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Winner Takes All


A Big Easy Story

by
Mari Carr


Noah enters Food Fight, a new cooking competition show airing on the Food Network. When he makes it to the finals, he scores a trip to Vegas to compete. Problem is fellow finalist Hollie has captured his attention—in and out of the kitchen.


As the competition heats up, so does the sexual tension between Hollie and Noah. One night in Vegas, their simmering need explodes into full boil. But in this contest, winner takes all. Will they choose fame over forever? Or will they claim an even bigger prize?
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Night One—Finale Script

Tom: Good Evening, and welcome to the special two-night finale of Food Fight, coming to you live from Sin City itself, Las Vegas! I’m Tom Federico and sitting beside me, as always, is the very lovely Angelica Stone. Angelica, I know I’ve said it before, but it bears repeating. What a season!

Angelica (light laughter): Oh Tom, that is so true. Food Fight is in its tenth season and this show just keeps getting hotter, with ratings that are through the roof. However, I don’t think anyone could have foreseen exactly how exciting this season would be.

Tom: Well, I think we can attribute that success to the contestants. Have you ever seen a stronger field of competitors?

Angelica: No, Tom, I haven’t. The judges have had their work cut out for them since the very first episode. Everyone seems to agree that this year’s crop of wannabe chefs are the most talented and creative the show has ever seen.

Tom: Indeed they are. Why don’t we do a quick recap of the season for those viewers who may be joining us for the first time tonight?

Angelica: Great idea, Tom. The show started with sixteen cooks, all vying for the title of Food Fight Champion. They were quite a diverse group, coming from all areas of the United States.

Tom: Who could forget Seth Gilbert from Juneau, Alaska? He emerged as an early favorite, with some judges predicting he had the chops to go all the way.

Angelica: Yes, they did. America was stunned when he was eliminated in show seven after that fiasco with the undercooked venison.

Tom: And then there was Jillian Cohen, the little spitfire from New Jersey. She caused quite a spectacle in the kitchen, continually launching into her now-famous temper tantrums. How many times have you seen that picture of her waving the frying pan and cursing at judge Robert Conover?

Angelica: Too many. It came as little surprise when she was given the boot in the ninth round. Other strong competitors who ultimately didn’t make the cut include Mark Pollis, a barbeque master from Little Rock, Arkansas, and Ava Emerson, the single mom from Chicago, who was cut in the very last episode. Her departure was simply heartbreaking.

Tom: Yes, it was. Which brings us to the big three. The last men standing, so to speak.

Angelica: Last men, plus one woman.

(Laugh together)

Tom: And what a woman!

Angelica: Now, behave yourself, Tom. Judge Jessica Rodriguez called Hollie Mills one of the most creative cooks she’s ever met. The lovely vegetarian grew up in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. She’s the only girl in a family of eight siblings who all work on the family’s farm. And for the first time tonight, her family is in the audience. Hollie explained early in the season how difficult it was for her parents and brothers to leave their large farm for any length of time. I know she’s delighted to have them all here. I caught a glimpse of her brothers, Tom, and let me just say, this born-and-bred city girl is considering a move to the country.

Tom: Angelica!

Angelica (giggle): I suspect most of the single women in America will share my sentiment after tonight. Hollie is an advocate of organic foods and has a huge fan following.

Tom: Including me, Angelica. I had the opportunity to try her stuffed Italian peppers with the vegetable risotto after that last show and I’m still dreaming about them. Hollie definitely has the talent to win this entire competition.

Angelica: Well now, don’t get ahead of yourself, Tom, because she’s facing some serious competition in Manny Walsh and Noah Lewis.

Tom: That she is. I’m not sure anyone expected Manny Walsh to make it this far. A weak performer at the beginning of the season, he was in the bottom three during the first four shows, only remaining by the skin of his teeth.

Angelica: And then, boom!

Tom: Boom, indeed. He’s dubbed himself the hungry hippie and he certainly fits the part. He has thirty years on the other finalists and has the distinction of being the oldest cook to ever participate in the show. At fifty-six, the Californian has become well known for his tatty t-shirts and shaggy gray hair. According to behind-the-scenes reports, the other participants have started calling him Dad.

Angelica: He’s definitely made this season fun with his quick wit and one-liners.

Tom: The entire country has enjoyed his humor, evident by the fact that Manny has quite a few entertaining memes circulating on social media.

Angelica: But let’s not forget Noah Lewis. This hot tamale hails from New Orleans and I think it’s safe to say that in addition to melting butter, he’s melted the hearts—and panties—of every woman in America.

Tom (chuckle): Be careful, Angelica. We’re on live TV.

(Laugh together)

Angelica: We first heard Noah’s personal story during the tenth show, when it was revealed he grew up in a foster home due to his real mother’s addiction to drugs and inability to care for him.

Tom: Members of Noah’s foster family, including Mama Lewis, have been staples in the studio audience, cheering Noah on from the very beginning. Their support of him has been truly touching. Now the entire family has flown to Vegas to watch Noah in the live finals. According to Noah, it’s Mama Lewis’s first time in the city and she’s become quite a fan of the slot machines. He joked earlier that he was worried she wouldn’t go back to New Orleans with them.

Angelica: I have to admit, I think I’ve developed a bit of a crush on his foster brother, Caliph. There’s just something about a man with tattoos…

Tom: Down girl.

(Laugh together)

Angelica: There has also been speculation swirling since the fifth show—the partners cook-off—that Noah and Hollie are secretly dating, though both have adamantly denied the rumors.

Tom: It comes as no surprise those stories started. Hollie and Noah were partnered up for that unique challenge and the chemistry between them—according to judge Billy Oxford—was off the charts. It was during that show that viewers took notice and the two contestants have been fan favorites ever since. Their faces consistently grace the covers of tabloids and the media has declared them the most perfect “not a couple” couple, even going so far as to dub them “Nollie” in true Hollywood style.

Angelica: It looks like the contestants are about to take the stage. Tonight we’ll see one of the three leave us. Then tomorrow night, we will return for the ultimate face-off between the final two competitors.

Tom: Who will be the next champion? Let’s find out. Let the Food Fight begin!
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“I’m so proud of you,” Mama Lewis said, hugging Noah for the fiftieth time in less than an hour.

“I haven’t won yet, Mama. I’m only in the finals.”

Mama Lewis waved off his words as if they were pure nonsense. “You’re going to win. You’re too talented not to.”

His brother Jett’s wife, Carissa, walked up and linked her arm in his. “And if you don’t, to hell with those judges. That just means we get to keep you to ourselves.”

“We? Or you?” Noah teased. He’d been the head cook at Carissa’s bar for the past three years. The Royal Lunch had been a hole-in-the-wall pub for nearly three decades, but it became a favorite restaurant of the locals after Noah took over in the kitchen. Now it was known for its delicious, reasonably priced Cajun fare.

“I’m not going to lie. Business is booming since you started taking the world by storm on Food Fight. I’m making enough money that I don’t even mind the fact my beloved bar is now filled with blonde bimbos all hoping to win the heart of sex god Noah Lewis.”

He shook his head, grinning, as his family laughed. They’d had a great deal of fun at his expense, now that he was apparently some sort of heartthrob. That whole part of the Food Fight gig was starting to wear thin.

He’d entered the competition on a lark. The show had held auditions in New Orleans and his brother Justin had talked him into trying out. After all, the prize was five hundred thousand dollars that the winner could use to start up their own restaurant.

Nine months ago, that much money had seemed like a pipe dream. Now, he was twenty-four hours and one rival away from possibly winning it all.

If only that rival wasn’t Hollie.

He sighed. Noah hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the woman since the first day she’d walked onto the set and blown him away with her sexy legs and butternut squash soup.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us to see Cirque du Soleil?” Dani asked.

He shook his head as he smiled at his foster sister. They’d taken him out for a celebratory dinner after tonight’s airing of Food Fight. He’d been really sad to see Manny cut from the competition. Dad, as he and Hollie affectionately referred to him, had always found a way to relieve the tension and make them laugh.

Noah had never appreciated that more than this evening. The previous shows had all been recorded in a studio. There was something about cooking on stage in front of a sold-out audience—as well as the millions of people watching live at home—that had him struggling to concentrate. “No, I’m heading back to the hotel. Calling it a night. Believe me, I’ll be ready to paint the town red tomorrow with y’all once all this shit is over with.”

Zac slapped him on the back. “I’d hardly call fame, fortune, and a smokin’-hot pretend girlfriend ‘shit’, bro.”

His brother had been trying to talk Noah into dropping the pretend part of his so-called relationship with Hollie for months. Noah had considered it, but they were competitors, both vying for the same title.

Of course, winning the money had dropped down to number two on his list of desires lately, coming in way after taking Hollie to his bed and keeping her there for a decade or three.

Problem was this damn show. If he’d met her in a bar, he would have started a conversation and he would have asked her for a date. And then another. And then…

She was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman. Funny, smart, and an amazing cook. Plus she was completely dedicated to her family.

Family meant the world to Noah. Growing up as he and Zac had—with their mom constantly strung out and screwing strangers for drug money, rather than for food for her two young sons—he’d learned to appreciate what it meant to have people who cared about him. Mama Lewis had saved his life, taught him the meaning of unconditional love, and shown him that with a family at your back, you can take on the world.

Hollie talked about her brothers the same way he talked about his siblings. In her gorgeous blue eyes, the sun rose and set on their shoulders. He respected that. Understood it.

He glanced down the Strip, his vision assaulted by the flashing neon. “I’m going to head back to the Nyte. I have some sort of photo shoot in the morning and then interviews and sound tests right after lunch. I probably won’t have a chance to see y’all until after the show tomorrow.”

Mama Lewis gave him hug number fifty-one. “We’ll be right there in the front row. I’m so proud of you, Noah. Win or lose, you will always be my champion.”

He tightened his arms around her. “Thank you for everything, Mama Lewis.” He had taken the Lewis name the summer he’d turned eighteen. He’d gotten his first job as a lifeguard at a local pool, and had saved up every paycheck until he had enough to legally change his name. He hadn’t told Mama Lewis what he’d planned until after it was official. She’d cried and hugged him and said no matter what his last name was, he would always be her son.

Noah said goodbye to the rest of his family and walked toward the Nyte. One of the perks of being a finalist in the top-rated Food Fight was his all-expenses-paid week at one of Las Vegas’s most exclusive and luxurious resorts. When he’d told his sister Chloe where he was staying, she’d immediately Googled the place and the pictures had blown them both away. Then they’d checked out the room rates and really been blown away.

As he entered the hotel, he couldn’t resist doing the same thing he had done since he’d arrived in Vegas three days earlier. He paused just over the threshold and looked around, taking in the sheer splendor. The Nyte was a sixty-story architectural wonder of gold, silver, crystal and glass. For a kid who’d grown up in the slums of New Orleans in a rat-infested hellhole, it felt as if he’d stepped out of Dorothy’s black-and-white shack and straight into Oz.

One of the coolest aspects of the hotel was its themed suites that catered to specialty fantasies. The producer of Food Fight had pulled him aside after he was announced a finalist tonight to tell him that the owner of the hotel, Mr. Nyte, had offered to upgrade his and Hollie’s rooms for the remainder of their stay.

They were both being given their choice of the fantasy suites and he’d known immediately which room he’d choose. After all, he and Chloe had spent nearly an hour studying the Nyte’s website, exploring all the options.

His sister had recently become engaged to her boyfriend, Blake, and she’d gone into great detail—his family had no boundaries—about the fantasy she would indulge in if she were rich enough to afford a room at the hotel. It had involved a bubble bath, champagne, massages and some pretty serious bondage. Noah had remained silent during Chloe’s description, trying to block out the image of his sister having sex and fighting a growing erection as he imagined he and Hollie enacting the exact same fantasy.

His visual tour of the place was interrupted when a large, boisterous group entered the hotel behind him. He turned to find Hollie, surrounded by seven huge, hulking men.

He knew her bio by heart, knew she was the only girl in a family of eight. It was something else they had in common—large families. Mama Lewis had four biological kids, plus three fosters—him, Zac and Dani.

The Mills clan spotted him within seconds and Noah was treated to Hollie’s smiling eyes along with fourteen narrowed, suspicious ones. God, it would be a miracle if Hollie had ever had a boyfriend. The Mills boys were an intimidating force.

Hollie waved. “Hey, Noah. Congratulations.”

“Same to you,” Noah said. Immediately after the show had ended, they had both been engulfed in the swarms that were their families. He hadn’t had a chance to talk to her since they’d made the cut.

Hollie had introduced him to her brothers this afternoon as they’d checked out their kitchen stations, but Noah couldn’t remember a single one of their names. He’d been too focused on Hollie.

“Thanks for walking me back, guys,” Hollie said, clearly dismissing her brothers. He suspected she felt the same way he did. Overwhelmed and longing for some peace and quiet. It had been a whirlwind few days and Noah was grateful the producers had agreed to give them the night off to mentally prepare and rest up for the finale.

Each of her brothers gave her a good-night hug, while treating Noah to a warning glare. He struggled not to laugh at their obvious intimidation tactics. He’d spent the last decade of his life in a house full of alpha males and the trait had rubbed off. It would take more than the evil eye to scare him.

Hollie waved as her brothers reluctantly left her alone with him. She sighed once they left and he noticed her shoulders begin to relax.

“I love my brothers,” she said, “but they tend to be a bit overprotective.”

“I’m not going to fault them for that.” Noah was pleased to have a few minutes alone with her. Those moments were too few and far between. When they’d been filming the original televised shows, the other contestants had constantly surrounded them. Hollie had joked once it felt as if they were all summer camp counselors, always traveling around in a big pack. For three months they’d stayed in a cheap hotel on the outskirts of Hollywood and they had done everything with the cast and crew, enjoying their anonymity and obscurity. He’d said goodbye to Hollie at LAX after the last recorded show was filmed—and then gone back to New Orleans and had his life turned on its head.

Once the show began airing, his relatively peaceful life had vanished. As each subsequent episode aired, the number of paparazzi stalking him doubled. He’d appeared on talk shows, been invited to red carpet movie premieres and even done an interview last week with Jimmy Fallon on The Tonight Show. Hollie had been there through all of it, the two of them feeling more like a team than adversaries. His five minutes of fame was just about over and, while Noah had enjoyed every minute of the journey, he wouldn’t mind returning to a calmer existence.

“Last night,” he said, more for himself than her. For nine months, they’d been tied together by a show, by a common goal. After tomorrow, one of them would take home the title and the money, while the other would just go home.

