nose as someone screamed. A man yelled for me to let her go, but I couldn’t; the rage was too much to contain now and I didn’t want to. If I was going to jail, I was going to go because I gave her the beating she fucking royally deserved. I was tired of turning the other cheek.
 
   How about she turn her other damn cheek, so I could fucking punch her again.
 
   “You wanna blame me? Huh? Who the fuck are you, miss fuck every man who walks so he can act like he loves me? At least I found a way to survive, to fight back. I made my own money. All you did was lay up and wait for it to come to you. Who’s the real whore now?”
 
   Hands gripped me and I fought them too. It took them a while to pry her hair from my fingers and pull me from her body. No problem, my feet would work. I kicked her in the side and was satisfied when I heard her gasp.
 
   “Bitch.”
 
   “You are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand the rights as I have read them to you? With these rights in mind, do you wish to speak to me?” the cop asked me.
 
   Shit!
 
   “I understand, and no I don’t want to talk to you. I want my lawyer.”
 
   I was a damn paralegal; I knew how to handle myself with law enforcement and knew my rights. Never really thought I’d be on this side of handcuffs, but I couldn’t say I regretted it, not one minute. An officer was checking on Pam, then he talked into his radio requesting for EMS. 
 
   I lost my mind. I attacked my sister and blood was everywhere. I lost my job, my history was out there in front of lawyers, who could surely use it against me, or at least would tell the cops what they’d heard. I hadn’t thought about destroying the phone in my mad dash to bash my sister’s face in. 
 
   Dammit handcuffs hurt.
 
   It took three hours. Three long hours of them making me wait until a lawyer was there. I knew I’d pissed them off by lawyering up immediately, but I didn’t want to risk saying something in anger that would jeopardize my case. I was definitely looking at felony assault, and that brought jail time. Yep, that wasn't the best move in the world. Now that my anger cooled, I could see that. 
 
   My lawyer was a tall man with dark hair and glasses. His suit was expensive, I knew money when I saw it. He was also not the lawyer I’d phoned. My lawyer, while not a bottom feeder by any means, would have not wasted his money on a suit like that. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Nice to finally meet you, Celeste.”
 
   I knew that voice. “Maurice?”
 
   “Maurice Johnson, Attorney at Law, son of Henrik Johnson.”
 
   “Of Weiss, Johnson, and Cole?” I manage to squeak out.
 
   “The same. My father didn’t like very much when I contacted him, but as I represent one of their silent partners, they weren’t interested so much in pressing charges.”
 
   “Silent partner?”
 
   “Yes. Royce Mattherson gave the seed money to Mr. Cole in order to help make the firm exclusive to high-paid corporations. He also holds most of the clients, who he passes through me to them. They’d lose all of them if they touched you.”
 
   Royce, once again, saving my ass. I closed my eyes and slumped back in the cold chair. My hair was a mess and my dress was splattered with my sister’s blood. I wasn’t at my best by a long shot, but Royce was there for me. In my worst and best of times. I couldn’t ignore that, no matter how much I tried to.
 
   “What about Pam? She can still press charges.”
 
   “Apparently, according to her story, you were acting in self-defense. In return for that, Royce has prepared to give her and your mother two million dollars apiece. They will also sign a gag order and will have restraining orders put on them. You will never have to deal with either of them again. There are still some residual issues that have come up. Your sister made a few stops before coming to you, but we will handle that soon enough.”
 
   “What else did she do?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather go home, get cleaned up, and pack your things? It’s my understanding that you won’t be staying in that home any longer.”
 
   His understanding. Or Royce’s? 
 
   “Royce again,” I said, already knowing the answer.
 
   “For your protection. I’ll take you to your former residence and then we can head to him. He’ll be waiting.”
 
   Yeah, I bet he would be. I didn’t say anything as I stood up and walked with Maurice out the door. We headed to out-processing, and he stayed by my side through it all, answering questions for me and retrieving my things. I was in a fog, wondering exactly how I was going to apologize to the man I loved for saving me.
 
   Like always.
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   Royce
 
    
 
   I didn’t bother waiting for her at her new home. It would have wasted both our times, and I wanted to see her as soon as she got into her house. This last assault by Pam had me gritting my teeth. I had to admit, I was partially proud of Celeste for standing up for herself and fighting back, but I hadn’t expected it to be literally fighting. 
 
   Though I did quite a bit of damage control with Maurice, Vincent, and Alina’s help, Pam had succeeded in outing Celeste to the press. From what Vincent could scrounge up she’d made her way to no less than five newspapers before going to Celeste’s office. By then she was angry enough to show Celeste her revenge and get her fired. It may have been a bad move on my part, getting the gag order to her before I gave her a solid reason to take it, other than facing lawsuits tossed at her.
 
   Pam was money hungry enough that the idea of getting into legal trouble hadn’t meant anything to her. How much could I get out of her anyway when she had the juicy story? she was right, and I played my hand too soon. Now I had to deal with the clean up, and the blowback would hurt Celeste more than anyone else. Alina was a nebulous figure in Pam’s story, and Maurice made sure she was covered. 
 
   But I was one of L.A.’s most eligible bachelors, and this sort of damning publicity wouldn’t help. It wouldn’t really matter if it was true or not to the masses. Human nature wanted to wish for the rags to riches story, even applauded it, but most didn’t believe they really existed. It would make much more sense that I paid Celeste with my dirty money than to explain I simply fell in love with a paralegal, no matter how me met.
 
   I sighed, fidgeting and waiting for Celeste and Maurice to get here. I just wanted to hold her and blow up the world around us. I wished we were the only two people left on earth and then maybe we’d be able to live in peace.
 
   But this wasn’t a fairy tale, and I didn’t even know where Celeste and I stood. I could be doing this all for nothing, have my name dragged through the mud, lose four million dollars, and still not get the girl. The idea of it didn’t even make sense to me, but my heart felt the fear. 
 
   I turned as the door opened and Celeste, looking haggard and tired, walked through the door with Maurice on her heels. He was carrying the box they packed her things into from her desk, and nodded when he saw me. Celeste hadn’t yet, and I took the time to study her.
 
   She wasn’t glowing anymore. She was dull and lifeless, beaten down by the circumstances surrounding us. I told Maurice to allow me to explain to her the fight wasn’t exactly over, but it would be soon. I regretted I would have to add any more weight to her already slim shoulders.
 
   She carried so much for so long, and I wished I could just take it from her. When she looked up,  her face brightened before her mask slipped on. That sign, small as it was, buoyed me.
 