He was going to miss her. More than he cared to admit.

“I know. I can’t believe it. I’m trying to decide if I’m relieved or disappointed that it’s almost over.”

He grinned. As always, she summed up his feelings perfectly.

And then, as if on cue, the paparazzi swarmed, reminding them why the end wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

Noah put his arm around her shoulders as the cameramen pushed closer, asking them a bunch of personal questions that had him seeing red.

Fortunately, the Nyte was more than prepared for this type of onslaught. Within minutes, two security guards pushed their way through the crowd, a petite spitfire hot on their heels, telling the paparazzi in no uncertain terms to disperse.

Noah was slightly amazed to see so many grown men almost cower before the tiny woman. The entire ordeal lasted less than five minutes.

“I’m Lucy Pine, head of security. I’m sorry about that. We’d given the press access for a brief interview with Manny Walsh. We did not give them access to you.”

At that moment, another hotel employee arrived. “Mr. Lewis. Ms. Mills. I’m Laird Beckett, the resort manager. I hope you’re both okay.”

“We’re fine,” Hollie said as Noah struggled to contain the jealous beast that didn’t like the way Laird Beckett was smiling at her. The man was good looking and he knew it. He oozed charm in a way that probably would have had his sisters Chloe and Dani swooning. He didn’t enjoy seeing that superpower unleashed on Hollie.

Noah hadn’t released Hollie after the cameramen descended and the alpha male inside him couldn’t resist tightening his hold. When Beckett’s gaze caught his, he knew the man understood the subtle warning to back off.

Beckett raised his hand, gesturing for the valet. “This is Tripp Ross. Tripp, did you move Mr. Lewis’s and Ms. Mills’s luggage to their new rooms?”

Tripp hesitated briefly, looking slightly confused before nodding. “Um, yes sir.”

“Very good. As you know, it’s a keyless entry. Your thumbprint will open the door. I believe you received your new room numbers via text?”

Noah and Hollie nodded. He’d gotten the text during dinner with his family. He’d debated inviting Chloe back to see the room he’d selected, but something had held him back. Probably embarrassment. He didn’t need his big sister to know how deeply her fantasy had resonated with him.

“There are voice-activated controls in the rooms, full wet bars, and we offer butler and maid services as well if you so desire.”

“Wow,” Hollie murmured. “I could get used to this place.”

Mr. Beckett grinned. “I don’t expect you’ll have any more trouble, but Lucy will escort you to the elevator just in case. Please let me know if you need anything and enjoy the rest of your stay.”

Mr. Beckett left and Noah felt like grinning when Hollie ignored the man’s departure, her attention remaining on him.

“If you’ll follow me.” Lucy turned, walking briskly toward the elevator. Once they were there, she pushed the up button and waited until the doors slid open.

“If you have any more trouble with the press during your stay, call me. I’ll take care of it.”

With that, she was gone, and Noah was once again alone with Hollie.

As they stepped into the empty elevator, Noah asked, “What floor?”

“Fifteen.”

Hollie was on the same floor he was. Noah pressed the button, deciding then and there it was fate kicking him in the ass, telling him to do what he’d dreamed of doing for the past nine months.

Without a word, he turned to Hollie, grasped the back of her neck and kissed her.
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Hollie didn’t have time to move as Noah leaned toward her, his lips crushing hers in what was undoubtedly the greatest kiss of her life. She didn’t bother to question her sanity or give herself a single second to succumb to common sense. She’d wanted to kiss Noah since the first day she’d seen him on the set. She had taken one look at his smoldering chocolate-brown eyes, a taste of his red beans and rice, and fallen head over heels in lust.

Those feelings had only continued to grow as the months passed. But her desires stopped being based on “oh my God, he’s hot” and more on “Wow, he’s such a nice guy”.

Right now, she wasn’t thinking about his looks or his personality. She was too wrapped up in the heat pooling between her thighs. She wondered what would happen if she hit the emergency stop button on the elevator. How long would that give them to take care of business?

Because she had lots of unfinished business with Noah Lewis. Months; worth of pent-up horniness and two million and twelve raunchy fantasies.

He forced her mouth open, his tongue diving in to explore. She never would have pegged him as such an aggressive kisser. Her lady parts liked it. A lot.

Just then, the elevator slowed to a stop. Though she tried to hold him close, Noah managed to break free of her grip just before the doors slid open. She was flushed, breathing heavily and considering ripping off her bra, simply because it was rubbing against her hard nipples.

Fortunately, unlike her, Noah had retained some small shred of control. Which was very lucky when Isaac Thornton, Food Fight’s producer, stepped into the elevator.

“There are my superstars,” he said with a smile as the doors closed. She glanced at the number panel. They’d only gone up seven flights. Noah had kissed her so senseless, she’d expected to discover they’d ridden all the way up to the penthouse, smashed through the glass ceiling and were currently doing a Willy Wonka-style tour of the city.

Isaac glanced at his watch. “Early night?”

Noah nodded. “Yeah. I just ran into Hollie in the lobby. Apparently she had the same plan. Big day tomorrow.”

Isaac was clearly pleased to hear they weren’t intending to party their asses off all night and show up for the live finale hungover. “This is why you two are still in the game. You take the competition seriously.”

Finally, after a lifetime, the doors slid open on the fifteenth floor. She and Noah both stepped off after saying good night. If Isaac thought it was weird they were staying on the same floor, he had the good grace not to say so.

“You’re on the fifteenth floor too?” Hollie asked.

“Yep.”

Hollie wondered what that meant. Did all the rooms on this floor have a similar theme? When she found out she could choose a fantasy suite for the rest of the week, she hadn’t hesitated to select the one that spoke to her soul. The one that so closely matched her dreams.

She was shocked when Noah took her hand and led her to room 1503.

“How did you know this was my room?” she asked.

Noah frowned then tugged his cell phone from his pocket. “I was actually taking you to my room.” He flicked open his messages and showed her the text he’d received from the hotel’s front desk clerk.

She dug her phone out of her purse and did the same.

1503.

They’d been given the same room.

Had the Nyte made a mistake?

If they had, Noah didn’t seem to be in any hurry to correct it. “Open the door,” he said, his voice deep, almost demanding.

Her body reacted as if she’d been struck by lightning.

What if the front desk clerk had made a mistake and sent Noah her room number instead of his own? What would Noah say when he discovered her secret fantasy?

Then again, what if she was standing outside Noah’s room? She was dying to know what he’d selected for the remainder of his stay.

He leaned closer, placing a kiss on her cheek, his hot breath causing her stomach to flip-flop in anticipation.

“Open it, Hollie.”

She placed her thumb against the keypad and the locks clicked. It was her room. Her fantasy.

She opened the door. Noah caught her wrist before she could enter, holding her back, and together they looked inside.

The harem room was more decadent, more scandalously sensual than she’d imagined.

“Oh my God,” she whispered breathlessly.

What was she doing? This room revealed far too much about her desires to a man she’d never even kissed until ten minutes ago.

“If you step over that threshold, we’re playing the fantasy out.”

Hollie had never heard Noah use that voice, that deep, rich, dark-chocolate tone that had her two seconds away from stripping naked in the hallway and kneeling at his feet.

“Okay.”

He grinned at her quick capitulation. “Jesus. I expected you to be the voice of reason.”

She frowned, confused. “What?”

Noah shook his head. “Oh no. If you’re not going to stand here and tell me we’re idiots to start this, the night before the final show, then I’m sure as hell not going to say it.”

She giggled. “Um, hate to break it to you, but I think you just did.”

Hollie expected Noah to laugh, but his face suddenly became too serious, too intense.

“I’ve wanted you from day one,” he confessed.

“Same with me.”

“It’s only one more night. We could—”

She shook her head, cutting him off before he could finish the thought. “No. Please. I don’t want to wait any longer.”

“Tomorrow is going to be a big enough head game as it is, Holl. I don’t want to mess things up for you. You deserve to walk onto that stage with your eyes on the prize and nothing else.”

She tilted her head. “And you don’t deserve the same?”

“I haven’t been looking at anything except you since the fifth show.”

She smiled. “The partner round.”

“Working with you in that kitchen was the highlight of my year. You’re such a good freaking cook.”

Hollie took his hand in hers and squeezed. “I feel the same way about you. There have been so many shows since then when I was losing my shit, stressing out. I’d look at you, watch you work with such confidence, and then you’d give me that wink and secret smile that said you believed in me, and all the anxiety just vanished. Truth is…right now? I’m Team Noah.”

“Great. We’re both fucked. Because I’m currently president of your fan club.”

“Tonight isn’t about the contest, is it?”

Noah shook his head. “No. Not for me.”

She reached up and cupped his cheek affectionately. “It’s not for me either.”

He gave her a sultry look that set her panties on fire. “So…are you going in? Are you going to be my harem girl? I won’t lie. I have some pretty serious plans for you if you walk through that door.”

Hollie bit her lip as she considered his offer. Noah was clearly warning her, giving her an out. Her previous sexual experiences had been so vanilla was embarrassed to claim them. She’d grown up in a fairly small town with seven brothers. Who the hell was going to do anything even remotely interesting with her or to her in that scenario?

“I want to be yours, want to belong to you.”

“Do you know what a safe word is?” he asked.

She shook her head, prompting a big smile from him. He placed his forehead against hers. “You’re so fucking perfect.”

Hollie had no idea what she’d done to provoke that comment, but she’d never felt more cherished, more special in her life. Her heart beat a little bit faster.

“If I do anything you hate, just say no or stop and I will.”

She had a feeling there was more to his so-called safe word than that. After all, those words were pretty universal for “get your hands off me”, but she didn’t question him. This was Noah.

Over the past nine months, he’d become her friend, a kindred spirit, someone she could rely on and trust. Her brothers would go mad if they knew what she was about to do. They would yell, rant and rave, and tell her he was trying to sabotage her chances at the championship. But she knew…deep down in her heart…nothing could be further from the truth.

With her decision made, Hollie gave Noah a sultry come-hither glance and stepped into the room.

She couldn’t hold back her giddy laughter when Noah followed her inside and shut the door. The sound, however, was cut short when he pushed her against the wall and kissed her as if his life depended on it. She honestly wouldn’t mind if all he wanted to do was this and nothing more tonight. She’d show up tomorrow on the set with swollen, chapped lips and never regret it for a second.

Hollie wrapped her arms around his shoulders, desperate to keep him close. For so many months she’d dreamt of this moment. She should have known Noah would take her expectations and blow them out of the water.

His tongue tangled with hers. He tasted like red wine and tiramisu. He was delicious, her new favorite treat.

When he broke the contact of their lips, he gave her that charming grin that had captured her attention during the very first show. So many of their competitors had been cutthroat, aggressive, and their wolfish smiles were definitely meant to intimidate. Then Hollie had glanced across the kitchen and seen Noah. He’d caught her eye and given her that sweet, silly grin that seemed to say “Get a load of these clowns”. She’d actually giggled, even though he’d been on the other side of the room and hadn’t said a word.

“While I realize I run the risk of sounding like a complete tool, I have to admit I would give up cooking forever if I could have just one of your kisses every single day for the rest of my life.”

Hollie wasn’t sure anyone had ever said anything so romantic to her. Most of the guys she’d dated were total duds, clueless wonders who talked about sports with more emotion than their relationship.

“Just one kiss a day?” she asked.

“Greedy woman. I like your style.” Noah kissed her again, but he didn’t let his lips linger this time.

They both turned to study the room. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Utter decadence, sensual elegance. Though it was a suite, it had an open floor plan. Everything was in one large room, with the exception of a closed door that she assumed led to the bathroom.

To the right was the sitting area decorated in rich hues of gold and burgundy; large pillows covered the floor and surrounded a rounded, plush couch that Hollie was dying to sink into. The left side of the room contained a giant king-size four-poster bed, with a sheer canopy that reminded her of that old Indiana Jones movie—the one with the blonde actress.

She tried to soak in the beauty of it, but her gaze couldn’t focus on more than the four silk scarves tied to each post, clearly there to bind a willful slave.

Noah certainly fit the bill looking far-too-much like the exotic sheik of her dreams with his dark eyes, black hair, and tanned skin. His jaw was covered with just a hint of that five o’clock shadow she’d always found so damn sexy on men.

Her pussy fluttered in nervous, excited, yes-please anticipation.

The corner nearest the door held the kitchenette, complete with a cozy, intimate table for two, decorated with a rich red tablecloth and a vase of white roses. A bottle of champagne rested in a chiller full of ice, with a dish of the ripest, most luscious-looking strawberries sitting next to it.

Between the sitting area and the bed, near the floor-to-ceiling window was the largest, most inviting hot tub she’d ever seen. It was heart-shaped, surrounded by rose petals and illuminated by candles. The steam rising from it called to her. The entire suite invited indulgence and screamed of carnal pleasure.

“Wow,” she whispered.

“It’s incredible,” Noah agreed.

“How did they know when we would return?”

Noah shrugged. “Beckett said these rooms had maid and butler service. Maybe he called someone to get this set up when he spotted us in the lobby.”

“That makes sense.”

Then he gestured to their suitcases, sitting next to each other on stands by the bed. “Why do I feel like the hotel put us here together on purpose?”

“This was your fantasy too?”

Noah nodded.

Hollie wasn’t sure how to respond. He wanted this. He’d chosen it.

It was clear someone had set the scene for seduction and romance. But who? And why?

Noah walked over to an open closet and pulled out a colorful outfit. His eyes darkened hungrily as she took in the harem slave attire. The gold lamé bra with halter ties was adorned with gold coins. The matching thong had an attached sheer purple skirt—if she could call the two pieces that draped over the front and back a skirt—that didn’t leave much to the imagination.

The outfit was sexy and revealing and nothing Hollie would ever have imagined herself wearing. However, her gaze was locked on the lone accessory also hanging from the hanger.

A gold chain was attached to a collar.

“I’d love to see you in this.”

Noah hadn’t needed to speak that desire, it was apparent in this gaze.

Hollie nodded slowly. She wanted to wear it for him. All of it. She glanced at the scarves on the bed once more as her fantasies took shape, molding themselves to everything this room invited, promised.

“I think we need to discuss that safe-word thing again,” she said, slightly shocked at what she was about to confess. She knew how she wanted this night to play out and she knew—deep down inside—he was the man to give her exactly what she wanted.

Noah’s brows furrowed. “Okay. What do you mean?”