   “How did you even get in here?” There was no heat to her question, only a quiet resignation like she was used to my overhandedness. She probably was.
 
   “I had the locks changed today before you got home. I wanted to make sure no one could get in here but you and I.”
 
   “What if I didn’t want you in here?”
 
   “Tough.”
 
   “I’m going to leave this here and head home,” Maurice said. He carried the box to the dining room table and sat it down. I met him there and shook his hand.
 
   “Thank you for everything.”
 
   I ran my business like a tight ship, but even I recognized Maurice had gone above and beyond his duties working with Celeste and the problems that had come from it. I appreciated him more than he knew. 
 
   “I know who to call if I ever get tied up in a mess,” Maurice responded. He nodded at me before turning to Celeste.
 
   “Let’s not meet like this again, shall we?”
 
   “You’re on,” she said, a smile playing on her lips. Maurice left, unlocking and closing the door behind him.
 
   We were alone, awkward and uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what to say, and she wouldn’t look me in the eyes. This had to be the hardest conversation I’d ever had in my life, and we hadn’t said a word to each other. She looked sad there, with her stretched out dress with spots of red on it. Her pretty French roll had come half undone and she had flyaway hairs all around her face. 
 
   She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever known and she didn’t even know it. All the women I had before paled in comparison. It didn’t matter if they were a model or if they were high-powered business women. Celeste had survived things that many couldn’t even dream about.
 
   Sure, she coped with it in a horrible way, but I couldn’t fault her for it. Who could truly understand how messed up Welsh had left her? I wished, once again, I had a few days alone with him. He deserved a long, thorough beating that he wouldn’t come out from the same. 
 
   I’d never been really bloodthirsty before Celeste. Angry, yes. Mad enough to want to punch someone’s lights out? A few times. But so mad that all I had left was cold rage? That only came out when it came to the one woman who stole my heart. 
 
   And she wasn’t speaking to me.
 
   We stared at each other, balancing between what we should do and what we wanted to do and neither of us were sure which way to go. I wanted too much from her right now that I didn’t know what to demand first. I thought she looked so tired, so broken, that I just wanted to pick her up and take her to bed. I wanted to watch over her as she slept, like I did the first night we stayed together, and make sure she knew she wouldn’t have to be afraid again.
 
   But she wasn’t talking and I was tired of the silence. Finally I sighed roughly.
 
   “I might as well tell you the rest. Pam stopped at some newspapers before going to your office. By the time the midnight story goes live, I’m sure you and I are going to be front page news.”
 
   “Maurice told me she’d done more. The gag order doesn’t cover it?” She asked a question, but her features barely changed. I hated that blank stare. That small show of happiness when she first saw me was nowhere to be found now and I missed it.
 
   “She’d already done it and there wasn’t any way that I could get it pulled. It will get a little nasty for a while but I think I’ve come up with something to clear this all up and it’ll blow over.”
 
   “And what’s to say that after all of this, when she’s done spending the money you gave her that she just won’t come back for more? You shouldn’t have given in.” Now she showed something, as she shook her head at me, looking back up with sad eyes.
 
   It was better than nothing, but we needed to clear something up, right now.
 
   “The money is pocket change and not as important to me as you. I’m not silly enough to give her one lump sum. She will receive weekly payments over the next couple of years, and doing anything within that time will make payments automatically cease. She will face lawsuits and jail time if she breaks her contract. Besides the restraining order will keep her away from you.”
 
   “That and moving into your house.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and I couldn’t help but to smile, though it made my face feel like it was cracking.
 
   “That can be as temporary as you want. Ask me, Celeste, and I’ll have a house built for you in a secure neighborhood where she can’t pop up. Ask me and you’ll have a job in my firm and won’t ever have to worry about money again.”
 
   It hurt to tell her that, but I had to give her an out. My girl always needed an escape route. I just hoped that, after this talk, that escape route would be me.
 
   “And what if I just want you?”
 
   Did my knees just buckle? Fuck, I hope not.
 
   “You already have me. Can’t ask for what you have.”
 
   She didn’t move and I didn’t either. Waiting. Always waiting. For her to see me. To trust me. To know I would do whatever it took to make her happy. Dammit, I’d even wait for longer, until she knew it. She tied me up in knots and I didn’t want to be untangled.
 
   “I lied to you,” I said, the words rushing out of me. “I told you that people like us don’t get happy endings. I was wrong. We can, if we fight for them. It may not be easy and we won’t have a story to tell the grandchildren someday, but it will be good enough for us. I told you I couldn’t give you what you wanted, that it wouldn’t matter. But it does Celeste. It matters more than I ever thought. You mean more than I could ever believe. I wish my mother could have met you. God, she’d have loved you.”
 
   I watched her take a step forward, tears clogging my throat. I wanted her in my arms but she looked ready to bolt, eyes wide and frightened. I didn’t know what to do. I was so very powerful but I was powerless when it came to her. I clenched my fist and felt the nails dig into my palms. She took another step and then another as I sucked in a breath.
 
   “Why do you fight so hard, Royce? What does it even matter? I’ve lived my entire life by the needs of someone else. You run over me, take over my life, and control it. You hold the power to destroy me, and it terrifies me. What if you’re just as bad for me? What if you’re worse?”
 
   I couldn’t answer her questions. In some ways, I was worse. I could take everything away from her and she wouldn’t be able to fight it. In the blink of an eye, I could put her out on the streets and leave her scrounging to ink out an existence. And I could turn my back on her, leave her floundering in the dark.
 
   But doing any of those things would also destroy me. That was what she didn’t understand, couldn’t understand, and I had to make her see.
 
   “Because, Celeste, you could do the same to me. Sometimes I’m afraid I’m my father. That eventually I’ll get so angry I’ll self-destruct and make every person who ever meant anything to me my enemy. That I will see my mother’s face beneath my fists and won’t care. Sometimes I worry I’ve made my life all about my business and nothing else matters as much as that. But then I met you.”
 
   She lifted her hands and placed them on my chest. They were the only things that connected us and my heart pounded against my ribcage, aching to break out and get to her. Just her hands, a small expanse of space, was all I needed to give me the strength to say the rest.
 
   “I fight for you, Celeste, because sometimes I can’t fight for myself. Because you see me and understand me without me having to explain it because you’ve been there. I fight because I don’t want anything to ever hurt you, especially me. Jesus, Celeste, I fight because falling in love with you saved me and I need to save you too. Won’t you let me? Just once, Celeste, let someone be your armor. I’m the man for you, and I swear to God, you won’t ever have to fall again.”
 
   She fell into my arms for the last time. And I caught her, just like I promised.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   I didn’t even know what I was thinking as he kissed me. Were there any words to describe the happiness coursing through my veins or to understand how much his words meant to me? 
 
   The answer was simple—no.
 
   This man, so quiet and powerful, a man the media knew as charismatic and to die for sexy, was weak when it came to me. I saw his fears and his worries, his struggles and his secrets, and I loved him anyway.
 
   I just couldn’t get the words out. 
 
   I regretted not saying them, not screaming at the top of my lungs that he was the only man for me. But he’d hurt me so bad. I could understand it, even applaud him for wanting to get revenge for me, but he did it. The reasons didn’t matter; the outcome only made it bittersweet.
 
   That little girl inside of me was trapped back in her vault and she was too afraid to come out.
 
   Though, as he touched me, slowly peeling my clothes off my body, the woman in me slowly began to stand up. She crawled out of the darkness, inch by slow inch, her decaying form gaining weight and beauty until she looked like me again. There were tears in her eyes and I felt them spill from mine, trailing down my face to seep between the infinitesimal crack of our kiss. I tasted her pain and her hope.
 
   It was fleeting, but as he picked me up and walked me to my bedroom, I felt it grow. 
 
   It sprouted like a weed, filling me as he lay me on the bed and finally broke our kiss. Concrete broke and crumbled and flowers bloomed, their petals blazing red, as he stood and shucked off his jacket. I couldn’t keep my gaze off his body as he unwrapped himself for me. 
 
   His muscles tensed and flexed under his shirt. Long, nimble fingers worked off his tie and tossed it aside. I felt the burn of his gaze on my face as I watched him unbutton his shirt and reveal my prize. There were the pecs that shielded the heart that belonged to me. The washboard abs that gave him the strength, somewhere deep inside, to fight for me even when I didn’t know it. There were the arms that held me when I cried and anchored me when he tossed me into the sky. 
 
   And his hands, those magical hands that knew my body more intimately than I knew myself.
 
   His belt came next. The 'whish' of it sliding from the belt loops echoed in the silent room. My heart pounded in my chest, a trapped bird ready to be free. I twisted on the bedspread, eager to have him back with me, against me, inside of me. Waiting for him, I watched as he opened his slacks and let them slither down his legs before he stepped out of them.
 
   He was closer now. If I reached out to him, I’d feel the heat coming off his skin. My body did the action before my mind even caught up. His cock was in my hand, the warm silk spreading need through me, even as his boxers hit the floor, forgotten.
 
   I pumped him with long easy strokes, marveling at his girth, the length. I wanted to taste him. Slowly I sat up from the bed and then situated myself on my knees and elbows so his cock was level with my mouth.
 
   Not yet. Hold on.
 
   I nuzzled his groin to the right of his cock before trailing my way down and kissing the heavy balls underneath. I snaked out my tongue and tasted them, the warm skin soft felt like velvet against my tongue. His smell, so male, so him, filled my nose as I rubbed his cock against my cheek. This was my holy grail, the thing I searched for all my life.
 
   He was the light, the very thing I was so afraid of because I craved it so much. How stupid had I been to run from him? To fight a losing battle? My life, the whole shitty mass of it, had molded me just for him.
 
   I was perfectly imperfect and it was just what he needed.
 
   His cock slid easily into my mouth. He tasted like my safe haven and I wanted to crawl inside of him and stay there. Moisture leaked out of me as I worked my tongue against him, bobbing my head steadily. He fisted my hair, guiding my advance and retreat as he flexed his hips.
 
   “Right there.”
 
   I followed his directions, teasing him when he tensed, hollowing out my cheeks for a powerful suck when he sighed. This was a dance and I wanted him to let go. My hand met my mouth with each pump, twisting and keeping pressure on the base.
 
   I couldn’t hope to swallow all of him, but I worked hard to take him as deep as I could. I ignored the slight gagging feeling as he hit the back of my throat. This was for him. My way of showing him without words how I felt. Words I couldn’t seem to tell him.
 
   “Fuck, baby. I’m going to come if you keep doing that.”
 
   That was the plan. I worked harder on him, twisting my head opposite to my hand so that I increased his pleasure. His grip tightened in my hair before he pulled me away from him.
 
   “Not there, I want to come inside of you.”
 
   I couldn’t exactly argue with that. He crawled over me as I scooted back on the bed. We moved so well together it was almost choreographed. My head hit the pillow as his arms wrapped around me and he settled between my legs.
 
   “I love you,” he told me again. I opened my mouth to say something, anything. To tell him how I felt, but he shook his head.
 
   “No. Tell me when there’s no more fear in your eyes. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   There it was, the chance, the escape hatch to run away. I slammed the door on it, tired of running, tired of fighting what I needed. All I could do was close my mouth and open my legs wider. 
 
   When he slid inside of me it was like coming home. How many days had I gone without him? How had I survived without his touch, his possession? I gripped the cover under my hips and moved against him. He set a slow and steady rhythm, like the ebb and flow of waves. 
 
   When I wrapped my arms around his neck, pushing my fingers through the dense strands in his hair, he held me tighter and ground against my clit. I couldn’t hold back my cry. 
 
   “Hold on to me tighter.”
 
   I gripped him as tight as I could as he worked me. Each thrust was a promise, each kiss more profound than the last. His tongue dueled with mine. A conquering hero coming home with his prize. We rolled against each other, pushing and pulling. My pussy clenched around him and pleasure spiked through me.
 
   “Yes!” I cried.
 
   “Give it to me baby. Now.”
 
   He slammed against me, hitting that spot deep inside. He moved again and rammed in a deep, powerful thrust that made me gasp. When he moved again, I lost the ability to breathe. And then I was flying, pleasure building and building in my belly until it pulsed over my clit and danced through my blood. Lifting me higher and higher until I slammed back to the ground.
 
   I tensed, every muscle in my body clamping down with the impact. I screamed, silently, my mouth open, my head tossed back, and my eyes wide open. He was there, holding me, cushioning the blow, sweeping me on to the next. 
 
   I felt wrung out, twisted and loose. Desire and need hummed through my body as he moved. Between one breath and the next, I was coming again, raking my nails down his back, marking him, making him mine.
 
   “Almost, baby, almost.”
 