She gave him a sexy smile. “I don’t intend to be a good little slave.” She stepped closer as her voice lowered, the sound little more than a whisper. “You’ve captured me, but you haven’t claimed me. Not yet. I won’t surrender willingly.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed with a hunger that was almost palpable. “You’re going to fight me?” His question was spoken in a deep voice that sent shivers along her spine.

She nodded.

He reached out and gripped her wrist, shackling it tightly, letting her feel exactly what she was inviting. “Your safe word is risotto. Say that and it ends. That’s the only word that will make me stop. Do you understand?”

Hollie licked her lips, her mouth suddenly going dry. His dark words provoked the exact reaction she wanted to feel—fear laced with heart-pumping, pussy-throbbing desire. She wanted to belong to him, but by God, he had to prove he was worthy of her submission.

She was so overwhelmed, she failed to respond.

Noah hadn’t missed that fact. “Say it, Hollie. Say the word. Let me hear it.”

“Risotto,” she whispered. The word reminded her of the night the two of them had been paired up for the partner challenge. There had been given five ingredients hidden on the table in front of them. Each team had a different grain and was told to create a delicious side dish. She and Noah had received risotto and that was the night that her star—and his—began to rise. People began to recognize her when she went out in public and her face first appeared on the cover of a tabloid, the article mistakenly linking her and Noah romantically, claiming they were engaged in a scandalous, secret affair.

“Take off your clothes.”

She reared back, surprised when he returned the harem girl outfit to the closet.

“What?”

He returned and captured both of her wrists with one of his hands, shackling them in front of her as he led her toward the hot tub. Her affable, good-natured friend had vanished. What remained was this demanding, imperious, sexy-as-fuck stranger. “My slaves only wear clothing when it pleases me. And I don’t repeat myself. Ever.”

She had told him she’d fight him. That was certainly what she’d planned, but there was something about his tone, the way he looked at her, that had her fingers itching to tear off every scrap of material hiding her body from his view.

Hollie pushed that desire away. Noah was offering her something she’d never had the guts to ask for before. She wasn’t going to let this opportunity slip away. She tugged her hands out of his grasp. Clearly he thought she was going to comply. Otherwise, he would never have let her go so easily.

She took a step away as she reached for the first button on her blouse. He watched with avid attention, not noticing at first when she continued to back away. She recognized the exact second he realized she didn’t plan to obey his command.

He took a predatory step closer, stalking her slowly, keeping his motions steady.

Her heart raced, her breathing growing more rapid, shallow.

“Hollie.”

The way he used her name threw her off-guard. In her mind, she’d always been someone else in her fantasy, someone adventurous, exotic, a hell of a lot more interesting than plain old Hollie Mills from Carlisle, Pennsylvania.

She jerked when she backed herself against one of the tall posts at the bottom of the bed. She started to twist toward the left, intent on running away, but Noah anticipated her move before she made it.

He gripped her arms with a strength that should have terrified her. Instead, her traitorous body reacted instantly. Her nipples budded, her panties went wet and a flash of pure electricity shot straight to her pussy, leaving her breathless and on the verge of begging.

While Hollie struggled to regain control of her overwhelming need, Noah made short work of securing her hands behind her back, around the post of the bed. She tugged and expected the silk to give way, but Noah wasn’t playing around. Apparently he knew his stuff when it came to knots.

Without hesitance, his fingers worked free the buttons of her blouse until it hung open, revealing her simple white bra. She wished she’d realized her night was going to take such an amazing turn. She would have gone for Hootchie Mama over Catholic Schoolgirl. Her plain white panties were worse than the bra. They weren’t exactly granny style, but they were damn close.

Of course, given the way Noah studied her breasts, his gaze practically stroking her cleavage, it appeared he didn’t mind.

She bumped against the post roughly when his hands reached for the fastening of her skirt. For the past nine months, she had lived in a constant state of horniness, but now that she was here, the moment of truth at hand, everything was going too fast.

“Noah,” she gasped.

His hands left her skirt, his fingers tangling in her hair, tugging it with a force that had her scalp tingling and her eyes watering. It also had her so fucking turned on, she wasn’t completely sure she hadn’t just had a mini-orgasm.

“Master,” he said gruffly. “You will only call me Master.”

In every other instance of her life, that demand would have had her scoffing. Refusing. This was clearly the one exception.

God, Hollie. You’re supposed to be fighting him.

“I’ll never call you that.” The words sounded breathy and every bit like the lie they were.

The smile he gave her looked dangerous and sexy and—oh God—her body trembled again. What the hell was going on? She was in physical, aching pain. If he didn’t fuck her soon, she was pretty sure she’d die.

Noah released her hair. She missed the rough touch instantly. Until his hands returned to her skirt, making short work of the zipper. The material slid to the floor with little effort.

He peeled her panties away next and once again she wanted to ask him to slow down. Which was ridiculous because what she really needed was for him to hurry up.

“Kick them off,” he demanded when her panties joined her skirt on the floor. “Toe off those sandals as well.”

She considered refusing, but she was too excited to see what came next. She did as he asked. Once more, Noah wasted no time taking what he wanted. He nudged at the inside of her ankles.

“Spread your legs apart.”

Her mouth opened as she prepared to say no. Noah didn’t give her a chance. His lips captured hers in a hard kiss that was more possessive than caring.

When he released her, his eyes were narrowed. “There are consequences to challenging me. Be very sure you’re willing to pay the price.”

Holy shit. Could he be any fucking sexier? Part of her wanted to ask what the consequences were, but he pressed against her ankle again.

Her legs parted of their own volition. She expected him to touch her. God knew that was what she wanted—needed—him to do.

She was shocked when instead he knelt before her. With his thumbs, he tugged her mons apart, his face so close to her pussy she could feel the heat of his breath. He looked at her so closely, she blushed. Hollie had never been the subject of such intense scrutiny. She understood his intention. She was to be his slave, his possession. She was his to look at, to play with, and—if he so desired—to give away to someone else.

That thought sparked something, a dirty desire she’d kept buried deep. He’d tapped into her needs and he was flushing them out, driving them into the bright light and forcing her to face them, acknowledge them.

“My servants will shave you; keep you bare for my touch, my kisses.” He spoke in a matter-of-fact voice that had her not only believing those servants existed, but certain she wanted them to do exactly what he’d said.

He tugged on her pubic hair as he spoke, sparking more of those confusing pleasurably painful sensations.

Hollie shook her head as if to resist his words, wishing she had the breath to speak.

“Do you want me to touch you, Hollie? Do you want me to fuck your virgin pussy and ass with my big cock?”

Hollie’s face flamed with heat—the perfect melding of shock, embarrassment and desire.

“Noah,” she whispered, her eyelids drifting shut as she tried to hide her reactions. He didn’t allow her the escape.

He pulled her pubic hair again, harder this time.

She gasped as her eyes flew open, his gaze capturing hers.

“Master,” he corrected. He waited for her to say it, but she pursed her lips. Refused. He seemed to enjoy that refusal. She had no doubt he’d pull that title out of her before the night was over. And what was more, he’d enjoy doing so.

“It will hurt the first time,” he continued. “But soon you’ll come to love it, to want it more than your next breath. Soon, you’ll be begging me to take you. Over and over.”

She was on the verge of doing that right now.

So lame, Hollie. Fight him. This is your fantasy. Stop fucking it up.

“Never,” she said, proud of the strength in her voice.

When he stood up without touching her, she had to bite her lower lip to take back her denial. To stop herself from giving in and starting the pleading right now. That desire grew stronger when he untied her hands.

She didn’t want to be free. Not yet.

Not ever.

That thought took her aback. This was her first night with Noah and already her heart was hoping for more. So much more.

Which was dangerous, considering the outcome of tomorrow night’s show would change everything for them. One of them would be crowned the champion and awarded a huge sum of money that would allow them to make all their dreams come true. The other would leave with nothing.

While she tried to tell herself she could handle it—one way or the other—she wasn’t sure that was the truth.

How would Noah react if she won? Would he get pissed off? Walk away from her?

And what happened if he won? Would he return to New Orleans? Open his restaurant there? He was a Big Easy boy—born and bred in the city—while she was a country-bumpkin farm girl from PA. There were one thousand, one hundred and forty miles between them. She knew because she’d looked it up one night.

Regardless of what happened tonight, tomorrow was going to change everything.

She just didn’t know how.
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Once he untied her hands, Noah pushed her blouse over her shoulders. He was anxious to peel that damn bra away so he could see her breasts. He’d jacked off no less than a hundred times as he imagined her naked. As her popularity on the show had grown, the producers had decided to cash in on her beauty. Her clothing had become more revealing with each subsequent appearance and tonight’s attire had been no different. Though she’d worn an apron during the actual cooking, he’d caught more than a few peeks of her sexy cleavage as she worked. It had distracted him so much, he’d almost forgotten to add the honey to his Mrouzia.

He added the bra to the pile of clothing on the floor.

Finally, she was naked. Noah took a step back, treating himself to a long, hard look at her. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. His cock thickened at the sight, the constriction of his jeans almost unbearably painful.

Despite his discomfort, he didn’t seek to shed the denim. If he took off his pants right now, it was game over. He’d shove her down on that bed and fuck her, fantasy be damned.

And while he didn’t think Hollie would complain, he wasn’t about to let the night end so soon. Her reactions to his commands were heady. She wasn’t holding anything back.

“Get into the tub. I prefer my slaves be freshly cleaned before coming to me.”

She glanced at the hot tub, then back at him. He wondered how far she’d allow him to go with this role-play before she balked.

Given the way she obeyed, stepping into the water, it appeared he had quite a bit more leeway.

She sank into the tub until only her head and the tops of her shoulders broke the surface. He suspected she was trying to hide from him.

Time to up the ante.

He reached for the hem of his shirt and tugged it over his head. His efforts at the gym were rewarded when she treated him to a soft appreciative inhalation.

Noah took a steadying breath before unfastening his jeans and pushing them, his boxers and his shoes off. He’d vowed to take his time, but the way her auburn hair curled in the steam had him longing to run his fingers through it once more. Had him itching to grab a handful of it as he directed her mouth toward his cock, using that grip to hold her still as he fucked her—

Jesus, Noah. Take it easy, buddy.

He needed to concentrate on the here and now. Too many more visions like that and he’d blow before he ever touched her.

Hollie’s eyes remained locked on his cock, which wasn’t helping his control, either. He stepped into the tub and sank down onto the seat. A jet hit his lower back and he groaned aloud at the relaxing sensation.

“It’s nice, isn’t it?”

He nodded. She was breaking character, but he let her. This was their first time, and, God willing, it wouldn’t be their last. Noah wanted her to want him as much as she seemed to enjoy this dominant sheik. “Long day.”

She smiled. “Tomorrow will be longer.”

He shifted on the seat as he reached for her. He didn’t like the distance between them. Noah was surprised when she moved toward him easily, without resistance. He turned her so her back rested against his chest, allowing him to wrap his arms around her waist.

She sighed contentedly.

“Would you prefer to call it a night? Turn in early to rest?” If she said yes, Noah would kick his own ass for asking the question, but there was a part of him that was still worried about what would happen tomorrow.

Noah wanted to say it didn’t matter. Win or lose, his feelings would remain the same. But at heart, they were both serious competitors—that was evident by the fact they were in the finals—and the prize was something that would definitely change one of their lives forever. Five hundred grand and the opportunity to open their own restaurant were huge—for him and for Hollie.

Then it occurred to him he’d never asked about her plans for the money. Until today, he hadn’t thought about much more than getting to this point, to making the finals. Now, the idea that he could win it all was a very real possibility. All he had to do was shatter Hollie’s dreams.

He wasn’t aware that he’d tightened his grip on her until he felt her hands on his wrists. She glanced over her shoulder at him.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded, and then pushed his fears away. He wasn’t going to let his worries ruin what was shaping up to be one of the best nights of his life. There was time to deal with the fallout tomorrow. For now, he wanted her.

Time to put them back on track. Reaching toward the ledge, he grabbed the bottle of bath gel. Squeezing some onto his palm, he rubbed his hands together and worked up a lather on her breasts.

Hollie’s head rested on his shoulder, her quiet mews and stillness led him to believe she’d fall asleep if he continued this way. But sleep wasn’t on the agenda. Not for a few more hours anyway.

He gripped her nipples between his forefingers and thumbs and began to increase the pressure. Hollie’s spine stiffened and she started to pull away. He held fast, keeping her trapped against him.

“Noah,” she cried out as he pinched the tight nubs harder.

He released her then gently rubbed away the pain. He half expected to hear her use her safe word, so he was surprised when she sighed as if confused.

“I don’t understand…why…”

“Why what?”

“That hurt.”

He didn’t interrupt her. Instead, he gave her time to gather her thoughts, to choose her words. She obviously had more to say.

“But I loved it. It makes me ache for more.”

In that moment, Noah understood exactly how fucked he was. Hollie was truly the most perfect woman in the world. He’d never found anyone he connected with on every single level. But with her, there was no denying she was the yin to his yang, the salt to his pepper.

He nipped her shoulder, just a tiny, quick bite that he then soothed with his tongue. “Your body knows exactly who its Master is. Even if your head isn’t ready to admit it yet.”

She narrowed her eyes as she glanced at him over her shoulder. She was attempting for a rebellious look, but falling short. Her face was flushed and her breathing too unsteady.

“I’ll never be yours. I’m a free woman.”

He chuckled darkly and the sound had the desired effect. It pulled her back into the fantasy.

She tried to escape his grip. He let her manage to put a couple of feet between them before he grasped her upper arm and twisted her until they were facing each other. Reaching for the body gel, he gently squeezed her arm.

“Put out your palm.”

She shook her head defiantly. Noah grabbed her wrist, amused when she kept her hand clenched in a tight fist.

“Open it now, Hollie, or I’ll be forced to punish you.”

“Punish me how?”

Her question was too curious, without an ounce of fear behind it. She liked the idea. But how was she playing it out in her mind? He wondered what she would think of his response.

“I’ll yank you out of this tub, turn you over my knee and spank your bare, wet ass until it’s as red as those strawberries over there on the counter.”

She bit her lower lip, clearly letting that image play out in her mind. Then she threw her head back haughtily. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Noah loved the way she challenged him. “You’ve earned yourself ten smacks when we’re finished in here. Open your hand now or the number increases.”

Her fingers slowly loosened. “There,” she said once her palm was flat. “Now you don’t have to spank me.”

He kept his expression stern despite his desire to kiss the tip of her cute little nose. “The punishment stands. I told you. I don’t repeat myself.”

“But—”

He cut off her argument with a hard kiss as he dropped the shower gel. He intended to keep it quick, but the second his lips touched hers, he couldn’t resist lingering. With one hand, Noah kept a tight grip on her wrist while he wrapped the other around the back of her neck, holding her to him.

His tongue touched hers and he tried to recall if he’d ever tasted anything sweeter than Hollie. Nothing came to mind. And he had a sweet tooth.

After several heated minutes, he finally managed to pull away. It took him a few seconds to remember his plan. The sight of her open palm reminded him.

Retrieving the bath gel once more, he placed a dollop in her hand. “Scrub me, pet.”

She hesitated for only a moment, and then reached toward his chest.

He shook his head. “Lower.”

Interestingly enough, she didn’t balk at the order. Her hand encircled his cock tightly, the soap allowing her fingers to glide smoothly.

Noah clenched his teeth, praying for control. The idea of her with her lips wrapped around his dick returned.

He grasped her wrist and slowed her strokes. The first time he came, he was going to be inside her. His time with her was limited—perhaps to just this one night—so every orgasm was going to count.

“Very good,” he murmured. He pulled her hand away from him, noticing her attempt to cling tighter. “Now it’s your turn. Open your legs.”

She glanced around the room. Noah wondered if she’d try to escape. He knew she was determined to put up at least a token resistance, but the clever woman wasn’t about to let this opportunity pass her by. He loved that her sex drive matched his so perfectly.

She parted her legs.

He leaned closer and placed a soft kiss on her cheek before whispering in her ear. “You’re mine, little pet. Mine to play with, to take however I want.”

As he spoke, he stroked the inside of her thighs. Noah felt her tremble. Hollie never held anything back in the kitchen, putting it all on the line, every time. Obviously the same held true in the bedroom. Her commitment to the fantasy was pulling him in as well. He wanted to possess her, to keep her his captive. Like the most doting sheik, he’d pamper and cherish her. Give her jewels and clothing, a soft bed and long, wet kisses.

Hollie’s hands gripped his shoulders. “Noah.”

“Master,” he murmured again. “You will call me that before the night is over.”

Her fingers tightened, but she didn’t deny his assertion again.

He stroked her clit, just a brief, barely there touch.

She released her breath loudly. “Please. God.”

“What, angel? What do you want?”

“Touch me. Harder.”

Noah rubbed her clit once more, adding only a tiny bit of pressure. She white-knuckled his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin. It burned, but like her, Noah didn’t mind a little pain with his pleasure.

“More. I can’t take this. I need more.” Her pleading was almost his undoing. Almost.

He ran a single finger from her clit to her anus, one quick journey, and then he pulled away again.

“God. Enough, Noah!”

She leaned forward and bit him, right on the pec.

Noah reared back in shock…and arousal.

Any semblance of control he’d maintained fell away. When he touched her again, he drove two fingers deep into her pussy. Her inner muscles fluttered against him, clenched. She was already there, right on the verge of coming.

Noah considered giving her the push she needed, but changed his mind. He slid his fingers out slowly and when he pressed in the second time, it was with less force, more gently.

It pissed off his wild cat.

Hollie reached out and grabbed his cock, intent on dragging him to the spot she wanted him. He would have laughed if her hand wasn’t dragging him closer to that point of no return, where she was already languishing.

He tried to pry her hand away, but her grip was tenacious.

“In me. Now.”

Her demanding tone helped center him. There was only one person running this show and it was him.

“Let go, Hollie.” Something in his voice must have warned her she was on thin ice. She released him instantly.

“Please,” she whispered.

Noah couldn’t have refused her if his life depended on it. He thrust three fingers into her pussy, fucking her rapidly and with a strength he’d never used before with his previous lovers.

Hollie exploded instantly. Her body trembled, her fists slammed against his chest and she cried out his name. Her inner muscles flexed violently against his fingers, the climax stretching out longer than he would have imagined.

When it finally started to wane, he slowly withdrew, loving the way Hollie sank into his embrace. She clung to him as she struggled to regain her breath.

He held her, swaying slowly.

After a few minutes, she lifted her head, her gaze finding his. “That was unbelievable.”

Noah grinned. “That was just the first course.”

She laughed lightly. “Bon appétit.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Four


[image: ___]

Hollie stepped out of the tub as Noah held open a large white towel for her. When he wrapped her in the soft cotton, she sighed happily, trying to recall a time she’d ever been so coddled or cared for.

After all, she was smack-dab in the middle of eight kids. She and her twin brother were siblings four and five. As such, by the time they’d come along, her parents already had their hands full.

While she’d always been loved, she had learned at a very young age to fend for herself when it came to taking what she wanted. She had seven huge, hungry, boisterous brothers who, though overprotective when it came to strangers, had no compunction stealing her food, her toys and her spot on the couch when she stood up to go to the bathroom.

She couldn’t remember ever being spoiled or taken care of like Noah was doing right now. A girl could get used to this.

Hollie squealed in surprise when Noah lifted her into his arms and carried her to the huge harem bed. He placed her on the mattress as if she were made of precious porcelain.

“Noah,” she said, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck. “Kiss me.”

His lips were on hers before she finished the request. The kiss was hard and hungry, almost brutal in its intensity, a direct contrast to the gentleness he’d just shown her.

Tonight was increasingly eye-opening for her as more and more layers of Noah were revealed. For months, she’d been witness to his affable, good-natured, easygoing persona. She’d also seen his competitive side, the way he never held back, cut corners, or lost his shit in the kitchen. He’d come to the game to win and she’d never seem him waver in his conviction that he could take home the prize. She recognized that part of him best because she shared a similar play-to-win nature. She respected that side of him, even as she dreaded coming face-to-face with it tomorrow.

What she hadn’t seen before tonight was this sex-on-a-stick dominant, possessive, demanding, amazing man. The one who had her wanting him to do all sorts of dirty things to her. She had expected him to be a gentle, easy lover.

This man…

Whoo-boy.

When he pulled away, Noah, her friend, had vanished again. The sheik was back. And ready to stake a serious claim.

Her attempts at resisting, at fighting him as part of the fantasy, had vanished as well.

“Are you forgetting something, pet?”

She licked her lips, feigning nervousness. What she really felt was a throbbing need to be fucked. Hard.

So yeah. She was finding it hard to remember her name, let alone whatever it was Noah was referring to.

She frowned. “Um…”

He chuckled darkly. “Let me remind you.”

Before she could puzzle out his actions, Noah was sitting on the edge of the bed and she was sprawled out facedown over his lap.

“Oh, hell no,” she cried out as she attempted to rise.

Noah halted her escape with one hard slap on her ass. “Say your safe word or hold still.”

Hollie stopped squirming as her mind raced over what to do. Noah was offering her an out. But that damn competitive nature of hers didn’t want to cry defeat.

His hand struck again.

“Ow!”

“This is a punishment, Hollie. I warned you what would happen if you disobeyed me.” He punctuated his statement with two more slaps.

He wasn’t holding anything back, wasn’t trying to take it easy on her.

Then she realized she would resent him if he did. Noah knew her too well.

She tensed up when his hand moved again, but this time, Noah didn’t hit. Instead, his talented fingers dipped into her pussy. She was slightly embarrassed and surprised by how wet she was.

He stroked in and out just long enough for her to relax, to feel safe.

Then he withdrew and placed two more holy-fuck-me-that-hurts smacks on her already sore bottom. Once again, she considered saying her safe word, and once again, she dismissed the thought as soon as it passed through her brain.

Of course, that consideration was completely driven out when Noah’s fingers returned to play with her clit. Stars flashed behind her closed eyelids as she fought to find her release. Noah read her intentions and stopped just before the lightning struck.

“Fucker!” she yelled, her anger building when he merely laughed.

After that, he forgot to count, giving her way more than the promised ten, his hand rising and falling on her ass. The spanking was broken up by those wicked fingers that continued to drive her right to the brink, and then leave her there.

Hollie began to lose all sense of time and place. Nothing mattered to her except the orgasm.

“Please,” she gasped when she seriously felt as though she would explode if he didn’t let her come.

Noah pushed two fingers deep inside her pussy, curling them and hitting her G-spot. Her own personal self-destruct button. She splintered and screamed.

When she finally managed to recall where she was, Noah was cradling her on his lap, rocking her gently. He’d done the same thing in the hot tub. So far, he’d given her two mind-blowing orgasms, and he’d yet to come himself.

She slid to her knees in front of him.

“Hollie,” he said, when she pressed his thighs apart and took his cock in her hand. She sucked the head into her mouth, provoking a deep groan from him that pleased her.

She’d never really wanted to give a man a blow job. It had usually been something she just did for the guy. But right now, taking Noah into her mouth was as much for her as him. She loved the way he cupped her cheek affectionately, the way his softly spoken words of praise soaked into her skin like warm sunshine.

When he took a handful of her hair in his hand and tugged, Hollie felt a spark of the arousal he was an expert at provoking.

She took him deeper, the head of his cock brushing the back of her throat.

Noah grunted, and then, to her surprise, he withdrew.

“No,” she protested.

“Not that way, Hollie. Not the first time. I want to be inside you.”

Despite the bone-rattling orgasm she’d just had, his words had her raring to go, ready for more.

She rose from the floor and climbed onto the bed. As she lay on her back, Noah crawled over her body, caging her beneath him as he kissed her.

Her legs open, she reached down, trying to draw him inside.

Noah broke the kiss and shook his head. “Not yet, pet. Your training isn’t over. I’m still waiting to hear you call me Master.”

It took Hollie a few moments to shake the cobwebs from her hormone-fuzzy brain to understand the fantasy wasn’t over.

“Noah,” she whispered.

“See?”

He moved away from her, even though she attempted to hold him close. “Wait—”

“No. This doesn’t end until you’re mine. Your body, your mind, your soul.” As he spoke, he lifted her right arm, securing her wrist to the bedpost. Then he repeated the same process with the left.

She struggled not to complain when he left the bed completely to do the same to her ankles. She squirmed slightly, testing the bondage as Noah stood at the foot of the bed and surveyed his work. She was naked and tied spread-eagle, everything she possessed on display. The Hollie she had been before she’d walked into this hotel room tonight would have been mortified. This new Hollie, the one Noah had uncovered, felt freer than ever—which was completely ironic given her trussed-up state.

“Please come back to bed.”

He stood akimbo, his hands resting on his hips. He was the very picture of a powerful sheik. Then she recalled the outfit hanging in the closet. She wanted to wear it for him, wanted that collar with its fancy gold leash around her neck.

“You’re very beautiful.”

No lover had ever said those words to her. Not once. She’d actually never considered her looks much before the competition. Before the tabloids started discussing them. Before the show plopped her in the makeup chair and went mad with foundation, then gave her a stylish haircut and highlights. She lived and worked on a farm. Her beauty regime included getting a shower and getting the hell out of the bathroom so someone else could take a turn. That was it.

Right now, she looked like the Hollie from home. She’d scrubbed off her makeup after the show and brushed out all the damn hairspray. She didn’t doubt for a second the steam from the hot tub had turned her curls to frizz.

Yet Noah said she was beautiful. And the look in his eyes told her he was sincere.

When he returned to the bed, she expected him to resume his place above her. She was surprised when he knelt between her outstretched legs and leaned closer.

She gasped when he ran his tongue around her clit.

“Oh my God,” she said as he used his lips and tongue to drive her insane. The man sure as hell knew his way around a woman’s body. He’d found all her hot buttons. After too many years of having to draw a freaking map for previous lovers, she now began to fear that old adage was coming true. Noah was ruining her for all other men. That expression had always struck her as clichéd and unlikely. Now…she was in serious danger of living it out.

When Noah added his fingers to the play, she stopped worrying about the future. The here and now was too fucking awesome to miss.

Her hips lifted when he pressed two fingers inside, trying to seek more. She’d never considered herself a greedy lover, but with Noah, she was as selfish as they came. He offered and she took. Without regret or guilt.

Two fingers became three as he wrapped his lips around her clit, sucking the sensitive nub into this mouth. Once again, she was a goner.

She came loudly.

Her orgasm had only just begun to wane when Noah’s fingers moved lower. She jerked when he slowly thrust one wet finger into her ass.

“I…oh, shit.” She’d never indulged in anal play. She’d never even been tempted. It always felt like one of those porn moves, one that someone had to pay a woman a lot of freaking money to pretend to enjoy.

“I’m going to take you here, pet. Going to press my cock deep and fuck your ass.”

Hello, Mr. Dirty Talk. Where have you been all my life?

“I…” Hollie tried to speak, but he’d robbed all the air from her body. He continued to move his finger in and out of her tight ass and while the sensation was unusual, she didn’t dislike it at all. Quite the contrary. It felt naughty and hot and…

“Okay,” she whispered.

Noah froze, his eyes drifting closed. “You’re killing me, Hollie.”

She was killing him?

She’d barely touched him. Meanwhile, he’d driven her to mind-blowing orgasm time and time again.

“I need you, Noah.”

He slowly pulled his finger from her ass and she realized—finally!—he was going to fuck her.

Noah climbed over her—then paused. When he looked over his shoulder, searching the room for something, she understood what he was doing.

“I’m on the Pill.”

He glanced back at her, his brows furrowed. “I have a condom in my pants, Holl, if you’d rather I—”

“I don’t. Don’t want you to use one if you don’t have a reason to.”

“I’m clean,” he said.

“So am I.”

He blew out a long sigh. “I’ve never…God…I really want…”

“Untie me, Noah. I want to touch you.”

The fantasy had been incredible. Something she wanted to revisit with him about a million times in the future if he’d agree to it. But right now, this time, their first time, she wanted it to be just them.

Hollie and Noah.

Nollie, she thought, with a grin.

Noah missed her smile as he leaned forward, releasing the ties on her arms, then reached lower to tug the knots at her ankles loose.

Once she was free, she wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. Noah wasted no time placing his cock at the entrance to her body and sliding home.

He filled her perfectly.

Noah moved slowly as first, taking the time to kiss her.

Hollie squeezed her eyes closed to hold back the tears threatening. She’d never once shed tears of happiness, but right now, it took a great deal of effort not to dissolve into sobs. Which was ridiculous.

Then she realized why she was so moved.

She was in love with Noah.

The emotion crashed into her like a tidal wave. She’d never been in love before. She’d been in lust, in fondness, in genuine like with other guys, but not once had she given her heart away.