   His choked cry only made my pleasure more intense. Dark circles winked on the edge of my vision and then I was back in my body, feeling everything at once as he bellowed his release. Each twitch of his cock as he spurted inside me sent aftershocks through me. 
 
   I couldn’t form words as he sighed and cuddled me close. His weight was reassuring, warming me in the suddenly cool air. I could hear the sounds of cars on the street, the wind outside, and my pounding heart. My room was in shadows, but I wasn’t afraid. I didn’t slip in the abyss, and pain was nonexistent.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered to him. I was turning into a damn leaky faucet lately and I hated it.
 
   “For what?” He lifted his head and looked at me, frowning.
 
   “For loving a girl who couldn’t even love herself.”
 
   He smiled, soft and crooked, before rolling to the side and taking me with him. He lifted us as best he could, pulling the cover this way and that until he could bundle us up under it.
 
   “I think it’s an honor to have the chance,” he said finally. “Celeste, you’ve always been worthy of love, you just didn’t see it. I’m just happy someone else hadn’t claimed you before I came along.”
 
   “That would have put a crook in your pursuit of me, for sure.”
 
   “Yeah, it would have broken your heart to lose him,” he told me. 
 
   “Lose him?”
 
   “Yeah. You’re my forever girl. I don’t know if you know this, but I’m rich and people like to do what I say. I would have given my entire net worth to have you.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   He didn’t answer, closing his eyes.
 
   Maybe it was a lie, maybe it wasn’t. I liked to think that he was telling the truth. I rolled over in his arms and spooned against him. A soft snore told me he was asleep as he tightened his arms around my waist. 
 
   “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m so sorry I almost lost you, and so blessed you forgave me for it anyway,” I whispered.
 
   He wouldn’t hear me, I knew it, but I had to say it. Maybe when this was all over, I’d tell him again. Maybe I wouldn’t. But I’d make sure every day we spent together, he would know how I felt. I touched my belly, wondering exactly when I should remind him that lately we hadn’t been using condoms.
 
   But the thought of having his child did something to me. Me, a mother. The mother of Royce Mattherson’s child. Of course it would be a hell of lot better if my name was also Mattherson, but, one step at a time. If I did have a treasure under my heart, I’d lavish it with all the love I never received growing up. I’d make sure he or she knew they were the most important person in the world, and Mommy would always keep them safe.
 
   It was wishful thinking but it kept a smile on my face as I closed my eyes. 
 
   I’d treat them better than my mother ever treated me. Pam had grown up more like my mother than I had and the sick relationship they had was based more on mutual satisfaction than love. I saw that plainly now. Pam’s last stunt would make for a hell of a time. But as I lay in Royce’s arms, the knowledge that my history would show up in the papers, that I lost my job and narrowly escaped an assault charge couldn’t take away my happiness.
 
   Royce loved me. He thought I was worth it and I believed him when he said it. I trusted him to find a way to make this all alright. I wondered how much more trouble we would be in if I were pregnant. Royce would ruin everyone who tried to hurt me.
 
   Was it bad that I sort of liked that? 
 
   Probably, but I really didn’t give a shit.
 
   That was what came with being loved by Royce Mattherson.
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   Celeste
 
    
 
   Fuck!”
 
   Yeah, because that was the best way to be woken up after the best sex of my life. I stretched, still feeling pleasure rolling through by limbs. Royce was the best medicine a girl could have, and make-up sex with him was all I could have hoped for. Of course, I didn’t want making up the next time to involve the worst week of my fucking life, but I could think up a couple arguments with him just to enjoy this sort of attention.
 
   For now, I wanted to know why I was seeing his very sexy naked ass standing to the side of my window and peeping out from my blinds every few seconds.
 
   “What are you looking at?” 
 
   “We stayed here too long,” he said, turning to me. “I didn’t mean for all this to go down here. I wanted you, but I wanted you in my bed. Now the fucking vultures are outside.”
 
   “Vultures?” 
 
   I sprang out of bed and padded to the window. I pressed my body to one side and peeked out like he did before. The street in front of my house was covered with parked media vans from local TV stations, and a couple that weren’t so local. My front lawn was full of people milling about with cameras and microphones. I even saw a few of the anchors doing mic checks in front of their cameramen.
 
   “You have got to be shitting me. That’s more than a couple stops. If I could see Pam right now I bash her head in. Again.”
 
   “You’ve done enough heavyweight; she was down for the count. I told you she did this before the order. She can recant her statements, but she did spread some of the sound bites. I figured they would come after you, I just assumed it would be this fast. Someone at the police station leaked you were released.”
 
   “They don’t know you’re here, though. Maybe you can get out first.”
 
   “Celeste, I’m going to spank that so sweet ass of yours for making such a stupid comment. I thought we already established I’m your armor. I can take the heat, but it’s going to be a fucking nightmare for a while.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “Right now, we get dressed and pack everything here you want to take. Anything else I can buy for you. Have you thought about giving your house to anyone?”
 
   No, not really, because I hadn’t thought about moving out permanently. But now, I could see Royce was serious. I hadn’t told him I loved him. With everything that happened, it  didn't seem like the right time. And by the time he got me into bed, I hadn’t been able to think about much except the pleasure he gave me.
 
   Now I wished I had, because it wasn’t the best time to say it right now, when he was in control mode. My life wasn’t exactly my own anymore, I saw that. I had to hand things over to Royce to get through this. His reputation was on the line with the shit Pam pulled. She may not be able to do much else, but this could be enough to really hurt Royce.
 
   For now, I’d follow his lead and let him run everything.
 
   But, who to give my house to? I didn’t have family, not after everything, and there was only one person I could think of who would appreciate the gift.
 
   “No going back,” I said to Royce.
 
   “No going back.”
 
   I dressed quickly in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt while Royce threw on the slacks and button up he wore to my home. He left his suit jacket and tie sitting to the side. When he turned and saw what I was in he shook his head.
 
   “No, take your time getting ready. You want to present the best front you can when we head out. I need to get things in line first, but make sure when you walk out this door you treat the media like they are beneath you. They will receive a statement from us at a later time, when we are ready.”
 
   I nodded my head, trusting his judgment. I went to my closet and chose a pewter wrap around dress and matching heels. I paired my pearl necklace and earrings with it, adding the final touch. I then got into the shower and cleaned up. 
 
   By the time I was done, I felt like I had armor on and I was thankful that Royce came up with the idea for me to change. He had his tie on with his jacket and looked immaculate. I smiled softly at him, watching him operate.
 