When Noah released her lips and gave her a sweet smile, she returned it, trying to ignore the part of her that worried about tomorrow.

“Okay?” he asked.

She wondered if she had revealed something in her expression, then realized he meant physically. She took mental stock and giggled.

“My ass is on fire, my nipples are sore and my insides feel slightly bruised. I’ve never been better.”

He laughed loudly. “Wanna go for broke?”

“Meaning?”

“I’m trying to be a gentleman when all I want to do right now is take you hard, deep and fast.”

Her pussy clenched in response. “Oh, hell yeah. It’s Vegas, baby. Let it ride.”

She expected him to laugh at her joke. Instead, it appeared her words released the beast.

Noah knelt, grasping the backs of her knees and tucking them into the crooks of his elbows. The position lifted her ass off the mattress slightly and left her wide open for what he had in mind.

Which was exactly what he’d asked for.

Noah pounded inside her, free of restraint, taking her with more force, more passion than she’d ever dreamed possible.

It was incredible. She came within a dozen thrusts but this time, Noah didn’t pause, didn’t seek to comfort or rock her. Instead, he kept moving, claiming.

Her second orgasm came right on the heels of the first, but Noah still wasn’t finished.

Hollie’s head thrashed wildly on the pillow as she gripped his muscular arms, holding on for dear life.

“Can’t take it,” she said, though that was a lie. In just a few short hours, she’d come to know there was nothing this man could dish out that she wouldn’t scarf down like a starving person.

“Hollie,” Noah said, his voice tight. He was there. At last.

And she was with him. God. She didn’t know she had this many orgasms in her.

He thrust deep one last time and held steady as he came. Hollie’s back arched as she joined him.

Considering the noise they’d just been making, Hollie was struck by the sudden silence in the room. All she could hear was their labored breathing as Noah slowly withdrew and dropped next to her on the bed.

She turned to face him, neither of them speaking.

He ran the back of his fingers along her cheek, staring at her with…

Love.

Hollie was certain of it.

She smiled and he returned it. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him how she felt, but something held her back.

Tomorrow loomed like a black, scary shadow, casting her happy ending in darkness.

Noah leaned toward her and kissed her gently. “Shut it down for the night, Hollie. There’s plenty of time to figure this out later. Okay?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you a mind reader?”

He shook his head, clearly amused by her question. “I don’t think it takes any special skill to know what’s on your mind. Especially since it’s the same thing that’s on mine.”

Hollie loved how open and honest Noah was. What you saw was what you got with him.

“Later,” she said with a sigh. “We’ll talk later.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist. Hollie expected stress and worry over the show and what would happen between them to keep her awake, but the moment she closed her eyes, physical exhaustion won the day.
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Noah glanced at the clock. It was just a few minutes before three a.m. He was surprised to realize he’d only slept a few hours. When he had tugged Hollie into his arms, he’d been dog-tired and a bit afraid about missing his alarm and oversleeping come morning.

Today was the most important day of his life. When he thought about it, it wasn’t exactly surprising that he couldn’t sleep. Everything was about to change.

For better. Or for worse.

Unable to relax, Noah slowly disentangled himself from Hollie. He sat on the edge of the bed for a few minutes, turning to look at her.

She was so gorgeous. Her shoulder-length red hair fanned around her on the crisp white silk sheets. Even in the candlelight, he could make out the light smattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks. In his mind, she was the image of the All-American girl, wholesome, healthy—perfect.

God. That word kept weaving into his thoughts. Hollie was perfect for him in every way. The more time he spent with her, the more it felt as if she’d been made just for him.

He stood up and walked over to where he’d shed his clothing earlier. Noah had never been a great sleeper. He suspected his inability to maintain any sort of deep slumber stemmed from his childhood.

His mother had been a drug addict and it wasn’t unusual for her to support that habit by prostitution. He and his brother, Zac, had gotten pretty good at hiding themselves when they were younger, after they’d had a couple run-ins with johns who’d thought it was fun to beat on little kids. Then there had been the guy who’d offered his mom money to let him fuck them. She’d gone nuts on the asshole and kicked him out, but after that, he and Zac had spent too many restless nights with one eye open, prepared to defend themselves if necessary.

When Mama Lewis had taken them in, Noah had been surprised that sleep was the one thing that still seemed to evade him. The Lewises had given him a warm, safe home, but some habits and fears never left you. For Noah, he’d learned early on that sleep made you vulnerable, and as a result, he was no stranger to midnight walks or late-night TV.

Once he’d dressed and put his shoes on, he left a note for Hollie on his pillow. God forbid she woke up and thought he’d left her. He needed some time to think, so he decided to head down to the hotel bar. Lucky for him, he was in a city that never slept. He felt the need for a beer and a chance to figure out what he should do next.

There were a lot more people in the elegant bar than he would have expected, given the late hour. He considered claiming a stool at the long counter, but the bartender looked like the type who liked to chat and there were two women sitting there eyeing him with appreciative, inviting smiles.

He hadn’t come here looking for company. If he had wanted that, he would have simply rolled over and woken up the angel in his bed.

Glancing around, he spotted a small table near the corner. The lighting there was very dim. So dark, in fact, he wondered if that section of the bar was closed. He hesitated.

A waitress walked by and stopped. “Can I help you?”

He pointed to the table. “Do you mind if I sit over there?”

She shook her head. “Not at all. You can sit anywhere you want. Want a drink?”

Noah grinned, said he liked craft beer on draft and told her to surprise him. She winked and promised to bring one over.

Noah sank into the comfortable chair, releasing a long, weary breath. He’d been an idiot to get out of bed. He needed the rest, needed a clear head and his wits if he was going to make it through the finale and the aftermath.

The waitress set down a dark milk stout, claiming it was her favorite beer. He took a sip and complimented her taste. She said she’d check on him later and left him alone.

Noah played over the events of the evening, starting with the moment he’d realized the hotel had screwed up, placing him and Hollie in the same room. Not that he intended to complain about that mistake.

Then he recalled the feeling he’d had that they had been set up. He couldn’t imagine the producer would do such a thing. The man didn’t appear to see anything more than the ratings and money from the sponsors. It seemed unlikely he would purposely try to drive his last two competitors into each other’s arms the night before the finale.

Which brought him back to the hotel staff. Perhaps they’d believed the tabloids, seen that they’d chosen the same fantasy, and assumed they wanted to be together. It felt far-fetched, but Noah was lacking any other explanation.

Of course, the more he considered everything he’d done with Hollie tonight, the harder it was for him to think any of it had been a mistake. Maybe it had been ill advised to take Hollie to bed the night before they both had to take the stage to compete against each other in front of millions of viewers. But try as he may, he couldn’t find an ounce of regret over that action.

He took another longer swig of his beer, and then rubbed his eyes. He needed rest, but he didn’t foresee getting any. He couldn’t get his brain to shut down.

“Shit,” he murmured.

“That’s a heavy look,” a deep voice said.

Noah jerked slightly at the unexpected sound. Squinting, he could just make out the silhouette of a man at the next table. The guy was sitting in a corner seat in a dark shadow. Noah wouldn’t have known he was there if the man hadn’t spoken.

He smiled and lifted one shoulder casually. “I’m in a bar at three a.m. nursing a beer. Isn’t that supposed to be the standard look?”

The guy chuckled. “Given the fact you’re competing for half a million dollars in about twelve hours, I guess I expected you’d be in bed.”

Noah wasn’t surprised that the man knew who he was. He was slowly getting accustomed to complete strangers calling out his name or coming up to him on the street, starting conversations as if they knew him. Apparently that was part and parcel of becoming a celebrity.

“Yeah. Bed is where I should be, but…”

“Nervous?”

Noah figured he should just tell the guy yeah, finish his beer and go back upstairs. After all, he’d come to the bar to be alone.

But Noah never did what he should do. As was apparent by the fact Hollie was naked in his hotel room.

“Not really. I’ll sort of be glad when the whole thing is over. I didn’t anticipate how much the show would change my life. Auditioned as a lark. Then, well…things snowballed.”

“So you aren’t enjoying your newfound celebrity status?”

“It’s okay.” Noah chuckled. “There are definitely some perks attached.” It felt good to be able to talk about some of this. While he couldn’t make out the man’s face, he could make out was seemed a very expensive suit. When the man lifted his glass, he caught a shimmer of an expensive watch on his wrist and heard the clinking of ice in his glass.

“Scotch?” Noah asked.

“Macallan.”

“Never heard of it.”

The man raised his hand and the waitress appeared as if she’d been hovering nearby. He ordered another glass for himself, and then asked her to bring one to Noah.

“Thank you,” Noah said. “You didn’t have to do that. I was fine with the beer.”

“Life is better with scotch, and Macallan is one of the best.”

Noah nodded his thanks when the waitress set the glass in front of him. The man had excellent taste. It was clearly expensive stuff. “Wow. I need to write down the name of that scotch. It’s amazing.”

“At ten grand a bottle, it should be.”

Noah set the glass down, mentally trying to calculate what that single drink cost. He debated asking the man his name, but considering the way the stranger was sitting alone in the dim corner, hiding in the shadows, he clearly preferred his anonymity.

Before Noah could thank the man again for what was probably the most expensive drink he’d ever have in his life, the stranger returned to the previous conversation.

“So if it’s not nervousness or depression over the end of the show, what is it that’s driven you to a bar alone in the middle of the night?”

“A woman.” The response slipped out before Noah could even consider the wisdom of sharing something so personal with a stranger.

“Ah, the best and worst kind of problem in the world. Are you trying to get rid of this woman or has she just broken things off with you?”

“Neither. I’m in love with her and I think she might feel the same way.”

The man had picked up his glass for another drink, but put it back down at Noah’s response. “That doesn’t seem like a problem at all.”

“It’s Hollie.” The guy had already proved he knew enough about Food Fight to recognize him. He probably knew Hollie too.

“Ah. I see.”

“Yeah. If you’d asked me nine, even six months ago if I cared about winning or losing the competition, I would have said it didn’t make a difference to me.”

“But now you’re on the verge of winning a lot of money—”

“It’s more than the money,” Noah interjected. “It’s a dream come true. My own restaurant. I’ve wanted that for longer than I can even remember.”

“You can still open a restaurant. Even if you lose.”

Noah kept telling himself that. It was true. But it would take a hell of a lot longer. And even then, he wasn’t sure he’d manage to launch his dream restaurant. Half a million dollars was huge. Something a boy raised on the wrong side of the Big Easy had never expected to see in his lifetime.

“Yeah,” he said. “I could.”

“I guess it all boils down to what’s more important to you. Money or love?”

It was a simple question. A choice between two things. And deep down inside, Noah knew what the answer should be. It was what Mama Lewis had been telling him since the first day he met her.

He’d only been twelve years old. The social worker had shown up that morning and taken him away from his mom. He’d cried and screamed and begged his mother not to let him go, but she’d only shrugged and told him it was probably better if he and his older brother went somewhere else to live. He’d been devastated. And then he’d been pissed off.

So angry in fact, he hadn’t been able to summon up much fear when the social worker dropped him off at the Lewis house. He’d followed behind Mama Lewis as she showed him and Zac to their bedroom and he’d stayed there all day, through dinner and straight on ’til bedtime.

That’s when Mama Lewis came to the room and sat on the edge of his bed. She’d told him it was okay to be afraid in a new home with strangers. And he’d exploded.

A day’s worth of pure white-hot rage spewed out as he told her he didn’t give a shit where he was. He claimed to hate her, her house, his brother and his mother. His voice broke when he spoke the last. Mama Lewis hadn’t missed that sound.

She’d told him hate took energy. A lot of it. And it made life really hard. She said love was always the most important thing. If you kept hold of that, everything else would simply fall into place. Life would be easy and fun and good things would come your way.

He hadn’t believed her right away. In fact, he’d been a real pain in the ass the first few months. But Mama Lewis led by example. He saw and felt all the love she had for her kids—biological and foster—and he came to understand how important it was.

What was more, he’d come to understand why his mother had let him go without a fight. She’d wanted to give him a chance at something better. And she had.

“I’d rather be poor with Hollie than have all the money in the world.” The second he said the words, all the tension he felt melted away.

“Good answer. But you know if she feels the same way as you, one of you is still walking away with that money. I don’t think a pauper’s life is in either of your futures.”

Noah nodded slowly. “Yeah, but I can’t throw the competition. Hollie would know it if I did and it would piss her off. She’d kill me.”

“And you’re afraid that if you win, she’ll walk? Does that sound like someone you should be pursuing?”

Hollie wouldn’t walk away from him if he won any more than he would leave her if she did. Noah grinned. “I’m an idiot. Worrying about stuff that won’t happen, that doesn’t matter.”

The man lifted his glass and Noah followed suit. “Here’s to a happy life for you and your Hollie.”

Noah took the last sip of the scotch and let the smooth liquor warm him all the way down. “That’s damn fine stuff. I should probably get back up to the room.”

Noah rose and started to walk away. He’d only gone two steps when the man called out, “If I may make a suggestion about the competition?”

Noah turned, wishing he could see the guy’s face. “Sure.”

“If I don’t like the rules of a game, I change them.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Noah let those words sink in as he glanced around for the waitress. When he found her, he reached for his wallet, intent on paying for his beer. She waved him away. “Mr. Nyte already paid your tab.”

“Mr. Nyte?” Noah asked. “The owner of the hotel?”

“Yes.”

He turned back toward the table he’d just left. The shadow was gone.

Now he was really sorry he hadn’t seen the man’s face. Mr. Nyte was a legend and a mystery, as very few people had ever seen him.

He was halfway across the lobby when Mr. Beckett stopped him. “Mr. Lewis? Is everything okay?”

Noah nodded. “Yeah.”

“Is your room to your liking?”

Noah didn’t bother to restrain his grin. “Oh yeah. Funny thing, Hollie and I were given the same room.”

Mr. Beckett’s lack of surprise answered the question of who put them together. Just not the why.

“Was there any certain reason we were put together?”

“That directive came from Mr. Nyte after you and Ms. Mills both selected the same fantasy room.”

Interesting. Noah regretted once more not knowing who the stranger in the shadows had been. If he had, he would have thanked the man for setting up what was the best night of his life.

“You’ll have to pass along my thanks.”

Mr. Beckett nodded. “I’ll do that.” The man reached into the pocket of his suit jacket. “Actually, I’m glad I ran into you. Mr. Nyte asked me to pass this along to you.”

Noah took the small piece of paper, embossed with the Nyte logo.

“If you’ll excuse me.”

Noah glanced at the man. “Of course. Good night.”

The message inscribed was short, but it packed a punch. It simply said, “Call me if you and Hollie ever decide to work in Vegas.”

Holy shit. Had Mr. Nyte seriously just offered him a job in one of his restaurants? Until the seed had been planted, Noah had seen himself returning to New Orleans. Now though? What if he and Hollie stayed here? He let himself imagine for a few moments the two of them as co-executive chefs in one of the Nyte hotel’s five star restaurants. It was more appealing than he could say.

He pushed the dream out of his mind…for the time being. He still had too many hurdles to clear before the night was over.

As Noah walked toward the elevators, he considered Mr. Nyte’s advice.

Change the rules.

An idea emerged. Noah stepped into the elevator, his excitement growing as it slid past floor after floor.

Change the rules.

He rushed down the hallway, pressing his thumb against the keypad for entry. He knew exactly how tomorrow was going to play out.

Time to wake Hollie. They had a plan to make.

When he entered the room, he didn’t have to wake Hollie. She was already up.

And wearing the harem girl outfit.

“Mother of God.” His mouth went dry and his cock went stiff. She was the sexiest thing he’d ever laid eyes on.

She tilted her head. “You left.”

“I put a note on the pillow.”

“I saw it. Everything okay?”

“It is now.”

Hollie walked toward him. That was when he noticed she had something in her hands.

The collar and leash.

“Hollie,” he began, wondering if she knew what she was inviting. If she knew how much he wanted what she was offering.

Once she stood in front of him, she dropped down to her knees. “I missed you,” she paused briefly before adding, “Master.”

She lifted the collar to him.

He took it, and then lifted her back to her feet. He had something he needed to say before they got swept away in the fantasy again. Noah had every intention of continuing the game, but before they did that, he wanted them to move forward without questions or anxiety.

“I love you.”

She blinked a couple times in confusion at his abrupt declaration.

“I mean,” he clarified, “I’m in love with you. Completely. Head over heels in an insane, moving-way-too-fast sort of way.”

Her smile grew as he rambled, which was why he kept going when he should have shut up. “I look at you and see a future, Hollie. A forever future. And maybe you’ll think it’s too soon for me to start talking about—”

“It’s not too soon,” she interrupted. “I feel the exact same way.”

“My feelings aren’t going to change tomorrow night, regardless of the outcome of the show.”

She paused and he realized she’d had the same concerns as him. When she spoke, he heard the things he’d considered fall from her lips. “We’re both pretty competitive. I was afraid…”

“That I’d be a sore loser?”

She shrugged lightly. “Or that I would. A half a million dollars is a lot of money. I genuinely believe I can lose gracefully, but…”

“But it will still hurt. To think you’re second best.”

She nodded. “And as always, you get me. It’s kind of scary. You’re sure there’s no ESP at play?”

He chuckled. “I have a plan. A way for both of us to win. The game. The money. And each other.”

She reached out to cup his cheek affectionately. “You’ve already won my heart.”

“Ditto,” he said, leaning down to give her a kiss.

“So what’s the plan?”

He raised the collar. “Lift your hair and turn around.”

She did so without hesitation, trembling slightly as Noah fastened the collar around her neck. Once it was secured, he placed a light kiss against her nape then he turned her to face him again.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

“Perfect.”

It was their word. Now that he had a plan, he was determined to make all their dreams come true.

“So about the competition?”

“We’re going to change the rules.”

She smiled. “I like the sound of that.”

“But first, we’re going to move on to the second course.”
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Epilogue
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Tom: Hello, and welcome back to the live finale of Food Fight. Our contestants have spent the last hour racing around, cooking the meal that will make or break their futures. What do you think of this final challenge, Angelica?

Angelica: I think it’s inspired, Tom. Just inspired. It’s really going to give our contestants one last chance to show the judges exactly what they’re made of, to prove they have what it takes to open and operate their own restaurant.

Tom: I couldn’t agree more, and I’m dying to know what each contestant considers their signature dish.

Angelica: Well, we can see that Hollie has remained true to her roots, using a wide variety of organic vegetables in her preparation.

Tom: While Noah isn’t holding back with the spices. But rumor has it that just prior to the show, both Noah and Hollie changed a few items in their recipes. Do you think those changes were brought on due to nervousness or a mutual desire to take their competitor by surprise?

Angelica: Maybe a bit of both, Tom. As you can see, there are two plates on that table at center stage. They’ll each put their dishes on one of those for presentation to the judges. And in a competition like this, appearance is as important as taste.

Tom: And the clock is just about to run out. Looks like Noah is the first to finish his meal. There he is, headed to the center table.

Angelica: Um…what’s he doing?

Tom: I’m not sure… He appears to have stacked the two plates. Does he understand that one is for Hollie’s dish?

Angelica: The judges are trying to catch his attention, but either he doesn’t hear them or he’s ignoring them. He’s plating his food. I have to admit it looks lovely. I hope Hollie doesn’t mess up his presentation when she tries to grab her plate from under his.

Tom: Here comes Hollie with her food.

Angelica: Wait. What’s going on? Is she putting her dish on the same serving platter as Noah!? Can she do that?

Tom: The judges appear to be looking off stage for the producer. It’s clear they’re as confused by this unusual turn of events as the rest of us.

Angelica: Tom, look—Noah and Hollie are now combining their food, putting it together on the plate to create one dish.

Tom: And there’s the buzzer to end the competition! I have to admit, I’ve never seen anything like this in ten years with the show. Like the rest of America, I can’t wait to see how this turns out. The judges are approaching the table.

Angelica: It appears the producer has given them the green light to proceed with the judging. They’re sampling the food. Which I have to say looks absolutely amazing.

Tom: If the look on Billy Oxford’s face is any indication, Angelica, I’d say you’re correct. I think that expression is called bliss.

Angelica (laughing lightly): It is indeed, Tom. And given their expressions, I think it’s obvious Noah and Hollie have created something very special together. But I’m not sure how they can award a winner.

Tom: I agree. I’m concerned their actions may disqualify them.

Angelica: It appears, after conferring with the producer, the judges have reached a decision.

Tom: And the winner is—it’s a tie. A tie! How about that? Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we’re witnessing Food Fight history as Noah Lewis and Hollie Mills are both crowned champion. It looks like they’ll have to split the prize money!

Angelica: Or maybe not, Tom.

Tom: Is he…? Are they…? Can they—?

Angelica: Kissing. They’re kissing, Tom. And yes, they can do that on live TV.

The End
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Brad Anderson—newly appointed headmaster of the Submissive Training Center and cowboy at heart—is about to experience the mystery and magic of Vegas. He heads to the opulent Nyte Hotel with his feisty companion, a furball named Cayenne, not knowing that a request for a simple massage will lead him into a private game of stud poker.


In honoring his bet to scene with the shy redhead, Shey Allen, the handsome Dom will be risking far more than a sleepless night. Her big blue eyes have captured his heart—is it possible love is not far behind?


Stud Poker


The Nyte

Playing cards is like sex: if you don’t have a good partner,

you’d better have a good hand…

**Keep up to date with the newest release of involving Master Anderson by signing up for Red Phoenix’s newsletter:

eepurl.com/VFxFL**

Read more about the sexy Dom, Master Anderson, in the Brie Series:
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Brie Learns the Art of Submission

* Available in eBook, paperback, and audio book
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Brie Embraces the Heart of Submission

* Available in eBook, paperback, and audio book
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Brie Masters Love in Submission

* Available in eBook, paperback, and soon audio book

Also recommended: The Erotic Adventures of Amy and Troy – in this novel you will meet Master Brad Anderson BEFORE he became part of the Submissive Training Center…
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As Brad Anderson pulled up to the Nyte Hotel in his black Chevy truck, he let out a long, exhausted sigh.

Damn, I need this…

An energetic young man hustled up to the massive vehicle with a friendly grin and opened his door. “Nice truck, sir. We don’t get many of those here.”

Brad glanced around, noting the abundance of sleek sport cars and convertibles. He shrugged as he picked up a mewing orange tabby from the seat, cradling the kitten in his muscular arms as he petted it under the chin. “Yeah, well, I’m not from around here…”

“So where do you call home?”

Brad leaned over and grabbed his black Stetson, placing it on his head. Now that it looked like he’d be leaving Colorado for good, he’d decided to fully embrace his cowboy heritage. Although the young man was being overly social, Brad answered the question. “Denver, but I’m headed to LA to stake my claim.”

The kid laughed good-naturedly, glancing at his cowboy hat. “Mister, I hate to break it to you, but you’re going to stick out like a sore thumb there, too.” He quickly added, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

Brad pulled out a small leather bag and gently eased the kitten into it, zipping the tiny animal inside. He put a finger to his lips, knowing pets were not allowed at the posh hotel. He handed the valet a twenty and explained, “After all the upheaval of packing, the only thing I’m interested in tonight is a relaxing evening before I head off to LA tomorrow.”

“You’re only here for a night, sir?”

Brad mirrored the boy’s engaging smile. “That’s all the time I could spare. You see, I’m the new headmaster of the Training Center, and the next session starts in a week.”

“What kind of training—if you don’t mind me asking?”

Brad chuckled, as he shook his finger at the valet. “It’s the kind of training that would get a young man like you in trouble.” Picking up a small suitcase from the back seat, Brad handed over the keys.

As he started towards the hotel entrance, the valet called out, “Sir.”

Brad turned around and raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

With a wicked grin, the kid waved the keys in the air. “Is it true what they say about men and big trucks?”

Brad smiled, amused by his cheekiness. “What? You mean ‘Big truck, big…heart’?”

The valet nodded, laughing to himself as he jumped into the beast of a machine. The deep rumble of the engine reverberated in the courtyard as he drove off.

Brad lifted the leather bag level with his face and whispered, “Keep silent, Cayenne. They welcome pussies here, but not ones of the feline persuasion.”

He entered the revolving door of the hotel, and looked over the foyer with satisfaction. The huge crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling was impressive, along with the marble pillars that surrounded it. The entire lobby was adorned with lavish amounts of silver and gold.

Mr. Nyte certainly had a flair for the dramatic.

The hotel was known worldwide as an elite establishment, famous for its high-stakes poker and deluxe fantasy suites. It was funny that Brad was only interested in a comfortable bed and a relaxing evening to himself.

A sexy brunette sauntered past, looking him over favorably. She glanced down at his crotch and let out a little purr of approval. “Howdy, cowboy.”

Master Anderson smirked as he tipped his hat to her. “Ma’am.”

When she proceeded to bite her lip in an inviting manner, Brad abruptly broke eye contact and headed towards the front desk.

Rest and relaxation, he cautioned himself.

The perky young woman at the front desk typed in his information and smiled sweetly as she confirmed, “I see you have a reservation for the Serenity Suite for one night. Is that correct, Mr. Anderson?”

“It is, but I want to confirm that I won’t be disturbed by the chaos of your casino.” As if on cue, there was a loud outburst of bells just beyond the foyer; the sound of cheering soon followed.

She grinned, announcing proudly, “Must be another big winner!”

“My point, exactly.”

“Rest assured, Mr. Anderson. The Serenity Suite is especially designed to meet your nee—” The girl made a cute little sneeze sound and blushed, looking quite embarrassed. “Pardon me.” She discreetly wiped her nose with a tissue before continuing. “The walls are insulated with special material so they are completely soundproof. The only sounds you’ll hear are the ones you make yourself.”

“That’s good to know,” he replied, winking at her as the crowd in the casino broke out in a fresh set of cheers.

“If you’ll just…” The young woman sneezed again, looking mortified. “I’m so sorry. If you could just put your thumb there for me, you’ll be all set.” She pointed to a small scanner and smiled.

Brad quickly placed his thumb on the device to let it scan his fingerprint, hoping Cayenne would remain quiet a little longer.

“Will there be anything else, sir?”

“Nope…wait. Can I schedule a massage?”

“Why, of course!” Her face lit up as she explained, “I’d be happy to send one of our massage therapists up to your room. Would you like a male or female to attend to you?”

Brad shook his head. “No, no… I’m not wanting a private session. I’d prefer the spa and no women present.”

The young woman sneezed again, blushing a deeper shade of red. “I truly apologize…” She turned away from him to wipe her nose again. “Let me get our concierge, Francesca Young. I’m positive she can set something up for you.”

Brad glanced down at the moving bag on the counter. “That’s okay. Just have her call my room.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble, Mr. Anderson,” a confident female voice stated behind him.

He turned to see a slender woman with soft brown eyes and a stunning smile. “I live to accommodate our guests.”

She grabbed the bag on the counter with a knowing smile. “I’m Francesca, and I’d be happy to escort you to your room while we discuss your unique needs on the way up.”

Brad chuckled, knowing he’d been caught. “Why the hell not, Francesca?”

As the elevator doors closed she opened the bag, and Cayenne’s head popped out. “Well now, aren’t you a little cutie?”

She petted the top of the kitten’s head but gave Brad a stern look, stating, “The Nyte doesn’t allow pets in our fantasy suites, Mr. Anderson.”

“I was aware,” he conceded, “and I agree allergies are nothing to sneeze at. However, Cayenne isn’t a pet.” He scratched the bottom of the kitten’s chin, causing her to purr. “This is my companion.”

Francesca gave a curt nod. “I have cats of my own and understand, Mr. Anderson. It is an honor to have you join us tonight so you may keep your companion, and I will see to it that the room is thoroughly cleaned after your departure. Do you need one of my staff to fetch cat sand for her?”

“Nope, it’s already taken care of. You are very kind, Miss Allen.”

She smiled graciously in response. “About the massage you requested…we do have private rooms at the spa. I’d be happy to arrange a session with our finest masseuse.”

“A man, please. I do not need the distraction of female hands on me tonight.” Just the mere thought of it had his shaft hardening. He nonchalantly moved his suitcase to cover the growing bulge.

“Certainly. Carl is the best we have, and I assure you he’ll have no interest in your assets, Mr. Anderson,” Francesca said in a businesslike tone as she glanced away, a smile playing on her lips.

Brad laughed to himself, only slightly embarrassed. As they exited the elevator, he asked her, “What time should I come down to the spa?”

Francesca checked the schedule on her phone and announced, “It looks like Carl has an opening in two hours. Will that work for you, Mr. Anderson?”

“Suits me just fine.” Brad placed his thumb on the keypad, and the doors slowly swung open, revealing an impressive living area with a killer view of the city.