   “Have a team of no less than eight at my current location within the half hour. I want them to stew as long as they can out there, but I’m not going to keep her here all night. Have Pauline write up a statement saying Celeste was the victim of child molestation and she is a survivor. Make sure they know that she is a part of an ongoing investigation, and after years of no assistance from the police, she found the strength to hire a private investigator and find other women that went through what she did.”
 
   He listened for a few moments before answering.
 
   “As far as I am concerned, I met her at an event and she was just the one for me. She was upfront from the beginning about her moonlighting job once we became serious, and I used my funds to help her get out of it. It was something she did to cope with her past. Then add in some studies from psychology about the Promiscuous and Madonna complex that usually happens with sexual abuse cases like this. Make it work, and you better make her as strong as she is. Anything less is unacceptable.”
 
   He hung up the phone and tossed it down. I tried not to cry. I didn’t want to mess up my perfectly applied make up, but it was hard not to love him that much more. He turned, hearing my barely contained hiccup and came towards me.
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong? I’m going to take care of it Baby, I promise.”
 
   “I know you will. I’m not upset.”
 
   It was true. I mean, I was mad as hell Pam had fucked both of us, but I wasn’t blown away by the circumstance. Royce’s control over the situation made it hard for me to freak out. It was nice to just lean into him, knowing he’d wrap his arms around me. He caressed my back with soothing strokes and kissed my forehead.
 
   “If I never see you cry again, it’ll be too soon.”
 
   “What if they are happy tears?”
 
   “I suppose I could deal with those. But seeing you cry makes me want to punch something and I’d rather not feel like punching myself.”
 
   “You ever thought of therapy?” I asked him.
 
   “I’ve gone before. It took a few years before I could even put my rage into words, but it’s gotten easier.”
 
   “Yes, but you’ve accepted more of yourself now. You might be more in tune with help now than you were before.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll go if you go too. We can find different doctors, if you’d like, but you need to make sure you find a good place in yourself too.”
 
   “For you? Anything.”
 
   He smiled at that, kissing me softly, and it was perfect. I would do anything for him. He saved me; put his neck on the line, and pulled me back from the edge. I know he said he didn’t have a heart and didn’t believe in love, but I knew he lied about it when he talked about his mother and after I saw him with the dogs. Royce was so full of love. he just didn’t know how to express it. 
 
   I was happy I was on the receiving end of his affections.
 
   “We have to wait for our backup to get here. Walking out there by ourselves will just get us hemmed up and accosted. When my guards get here they will get us to a tinted limousine and they will take us home. The news crews may follow, but they can’t get within miles of our residence. The guards will stay on duty on the grounds until this boils over to catch any stragglers.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Have you gotten everything packed up that you wanted to?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much. Some of the furniture I’d like to take, but that can be done later. I’ll keep it mostly furnished for Marlena.”
 
   “Your best friend growing up.”
 
   "How did you—never mind, the background check. Yeah, she’s always been there for me, but she can't afford a home anytime soon. She’d appreciate it more than anyone I know. She’s dating some guy now, and he doesn’t live too far from here. That might help entice her to take my offer.”
 
   “You may want to contact her now, anyway. Someone is bound to find out about her, and I need to make sure she has protection as well.”
 
   “Oh my God, I didn’t even think about that.”
 
   “That’s what you have me for. What’s her address?” 
 
   He kissed my nose and I told him what he asked for. He got back on his phone and I heard him telling someone to send two guys to Marlena as I searched for my phone. It only rang a few times before she answered.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Oh, I was a horrible friend. I hadn’t talked much to her in the last couple of months, giving her time to enjoy her new guy, and I had been so confused by Royce I didn’t want to bother her. By now I had to drop several bombshells on her.
 
   “Where do I start?” I asked.
 
   “From the beginning is always good.”
 
   I did as she asked, telling her about Royce and our relationship as quickly as I could. I knew Marlena and I couldn’t skip all the big details, but I tried to skim as much fat off as possible so I could hurry to the parts that affected her.
 
   “Shit, girl. Where the hell have I been? You couldn’t pick up a phone not once?”
 
   “Things just sort of, happened. Then I did something horrible.”
 
   “Walking away from the best man in your life wasn’t the worst?”
 
   “Oh, shut up Marlena. I meant I punched Pam.”
 
   I had to pull the phone away from my ear as Marlena whooped into the phone and then flew into a spasm of laughter. I waited while she caught her breath.
 
   “Are you finished?” I asked her. I couldn’t help but laugh with her.
 
   “I’m so happy you finally gave that heifer what she deserved. That was the best thing you could ever do.”
 
   “Well, maybe.”
 
   I told her the rest and her laughter died out. It helped that she already knew what I was doing with Slick. She was quiet on the other end of the phone for a moment before she finally answered.
 
   “You should have beaten her twice as bad,” she said finally. “This guy, Royce, you sure he loves you?”
 
   “No doubt in my mind.”
 
   “Good, none in mine either, but wanted to make sure you did. Go with him, Celeste, you deserve some happiness. Thank him for sending those guys my way in case the news shows up. I won’t say a thing about you to them so they are barking up the wrong tree.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that, but that isn’t the only reason I called.”
 
   “Well, damn, what else?”
 
   “Congratulations, you’re a homeowner.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Marlena, you stood by me when no one else would ever do so. I love you more than I could ever tell you. I’m moving in with Royce. I was calling to tell you I’m going to sign over my house to you. I don’t know anyone else who deserves it more.
 
   She screamed. In my ear. Loudly.
 
   “You know I love you like a pressing comb loves the stove right?”
 
   “You and these crazy ass analogies. Call your man and tell him what’s going on. He may need to be prepared too.”
 
   “Will do. But, sis?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You keep that man. You love him. I know it, and that’s enough for me.”
 
   “I’m never letting him go,” I promised her.
 
   “That’s my girl. I love you. Forever.”
 
   “And always.”
 
   And now I loved one more person. Forever. And Always.
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29
 
   Royce
 
    
 
   Things were going to get under control. We spent the last couple of days hiding out in my home, my PR firm working nonstop to clear the social media and television fog that descended around our ears. Pam had done her part, at least, and told the press the information she spread about her sister being an escort had been false, twisted up in her scheme to get money out of Celeste. 
 
   There were some still sensationalizing the story, but most dropped off. What was working now to give me a massive damn headache was the fact that Celeste had history with Cameron Welsh, respected man in educational circles. The case hit the airwaves, thanks to some well-placed calls, and it was taking precedence over the blowup about a call girl hooking L.A.’s most eligible bachelor.
 