The sound of a waterfall caught his attention. He looked to his left and saw a glass wall with cascading electric blue water. In the center of the unusual wall was a gold-framed doorway that led into an elegant dining room.

“Very nice,” he complimented.

“In the bedroom you will find a full-size recessed hot tub as well as a walk-in shower for two that includes the added feature of music and custom lighting.”

“It seems you’ve thought of everything.”

“We want our clients to be fully satisfied.”

“Well, there’s no question I will be sleeping like a baby tonight.”

“That reminds me,” she stated, “the bed has the world’s top-rated mattress. If you do not feel it is the best sleep you’ve ever had, please let me know.”

“I’ll do that,” he promised. As she was turning to leave, Brad reached out and touched her lightly on the shoulder. A blush rose to her cheeks from the simple contact. “I appreciate you taking care of the Cayenne situation, Miss Young.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Anderson. Don’t hesitate to call me if you require anything else. It’s my sincere and distinct honor to serve the new headmaster of the Submissive Training Center. Many of your graduates end up visiting us and have only praise for what you do there.”

“Just how many people know I’m here?” Brad asked, suddenly concerned that his privacy might be compromised.

“Only the essential staff. We respect your need for anonymity,” Francesca replied with a charming smile as she shut the double doors behind her.

He felt rather foolish not anticipating the far-reaching consequences of becoming the headmaster of LA’s renowned training center. Before, Brad had never considered what it was like to represent the school 24/7, no matter where he was. He found it disquieting, and had more sympathy for his friend Thane Davis who’d been headmaster of the school for years.

More than ever, he needed this night of relaxation. Once he hit LA, his life would no longer be his. Cradling Cayenne in his arms, he gently stroked her while staring out over the brightly lit city. “It appears our life is about to change in ways I wasn’t expecting, girl. I already miss Denver.”

She mewed softly, rubbing her cheek against his hand.

Brad looked down at the kitten and felt a brief moment of heartache. Amy…
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Brad shared a quick snack of canned tuna fish with Cayenne before heading down to the spa. He spooned another bite for her and watched with satisfaction as she gobbled it up. “Hungry, are you?”

She looked up at him expectantly as he was about to take his own bite. He chuckled, then gave her his portion. “Well, a growing girl needs to eat.” He petted her back, and was rewarded with her little body vibrating in a happy purr.

Once she’d finished the can, he tossed it in the trash and took a quick shower in the fancy bathroom. He played with the dials until he found a soothing station, then adjusted the lighting to alternate between blue, yellow and green, in time with the music. The showerhead was massive and rained down warm water over his tired muscles.

Even the soap had a relaxing scent, adding to the whole ‘serenity’ vibe.

It made him wonder: if Mr. Nyte had perfected a serenity room, what the hell was the BDSM suite like? He decided it might warrant a trip back to the hotel to find out.

Brad dressed in simple sweats and a thin T-shirt, pulling the brim of his cowboy hat down to avoid being recognized before he headed out. He was already feeling much more relaxed after his shower and knew sleep would come easily after a deep-tissue massage.

The stress of packing and transferring power to the new staff of his Denver Academy had taken a toll on him. Hell, he was stiff in places he never knew existed before—and that was saying a lot.

A session with his bullwhip would have helped because he found the power exchange exceedingly relaxing to his soul. However, he hadn’t had time for that before leaving Denver, and had decided to wait until he was settled in his new position before he sought a partner to play with.

Brad entered the spa, lowering his head when he spied the herd of scantily clad women in short silk robes running about.

Damn, women were beautiful creatures…

He quickly made his way to the front desk to avoid contact with any of them. “I have an appointment with Carl.”

“And your name, sir?”

Brad looked up and found himself momentarily speechless, stunned by the beautiful redhead who stood before him. Seeing her reminded him of Amy, and the wound that he’d so carefully tended was unceremoniously ripped back open.

The girl smiled pleasantly, unaware of the pain she’d just inflicted on him.

“Name’s Anderson. Brad Anderson,” he mumbled. He turned away from her as he leaned against the desk, trying to appear casual when he was anything but.

“Welcome, Mr. Anderson. I know Miss Young penciled you in, but I’m sorry to inform you that Carl is running a few minutes late. Will that be a problem for you?”

Brad shook his head, unwilling to brave another look at her. “As long as it’s only a few minutes, I’m fine.”

He tensed when he felt her hand on his shoulder a few seconds later. Her light touch stirred him in ways he hadn’t expected and didn’t want.

“I’ve brought you some water. It always pays to stay hydrated in Vegas,” she advised him with an endearing smile—her blue eyes drawing him in with their gentle sincerity. A light rose-colored blush covered her cheeks when their eyes met. She quickly lowered her gaze, but the damage was already done.

Oh, God…there was nothing sexier than a redhead’s blush.

“Thank you,” he replied gruffly, taking it from her and immediately unscrewing the lid to take a swig, wanting to avoid any further interaction.

The girl was absolutely exquisite; long red hair framed an angel-like face, giving her an innocent look that those big blue eyes only accentuated.

She whispered under her breath so no one else would hear, “I respect what you do, Mr. Anderson.”

He glanced at her sideways. “I take it you know who I am.”

“Oh, yes. When Miss Young informed me you were coming, I prayed I’d have the honor of meeting you in person.” The redhead put her hands to her heart and grinned. “I feel so blessed right now.”

Brad only smiled, puzzled that he felt such an intense attraction to her. Sure, the girl had red hair like Amy, but damn, there was something about the woman… Females didn’t normally have this effect on him.

“Would you prefer to wait for Carl in the private room?”

“Yes, please,” he said with a chuckle, daring to gaze into those baby blues again. There was so much depth to her soul, and a hint of sadness that beckoned to him.

In response to the unusual intensity of his stare, the redhead blushed a deeper shade of pink, which only added to her charm.

The young woman led him to the private room, which looked more like a scene from a tropical movie with its lava rocks, miniature waterfall, and lush plants filling the room. She pointed to the long leather table in the center. “If you would undress completely and lie face down, Carl should be here shortly.”

Being asked to undress by her naturally sultry voice had an unwanted effect. Brad nodded, grateful she would be leaving the room before his attraction to her was more noticeable.

She handed him a small silk cover, and it wasn’t until then that Brad noticed how unusually slender her wrist was. Although her frame was hidden under her loose smock, it was obvious the girl was underweight. He felt a sense of protectiveness rise up in him.

“Please use this as a cover-up while you wait, Master Anderson.”

He was surprised to hear the word Master come from her lips but assumed it had been a slip on her part as he studied her face. He could detect no flirtatious intent as he watched her leave the room. “Wait. I don’t think I caught your name.”

“My name is Shey Allen.” She surprised him by quickly apologizing. “My da is Irish and always wanted a boy, so I was blessed with a man’s name.”

“Shey,” he repeated, liking the sound of it. “It fits you well, Miss Allen. You should never apologize for such a charming name.”

Her lashes fluttered at the unexpected compliment. “You’re very kind. I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.”

Turning down the light, Shey left him staring at the door as she quietly left.

Brad wondered if the woman had any idea how striking she was. He shook his head to clear it as he undressed. Once naked, he picked up the small cover-up and laughed, tossing it to the side.

He was not a man who was ashamed of his body. Settling down on the table, he laid his head onto the padded cutout and closed his eyes.

The sound of the trickling water filled the small room, soothing the sexual tension that meeting Shey had caused. Soon he felt himself relaxing and let out a long drawn-out sigh, grateful he’d chosen to splurge by coming to the Nyte Hotel.

Sometimes money could buy happiness…

After an extraordinarily long wait, the door finally opened. Brad didn’t bother looking up, choosing instead to remain in his relaxed position. He listened to the man wash his hands, and a few minutes later, hot oil splashed on his skin.

Brad let out a low groan as he worked the oil in. “That feels great, Carl.”

The man definitely had magical fingers, just as Francesca had promised. Powerful and strong, but experienced enough to soon have Brad feeling like a puddle of relaxed goo.

A light tapping on his thigh, let him know he needed to turn over. Brad did so reluctantly, feeling so comfortable that he didn’t have the will to move. Turning onto his back, he suddenly found himself staring straight into those familiar blue eyes.

“What the…” he grumbled, bolting up as he covered his groin with his hands before she could sneak a glance.

“I’m so sorry, Master Anderson! Carl had a family emergency and was forced to leave unexpectedly. Knowing how long you’ve been waiting, I hated the thought of canceling your appointment.”

“Miss Allen, while I appreciate your willingness to take care of my needs, I specifically asked for a male, and you are definitely not a man.”

“I’m a professional, Mr. Anderson. I never overstep the bounds as a masseuse, if that is your concern.”

“It is not you I’m concerned about,” he growled, reaching over and grabbing the small cover-up to place over his hardening shaft. The thin material only helped to emphasize the rigidness of it.

Brad lay back down, seeing the humor in the situation. He stared up at the ceiling with a smirk on his face. Sometimes life was a series of comical curveballs…

“I deeply apologize, Mr. Anderson,” she sputtered. “Please know I only desired to honor your appointment. I’ll leave, if you prefer.”

He could hear guilt tainting her voice, knowing she had displeased him.

“You may stay,” he stated, steeling himself for the sexual tension that was already building.

She’s a professional, he reminded himself.

Brad closed his eyes again and soon felt the warm oil drip onto his pecs. Her delicate but exceedingly strong fingers soon had him quietly groaning as she kneaded out the knots of his tension-ridden body.

Taking over the Submissive Training Center as the new headmaster was adding a whole new level of stress on top of the already stressful relocation. He was eternally grateful Marquis Gray, with all his years of experience as a trainer at the school, still remained part of the staff—he trusted that it would make the transition smoother.

Brad became distracted from his wandering thoughts when Shey began massaging the palm of his hand. It was strangely intimate and sensual even though it wasn’t intended to be, causing feelings he did not care to deal with. He gently pulled his hand away, muttering, “I could do without that, Miss Allen.”

Shey stammered an apology and started on his feet next. Her fingers began their magic as she caressed the balls of his feet, but it caused the same reaction, and he sat up abruptly. “I think we’re done here.”

She looked crushed. “I’m sorry I failed in my job tonight.”

Moving stiffly because of his rigid shaft, Brad turned his back to her but said in a reassuring tone, “It is not a case of failing, Miss Allen. The fact is, you’re a little too skilled with those hands of yours.”

He heard her washing up before she headed towards the door. “I’ll leave you to dress.”

Brad quickly slipped on his sweats, overcome with an irresistible urge to stop her from leaving. “Why don’t we have dinner tonight? When does your shift end?”

She looked at him in surprise. “Actually, I was off two hours ago. I only stayed to take care of you.”

Her answer moved him. As he placed his black Stetson on his head, he winked at her. “All the more reason I owe you a meal and conversation, darlin’.”

Shey’s pink lips curled into a joyous smile, her blue eyes sparkling. “No need, Master Anderson. It was my pleasure to serve you.”

Lord help me…he groaned to himself.

Brad knew that dinner with her was a terrible idea. Spending additional time with the girl would only be asking for trouble, but—just like with Amy—he felt defenseless against his powerful attraction to her.

One thing was different, however. He’d learned his lesson with Amy. His mistake had been in trying to dominate the redhead into loving him, and he’d come excruciatingly close… God, his heart still ached remembering that day. That horrible moment when Amy had walked away from him and into the arms of Troy Dawson.

Not wanting to repeat the past, Brad determined to keep tonight casual. He actually liked the idea of getting to know Shey on a more personal level, but resolved to make a hasty retreat as soon as dinner was over.

All he wanted was a good night’s sleep, and there was a soft bed beckoning to him upstairs. Brad glanced down at his aching cock, which urged him to do otherwise.

Too bad.

His freaking dick could wait for a quick hand job in the shower. There was no need to complicate things for either of them.

“Do you mind if I go home to change, Mr. Anderson? I could be back here in less than an hour.”

“You look good as you are, Miss Allen, but if it would make you feel better I have no objections to meeting in an hour.”

“Great!” Shey started to walk away, but turned and asked hesitantly, “Do you mind if I dress up? I rarely have the chance.”

He furrowed his brow. “I find that hard to believe, but by all means, feel free to dress to the nines.”

She nodded and walked away with a pleased smile. He couldn’t stop his eyes from drifting to her swaying ass as she left.

Oh, holy hell…

Brad, who had not planned on going out, had packed only jeans and a T-shirt. He dutifully made his way to the closest clothing shop in the hotel and picked out a simple, overpriced suit, shirt and tie. He then went up to his room, tossed his cowboy hat on a chair, and collapsed onto the bed, wanting to close his eyes for a half-hour.

Cayenne would have none of it and jumped onto his chest, happy that he was back. She rubbed her cheek against his rough chin, purring softly.

He petted her small furry frame. “Missed me, huh?”

In answer, she touched her cold nose against his.

Brad chuckled. “Not sure what I would do without your impish ways, Cayenne. I’m grateful Brie brought us together. Everyone should have a companion like you in their life.”

The kitten purred even louder, closing her eyes in ecstasy when he rubbed his finger under her chin.

He lay there enjoying the soothing sound of the unique waterfall wall and his cat’s audible joy. Finally, after glancing at the clock, he groaned and reluctantly picked her up, placing her on the feather pillow.

“I shouldn’t be long,” he assured the kitten as he stripped out of his sweats and donned the gray suit. He pulled down the cuffs of the starched white shirt after he put on the jacket and stood in front of the mirror. “What do you think, girl?”

The tabby jumped off the bed to rub against his pant leg, leaving strands of fur behind. Brad stooped down and did his best to brush them off. “Marking your territory, I see.”

He stood back up and stared at his reflection. Saying goodbye to Colorado hadn’t been easy, and it was reflected in his face. Straightening his tie, Brad decided tonight was exactly what he needed.

“Life should not be full of regret…”
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Shey was standing at the bar with her back to him. Her long black dress caressed her curves beautifully, but it was the cutouts at the shoulders showing off her freckled skin that about did him in.

Damn! That girl wasn’t making this easy.

Brad walked up without Shey noticing and looked over the drink menu before telling the bartender, “I’ll take a Royal Fuck, and why not make one for the pretty lady?”

Shey turned to him, ready to protest, and then giggled when she saw he was the one who’d ordered it. “No need to buy me a drink, Mr. Anderson.”

“Nonsense, Miss Allen. I don’t care to fuck alone.”

She laughed and cordially accepted the drink he handed to her. “Although life has a way of doing a fine job of it on its own, here’s to being royally bleeped together, Mr. Anderson.”