   At the moment, staring into Celeste’s wide, scared eyes, I wasn’t sure which one was worse. No one cared about asking her pointed questions about her abuse, and how horrible it was. They put the microphones in her face and asked fucked up questions. I was so proud of her as she told them she would speak to the press in a series of interviews and thanked them for understanding her need for some privacy throughout this painful ordeal.
 
   We hadn’t left the house in two days since the last fiasco. Pauline advised hiding away entirely would ensure that rumor and speculation would abound ridiculously, and I was in agreement. 
 
   Still every time she looked at me with that ‘I’m drowning here’ expression I wanted to smash their cameras and break their microphones. And maybe dance on their faces while I was at it.
 
   I didn’t do it, but imagining it helped keep the anger at bay.
 
   “What time do we go on Helen?” Celeste asked me. A makeup artist was finishing the last touches and would be traveling with us on the way to the popular talk show in case there were any slip ups. 
 
   “We leave in half an hour. You just have to make one last push through that media frenzy out there and hopefully after tonight, there won’t be another time.”
 
   “Okay.” She closed her eyes and let the woman finish.
 
   Pauline walked into the room, her red heels clicking on the hardwood floors. Our living room had been turned into a den of operations. A fashion expert already made sure I was perfect in my attire and it was understated, yet powerful. I would be next to Celeste as she answered questions and gave the exclusive to Helen on her show that evening.
 
   I was in a plum colored button up, the top button left open, with a two-button slim cut black suit. Over that I would wear a double-breasted Milford coat. She chose a cream silk A-line blouse tucked in to a tan wide leg, high waisted slacks for Celeste. The look was wealthy and yet strayed from gaudy. Celeste’s curls had been tamed to ringlets that hung around her shoulders.
 
   She just needed one last piece to finish everything. 
 
   Pauline handed me a small red velvet box before ushering everyone out of the room. I could hear her telling those who needed to get on the plane to head to one of the two limos parked outside to take us to the hangar. Celeste stood slowly and bit her lip.
 
   “Careful, or you’ll mess up your makeup.” She rolled her eyes at me, but stopped biting her lip and rubbed her teeth to get off any lipstick that might have stuck.
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this,” she said.
 
   “Sure you can.”
 
   “I freeze when they ask me about him. It’s been easy to give them the spiel, but I will have to give some details.”
 
   “The show isn’t live. It will air tomorrow morning and I’ll be right there. This is an intimate interview with just you, her, and me. I will be right there holding your hand. If there is something you don’t want to answer, don’t, and we will make sure it’s cut from the final tape. She knows she’s getting two exclusives, and she won’t want to mess this up.”
 
   “Two? I can’t do this a second time when I’m terrified of the first.” She threw her hands up and came around the couch towards me.
 
   “Let’s just cancel it and go with Pauline’s other suggestion. I can write about what happened to me, she’ll clean it up, and we’ll release that.”
 
   “Celeste, you’re stronger than this. I’ve seen it. Challenge them to argue with you. Our voice will be giving ten other women the strength to testify against him. Remember that.”
 
   When the case hit the papers, more women came forward with the same story about what Welsh had done to them. None of them were as savvy with wealth and politics as Celeste was. They needed her to bring attention to other women in their plight. The silent ones who didn’t speak out and were too afraid to get help.
 
   “Royce, I can’t.”
 
   “A Mattherson doesn’t understand can’t. They do, Celeste.”
 
   “Royce, I’m not a Mattherson,” she said. She exhaled roughly and turned away from me. Perfect.
 
   I knelt behind her and opened the velvet box. I bought it just for her, made especially to fit her fingers. The gold band was covered in crushed canary diamonds. A five carat diamond was at the center, shaped into a lock. A white diamond heart was around the keyhole that was made out of a black diamond. The only woman to hold my heart, and that’s where it would stay.
 
   “You aren’t a Mattherson yet,” I corrected her. She turned around, an argument on her lips. She stopped when she saw me.
 
   “You are, by far, the only woman in my life who saw me. Not because of what I could do for you, not for what I wanted to do to you, but me. Just me. The scared man who wished he’d been able to save his mother and fought to keep his anger in check. You saw me and kept me from drowning. You’ve got the strength, baby. You saved me. Now just use an ounce, just a speck, of that and save those women. Keep me from sinking, Celeste. Take my name, and be my anchor. Keep my heart safe.”
 
   “Makeup,” she yelled, patting her face. 
 
   “Not exactly the word I was hoping for.”
 
   “Dammit, Royce, you could have done this before I got ready,” she fumed at me.
 
   “Still not the answer.”
 
   “You already know the answer, you ass. Yes. A million times yes.”
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   Screw the makeup; it was ruined anyway. I got up and put the ring on her finger before I kissed her to seal the deal. They’d yell at us in a minute, but who gave a shit. She could go outside with a sack on and she’d still be the only woman who made my heart trip a beat.
 
   * * *
 
   “What do you mean by his dungeon?” Helen asked. Her pixie blonde hair almost blended with the bright lights. Her kind eyes and manner had eased most of Celeste’s tension. I gripped her hand tighter as the question brought all her tension back to her body.
 
   “He had a basement,” Celeste started slowly. “Downstairs he kept a cage with thick steel bars that were painted black. He put black sheetrock around three sides of it so only the front was visible. He put me in there and chained me up until I was ready to come out.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just wait for your mother or father to come pick you up? Surely he would have let you out before they came.”
 
   “I could have, but he beat the cage, screamed at me, and other times masturbated…” Celeste swallowed, unable to go on.
 
   “Cut the camera,” Helen said and came out of her seat. She sank in front of Celeste and gripped our joined hands in her cool ones.
 
   “You don’t answer another damn question unless you want to, okay? That bastard deserves to be hung up by his nuts and beaten with hot pokers.” Her words surprised a watery laugh out of Celeste. 
 
   “Thank you for being so kind,” Celeste said.
 
   “Honey, do you know how many women have had some sort of sexual abuse in their lifetime? I have; it’s the reason why I wanted to do this special for you. You’re a survivor. Don’t you let him win another day. Not a single second more. Hold your head up and fight him. Every day after I was raped, I had to struggle just to open my eyes. I was a celebrity, these things didn’t happen to people like me. It never goes away, but it gets better.”
 
   “You?” Celeste asked.
 
   “Yeah. Why do you think your fiancé chose me for the exclusive? He wouldn’t trust you with just anyone, and he knew his stuff,” Helen explained.
 
   “We share a lawyer, and he represented her. Money makes the world small sometimes,” I told her.
 
   “Maurice is amazing,” Celeste said.
 
   “He is that, but he doesn’t hold a candle to you. We’ve got plenty to do an expose on, and I’ll be so happy to be at your wedding as well. We don’t have to go on.”
 
   “No.” Celeste dabbed at her tears with careful fingers and then sat up straighter. She turned a bit to me. 
 
   “I love you so much, and you’re right. Matthersons don’t know what 'can’t' means.”
 
   She turned back to Helen as if she hadn’t dropped a bomb that exploded in my skull and reverberated through my body. She loved me. She’d said the words. I swallowed, trying hard not to fall out of the chair. Instead I lifted our clasped hands to my mouth and kissed her engagement ring.
 
   “Roll the camera,” Helen said, breaking the moment, but I couldn’t be happier.
 
   I won. I got her. My One Hour Girl had become my forever girl, hook, line and sinker. Through whatever stresses and the trials we faced, it only made us stronger. There would be times we both made mistakes. Hell, we were only human after all, but nothing could be worse than what we already faced together. People had marriages work based on a lot less.
 
   We at least had trust, love, and had been tested with fire. We’d get through this and then our life could start. I wouldn’t be alone again, and she wouldn’t have to taste fear anymore. That dungeon could stay in her mind as a fading memory that could be used as a spring board to a better tomorrow. 
 
   “I think we’ve got enough about Welsh. From what Celeste has given me, the public is going to convict him long before a jury can. We can segue way into you two now. Is that okay?”
 
   Celeste turned to me and I nodded.
 
   “Go for it,” Celeste said.
 
   “So how did you two meet?”
 
   We talked about this, so we knew how to answer. Sometimes blending in enough of the truth with the lies made it easier to swallow. I learned that a long time ago. So our tale wasn’t as pretty as so many others, but it was enough. It would always be enough.
 
   “It was kind of horrible, actually. I was going down a pretty dark path with my life. I didn’t believe in love or finding any sort of happiness. I put myself in dangerous situations just to feel alive, to punish myself for breaking up my family.”
 
   “You thought you were dirty after all that happened?” Helen asked, understanding in her eyes.
 
   “Yes. I did. I know now that wasn’t the right way to think. Royce and I met at a fundraiser for domestic violence and I wanted him to be my danger for the night. The unobtainable man. He said no.”
 
   “Really?” Helen asked. She turned toward me with questioning eyes.
 
   “More like I was scared stiff of this beautiful woman that wore a mask to hide her pain. Pain that I understood and saw through. I looked in her eyes and thought that if I touched her, if I let myself take her on a date, I’d be lost.”
 
   “I ignored him after that night, and, apparently that worked,” Celeste added.
 
   Yeah, it had. She’d sent me running to get what I never thought I’d have.
 
   A chance at love, broken and all.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\erin\Downloads\OHG\OHG Chapter HeadingsEpilogue.png] 
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
   Celeste
 
    
 
   If my feet got any bigger I was going to punch Royce in his sexy little, irritating face. 
 
   I sat at my desk at LAD/CA, Life After Domestic/Child Abuse, the nonprofit organization Royce had spent no time in helping me start and get moving. It took two years, but now that the trial with Welsh was over, he’d received his hefty sentence, and I married the man of my dreams, things were… Normal.
 
   Royce still made my heart stop when he looked at me, though my ass was wide enough now that I felt sorry for him when he carried me anywhere. He was going to get so mad I came to work when I was supposed to be home, resting, but I didn’t care.
 
    Three new women  came in with their children. Two women were victims themselves of domestic violence, and the last woman’s son had been molested by his uncle. Our organization helped those who couldn’t afford to get therapy, legal advice, and attorneys if they needed to go to trial. Vincent helped me find out what information I could on each of my clients, and we tried to give them what little peace we could.
 
   I rubbed my belly, noting that my daughter seemed to be sleeping now.  Typical baby, sleep during the day and keep me up all night. There were times I was so afraid that I kept myself up at night. What if she was hurt? What if I couldn’t save her?
 
   But Royce was always there. 
 
   He went with me to therapy. Dealt with my fears that even he could turn faces and hurt our child. He stood next to me, understood it, loved me anyway, and made the fears go away. I don’t think that I could have survived my life much longer without him.
 
   The more I thought about the crazy things I was doing, the more I realized it would have been a matter of time before I ended up dead or in a situation I wouldn’t have been prepared for. Loving Royce had saved me. Through all the pain and the strife, I’d survived.
 
   “Celeste? Royce is here,” Pam said.
 
   It was hard, sometimes, looking at my sister. Maybe it was because during the case, I learned that Welsh had done the same to her. That she hated me because I’d been strong enough to tell. She was broken because she lost her relationship with our father, and all she had to cling to was our mother.
 
   I forgave her, and the restraining order was rescinded. She even gave Royce back all the money that he gave her. That, more than anything, told me she was ready to change. I didn’t know her, not really, but I was looking forward to it. 
 
   Everyone made mistakes and she was no different. Knowing what I knew, I sort of understood her dangerous spiral. She found money the way I found sex. How much could I blame her for doing something like I had?
 
   “Thanks, sis.”
 
   “I’m sorry, for everything.”
 
   “You say that every day, Pam. And every time I tell you it’s water under the bridge.”
 
   “One day I’ll believe you and I’ll stop saying it.”
 
   She smiled hesitantly and then rubbed my belly before leaving. It was odd, our sort of relationship. It wasn’t going to happen overnight, but I wanted to have some link with my family. My mother was always going to be who she was, and I couldn’t stomach her, no matter what. Pam had moved out of her house and into her own apartment with the salary I paid her. She was moving on, slowly but surely.
 
   “There’s my girl. You were supposed to be in bed. And you drove the coupe. How many times have I told you that sitting that close to the steering wheel isn’t good for the baby?”
 
   “Whoa, papa bear, I’m okay.”
 
   He grumbled but he bent and kissed me anyway, like always. How much trouble could I really get in with him? He was wrapped around my—not so—little finger.
 
   “Let’s go home, Baby. Marlena called and said she wants to have dinner with you, so I told her to meet us there.”
 
   “Can we invite Pam?” Royce and Pam were still having a rough patch. I appreciated that he was so protective of me that he still gave her the sidelong glance, but I was ready for it to all be behind us.
 
   “She’s trying, love,” I told him. He sighed.
 
   “I know you’re out there, Pam. Come on in.”
 
   The door cracked and Pam came inside, a blush staining her cheeks. “I just wanted to make sure she was okay,” she said.
 
   “No, you just wanted to make sure I didn’t yell at her. I see how you look at me when she gets in trouble. I promise you, Pam, I’m never going to hurt your sister. I love her more than life itself.”
 
   “I believe you. I just—”
 
   “What is it?” Royce asked. He stood up and turned to her. I recognized that face. It was how he looked when he was preparing to solve a problem, to fix something. He may not have cared much for her in the past, but her relationship with me meant his protection was extended to her.
 
   “It would really be nice to have my sister back. You know, like when we were kids?”
 
   It was the tears that did it. Pam never cried. Not once had I ever seen her cry. And here she was, in a sweatshirt and paint splattered jeans, working with the children, crying in my office, and holding her body so stiff she'd break if a wind blew. I knew that fear, had felt it, tasted it. Rejection morphed into the light for me. I saw it everywhere, and I loved the darkness, craved what I knew. I didn’t want her to be afraid anymore like I’d been.
 
   “You never lost her, sweetie,” I said. She crumbled and Royce pulled her into a hug before walking her over to me. He helped me hold her as I patted her hair and whispered nonsense to sooth her sobs. After a few minutes she pulled herself out of my arms and wiped her nose.
 
   “Is dinner okay?”
 
   “Yeah, sis, I think it is,” Royce told her. Pam looked up at Royce, startled at his answer. I just smiled.
 
   Royce liked saving things. Always had, always would. She’d get used to it. He’d be around for a long time.
 
   He was my forever man, and I was so happy I found him.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Life beats the shit out of you. Crying about it only gets you killed, so stand up and fight…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   River
 
    
 
   Breathing hurt. I forced each painful breath through my body though, pumping my arms and legs to run faster. My enemy wouldn’t stop, he wouldn’t tire or leave me in peace. Derrick Reese wanted to make sure that I didn’t survive the mistake of falling in love with him. It had been a stupid thing to do, really. Looking back, he never should have come up on my radar.
 
   I didn’t date playboys.
 
   But something about the look in his eyes, his boyish charm, and the way he told me he wanted to change, but hadn’t found the right woman, hooked me in. Yeah, it was stupid, but I’d fallen for it. I’d been blinded by his attention, the feel of his hands on my body, and by the way he looked at me—like I was the only girl in the world. 
 
   It had only been a ploy.
 
   A perfectly designed game I hadn’t realized I’d been playing. Not before I no longer had friends, I stopped going out, and I found myself appeasing his temper tantrums because not doing so hurt me in ways I was terrified of.
 
   I ran harder, trying to escape his memory and the bitter taste of failure in my mouth. The gravel under my feet crunched and slid but I held my ground. Each step made me stronger, pushed my limits, made sure that when I asked the right question, when I finally did what I meant to do, I would be ready for it. 
 
   One breath, two.
 
   My lungs felt like they were saw-paper, grating against the insides of my ribcage, punishing me for making myself better. This pain, though, felt good. It reminded me that I was alive, that I had survived him, and would continue to. 
 
   The woods were quiet, the solitude easing my frayed emotions as I came to a stop. The silence was only broken by my labored breathing. I placed my hands on my hips, pacing slightly back and forth to calm my heart rate, and stop my limbs from cramping up. Walk it off, keep moving, always watching.
 
   Those words had become my mantra in the two years I’d been away from Derrick. I didn’t contact my friends or family, he always found me when I did. I stayed off the grid, paying for everything in cash, never staying in one place longer than a few weeks, and getting under the table jobs where they didn’t care about paperwork or identification.
 
   It was a tough life, but at least I was free.
 
   Well, sort of. I had to always look over my shoulder, and I was tired of it. Derrick sometimes got closer to me than other times. He’d leave notes where I might see them, or showed up at places I worked and trying to follow me home. I was tired of it. I wanted to get away from him, entirely—or die trying.
 
   Heading to my efficiency hotel room took only a few minutes. A quarter hour later I was showered, dressed in jeans, tank top, and my sneaks, and I was out of the door. Having a car meant I had to get it registered, maintained my license, and insurance. Not safe with Derrick always out there to find me.
 
   So I walked to Pantera Jiu-jitsu MMA Gym and stood outside. It looked like a large empty warehouse with its rusted metal siding and steel sign. This place, in the center of Stockton California’s mixed martial arts scene, was understated, unwanted, and tossed aside. 
 
   Its outside didn’t go with the reputation it had. Fighters vied for the chance to get inside, to be trained by coaches who had worked with big name fighters, and could make or break careers. I didn’t care about its notoriety. I had no use for its coaches and the prestige of being a Pantera fighter.
 
   No, what I needed was so much worse than that.
 
   I’d heard about the owner, Ethan Kendall. He was no good, a convict who’d served hard time Oakwood Prison in Staffordshire, England. He didn’t know how to be nice, and the reason that he had opened the gym out here was because of his Russian Mafia ties. 
 
   He loved violence.
 
   He was a sociopath.
 
   He was a killer.
 
   I didn’t care. Because I needed a monster to make me into one. I wasn’t going to survive Derrick unless I made sure that he could never touch me again, never find me. I had to kill him, and I wanted Ethan Kendall to teach me how.
 
   I took a deep breath and headed for the entrance. The twilight would be fading soon, turning into crisp darkness accented by the heavy breeze. Winter was coming soon to Stockton, and I wondered if I’d be here to see it. 
 
   Part of me hoped I would. 
 
   Because that would mean that Ethan had helped me, that I’d done what I needed to, and I could live in a city I’d come to love. The door to the gym was to the right side and I went inside. The scent of sweat, plastic mats, and oil struck me. The fighters squaring off in side of different rings and working on mats didn’t mark my entrance. 
 
   I watched them, moving through the motions, attacking pads and bodies with single minded determination. Coaches off to the sides of to the sides of the rings called combinations and advice, but the fighters were silent. 
 
   There was a controlled rage seething in the room. Here was violence that had been morphed into a sport with rules, respect, and honor, despite the personas fighters sometimes portrayed. My blood hummed through blood. I had the boiling anger, burning through me and scalding the back of my throat. 
 
   I needed it to be tempered, formed, and forged into a weapon. I could find that here.
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