He was grateful to see she had a sense of humor. “Please call me Brad.”

“Oh, no! That’s much too informal. I couldn’t…”

“Why?” he asked, suddenly suspicious. “Do you have a boyfriend, Miss Allen?”

“I do,” she answered, blushing deeply when she admitted it.

“Ah…” Brad took a sip of his drink, actually grateful that was the case. It made tonight so much easier and less complicated.

Until the vixen added…

“It’s my cat, Troy.”

Brad did a spit take, and grunted as he wiped his mouth. “Did I hear you right? You have a cat named Troy?”

She shrugged. “Yep, been with me for over ten years. My best friend and confidant.”

“Who names a cat Troy?” he asked in disgust.

Shey lifted her chin. “What’s wrong with the name Troy?”

“Everything…” he mumbled to himself.

“Would you have preferred I called him Garfield?”

“Is he a fat, orange tabby?”

“Orange, yes; fat, no. However, he does have a thing for lasagna,” she answered with a grin.

“Interesting, Miss Allen. I happen to have an orange tabby myself.”

Her eyes lit up. “You do?”

“Yes, but she’s just a little thing.”

“And her name?”

“Cayenne.”

Shey cooed out loud. “Oh, that’s an adorable name.”

“She’s quite the character, too.”

“Wouldn’t it be fun to see the two of them together?”

Brad frowned. “Sorry, Cayenne has zero tolerance for cats named Troy.”

“Hey! What’s your issue with my cat’s name?” Shey demanded, sounding a tad ticked off.

Brad only laughed, lifting his glass and clinking it against hers. “No sense going into that tonight. I’d like to enjoy our evening together.”

“Fair enough.” Shey took a small sip of her drink, leaving red lipstick on the rim of the glass. Brad found the feminine shape on the clear glass appealing. Raising an eyebrow, he asked, “Is that Royal Fuck living up to your expectations?”

Shey only nodded, her cheeks turning an attractive shade of red.

Brad downed his drink quickly and stood up, holding out his arm to her. “Shall we head out then, darlin’?”

She looked him up and down, checking out his outfit before taking his arm. “The suit suits you, Mr. Anderson.”

He chuckled. “You’re looking mighty dapper yourself, Miss Allen. However, I insist you call me Brad the rest of the evening.” He forced himself to ignore the increase in blood pressure when she wrapped her arm around his.

When they were seated at the table, he casually asked her, “So, what looks good on the menu?”

She perused it and purred. “Everything!”

Brad let out a sigh of relief. “Good, I was afraid you might be one of those women who only nibble on rabbit food.”

She put down her menu and laughed. “Not at all. I love good food, I just don’t have the opportunity to go out much.”

Rather than asking why, and sticking his nose where it didn’t belong, Brad said, “Order anything on the menu. I dare you to splurge.”

He watched Shey intently as they dined together, noting her subtle body language—the dilated pupils, the licking of her lips, the casual caress of her neck, and the way she leaned in every time he spoke. Every action betrayed her attraction to him, even though she refrained from blatantly flirting.

It was her unconscious flirtation that made her that much more captivating. With those enchanting blue eyes, and that light sprinkling of freckles across her nose, he was completely taken by her—and the girl didn’t even know it.

After he paid the check, Brad found he wasn’t ready to part ways just yet. “Are you a betting woman, Miss Allen?”

She grinned but shook her head. “No, I’m not much of a gambler but I like to play cards.”

“Want to have a little fun?”

She looked into his eyes, as if she were trying to read his intentions before she answered, “Sure.”

“Ever play stud poker? I personally believe you don’t really know people until you play poker against them.”

Her smile broadened. “That would be lovely. You see, my daddy taught me how to play when I was a little kid.”

Brad rubbed his hands together. “Then this should be fun…”

He pressed his hand against the small of her back as he guided her into the casino. He enjoyed the attention as every head turned to take in the gorgeous redhead by his side. When they approached an open table, Shey suddenly stopped and whispered, “Brad, I don’t have the money to bet.”

“No worries,” he assured her. “This is my treat.”

She shook her head. “As kind as your offer is, I wouldn’t enjoy gambling with your money. It’s not the same.”

Brad nodded in understanding. “I see your point. Just a moment, I’ll be right back.” He went to speak to the pit boss. After making the necessary arrangements, he came back to her and explained, “Ms. Browne has agreed to secure us a private table where money won’t be used as collateral.”

Shey tilted her head. “What do you mean, ‘money won’t be the collateral’?”

“To make it interesting, I thought we’d bet requests rather than cash, and whoever wins the hand gets their bid fulfilled by the other player.”

Shey looked at him suspiciously. “Although I respect you, Brad, I hardly know you. Why would I ever put myself in that position?”

“I’ve already considered that. For your peace of mind, we’ll have a third party at the table. Ms. Browne suggested Wesley Tate. Are you familiar with the man?”

Shey giggled. “Mr. Tate? He’s the front desk manager, and is a perfect choice.”

“Excellent. I’ll order up a couple of drinks while Ms. Browne gets things set up.” He slipped a twenty into the nearest slot machine—an animated game called the Red Phoenix, complete with flaming birds and catchy music. “Why don’t you try your luck while I get our cocktails? Consider it a gift to me. I want to see the level of natural luck you possess.”

Shey shook her head as she sat down at the machine, mumbling, “Based on my luck these days, I’m sure to have it all lost before you return.”

Brad patted her on the shoulder. “I’m actually hoping that’s the case, Miss Allen. It will make beating you at poker that much easier.”

He’d already thought of a few requests for her, and was looking forward to having them fulfilled. While he was paying for the drinks, Ms. Browne walked over and informed him the private room was ready. He thanked her with a generous tip before heading back to the slots.

To his chagrin, Shey’s machine was lit up with fiery phoenixes filling the screen. She jumped up in excitement when she saw him, and pointed at it. “I’m the jackpot winner! Can you believe it? That’s two hundred and forty-two green bills, my friend.”

Brad took her hand and kissed it formally. “Congrats, Miss Allen. Why don’t we cash in your prize before we begin our private game?”

Shey quickly picked up her purse and followed him. “Of course the winnings are yours—it was your twenty after all.”

“Oh, no, the jackpot is yours to keep.”

“Please—I can’t accept your winnings.”

“You can, and you will,” he stated kindly. “Seeing the excitement on your face when I walked up was worth the price of admission.”

“Does that mean we’ll be playing for real money at the table then?” she asked as the cash was counted out and handed to her.

“Absolutely not.”

Shey stuffed the bills in her small purse and looked up at him with a gleam in her eye. “I’m glad to hear it. My luck seems to have changed, and there are a few things I’m hoping to win from you tonight.”

His laughter filled the air as he escorted her to the private room. “Oh, no, darlin’. I’ll be the one beating your cute little panties off this evening.”

A stylish young man wearing a black suit, red tie and bright red Superman socks greeted them at the private table.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Anderson. I see you’ve already met the spa siren.”

“You mean Miss Allen?”

“Yes, sir. She has the most talented fingers in the business.”

Brad gave Shey a sideways glance but refrained from commenting. “I assume Ms. Browne explained the game I’ve requested tonight?”

Wesley put his hands behind his back and clicked his heels. “I was, and I plan to beat your pants off, Mr. Anderson—literally.”

Brad raised his eyebrows. “Really? Only if you have the luck of the Irish, Mr. Tate. You see, I have quite the reputation as a player back in Denver.”

Wesley quipped, “I bet you do, Master Anderson.”

Chuckling as he pulled out the chair for Shey, Brad held out his other hand to greet the man who would be their dealer for the evening. “Thank you for taking on this unusual game of poker. I assure you it won’t get too shocking.”

The man smiled politely. “Trust me, Mr. Anderson, at the Nyte we’ve seen it all.”

“And some of us have done it all…” Wesley murmured wickedly.

The dealer asked, “So, Mr. Anderson, what type of poker game are we playing tonight?”

“Stud poker,” Brad stated as he took off his jacket and slowly rolled up his sleeves before taking a seat.

“Stud Poker is it?” Wesley looked him over with approval as he took a seat on the other side of Shey. “But of course! What else would a man of your considerable looks play?”

He then turned to Shey and asked, “I trust I’m allowed to bet in this game?”

Shey shrugged her shoulders, deferring to Brad.

It was with amusement that Brad delivered the bad news. “You’re simply here to provide a third hand and to act as referee if either of us objects to a bet that’s been placed.”

“Damn…” Wesley pouted. “I was hoping to have a few wishes of my own fulfilled tonight.”

Brad placed his hand over his heart. “Although I don’t swing on that branch, I’m truly honored, Mr. Tate.”

Wesley grinned charmingly. “You may call me Wes.” He turned to Shey and shook his index finger at her. “As I am your superior, you must continue to address me as Mr. Tate—even if you are off the clock.”

She bowed her head slightly. “I would never consider calling you anything else, Mr. Tate.”

Brad admired her grace—a true lady.

And an easy mark…he thought with a smirk.

The dealer handed Shey a stack of notecards and two pens while Brad explained to Shey, “You and I will write down our requests and fold them into fourths. If you think you have a winning hand, you put the request in the middle. After the dealer reveals the other three cards, you have a choice to leave your bet or fold. Whoever has the winning hand wins their bet, unless Wesley’s hand beats ours. In that case, you and I will each be required to remove an article of clothing.”

Shey protested, “A game of strip poker when you’re wearing more clothes than I am?”

“I’m allowing your jewelry to count, Miss Allen.”

Shey settled back into her seat, a grin spreading across her face. “Well, fine, then. Let the games begin…”

The dealer handed out two cards to each player. Brad watched Shey closely as she took a peek at her hand. He didn’t miss the twinkle in her eye as she set them back down. “What are the rules about our bets?”

“Keep them simple and something that can be done tonight.”

“Okay. But for the record, intercourse is not on the table.”

“As you wish…” Brad replied with a mischievous grin.

She looked at him momentarily before scribbling down her request, folding it, and gleefully placing it in the middle of the table.

Brad slowly turned up the edges of his cards, keeping a straight face.

Two deuces.

A pair of any sort wasn’t bad, considering only three of them were playing. He wrote down his bet and casually tossed it in the center.

There was no need to bet as each card was revealed, like in a normal hand of poker, so the dealer spread out all three at once after both bets had been placed.

Shey bit her bottom lip as she looked at the cards on the table and then announced confidently, “I’m still in!”

Brad looked the three cards over. They were all the same suit, but there was nothing there to help his hand. Curious to see what Shey was holding, he stated, “I call.”

Shey blushed as she flipped over her cards to reveal she had absolutely nothing.

“You little minx,” he said in admiration, as he turned over his winning deuces.

All her telltale signs had simply been an act. Clever girl…

Brad was about to hand her his request when Wesley stopped him. “Not so fast, Mr. Anderson.” With a dramatic flair, he revealed his hand, which only consisted of a four and seven of hearts. That, however, gave him the winning flush.

Wesley raised his eyebrow suggestively. “And you both know what that means…”

Shey immediately removed her earrings and placed them on the table, chuckling to herself.

Brad loosened his tie and slid it off, placing it next to her jewelry. He liked the fact she’d tried to bluff right out of the gate. Now that he knew she was a bluffer, he was certain to win the next hand.

What he hadn’t counted on was Wesley’s impressive winning streak. The next three hands left Brad shirtless and barefoot, while Shey was free of all jewelry and her heels.

“Either you or I need to win the next hand, Miss Allen.”

“You aren’t kidding,” she laughed nervously, staring hard at the cards that had just been dealt.

When Brad lifted his cards and saw a pair of kings, he knew victory was his. He placed his request on the table and tilted his head. “Are you feeling lucky, Miss Allen?”

Shey glanced at her cards again and nodded. “I am.”

The dealer laid out the remaining cards and looked to Brad first. He stared at the six of hearts, the jack of diamonds, and the ten of spades on the table. Nothing posed a threat to his hand. “I’m in,” he declared.

Shey stared at the three cards, nervously biting her lip again. She stared at Brad for several seconds, studying his face before proclaiming, “I call.”

Brad flipped his cards over.

Wesley threw his hand to the center in disgust, while Shey sat back silently watching them both.

Brad grinned as he handed her his request. “Don’t feel bad, darlin’. Someone had to lose.”

“Agreed, so I hope you aren’t too hard on yourself.” She turned her cards over with a triumphant grin. “I believe three of a kind beats a pair.”

He stared down at her cards in disbelief. Had she really just played him—again?

Damn…

Brad graciously took her request and unfolded it, frowning when he read what was written.

Tell me who Troy is and why the name still upsets you.

“This is supposed to be a fun evening of gambling, Miss Allen, not a therapy session.”

Shey shrugged. “I find it entertaining to learn little-known facts about the men I date.”

Brad sighed as he put her bet back on the table. “Because I am a man of my word, I will accept this request, but I’m not happy about it.” To the dealer he barked, “Keep dealing.”

“But what about my request?” Shey protested.

“It’ll be honored after the game.”

“Great! That gives me another idea…” she told him, writing down her next one.

Brad was impressed—but exasperated—that she’d manipulated him twice. He snuck a peek at his hand and smiled at her. “The gloves are officially off, missy.”

Her delighted giggles filled the room.

It was with immense satisfaction he handed her his first request the very next hand. Brad watched her eyes grow wide when she read it out loud. “A kiss?”

“Just a simple kiss.”

“Now?”

He leaned in close, his lips dangerously close to hers. She closed her eyes in anticipation, until he whispered, “No, Miss Allen, after the game is over.”

She opened her eyes and pouted. “You are a wicked man, Brad Anderson.”

Several consecutive wins had him on even ground again, and it was with great joy that he watched Shey’s face when Wesley won the next hand.

“I don’t know what to do,” she whimpered, looking bereft as she contemplated which piece of clothing to take off.

“Your panties would work in a pinch,” Brad suggested with a naughty grin. “Allows you to keep your dignity while still honoring the bet.”

She nodded, accepting his recommendation. Shey turned away as she carefully removed her underwear without exposing herself. She placed the sexy thong on top of her pile and looked at him expectantly.

Brad shook his head. Knowing that Shey was bare under that dress was hot. He undid his belt and slipped it through the belt loops, taking his time as he rolled it up before dropping it on the table.

He smiled in satisfaction at the sexy clank the buckle made as it landed. “One more hand, Miss Allen?”

Shey’s breath increased as she weighed the risks. “Yes, one more.”

After looking at their final cards, each of them wrote down a last request. Shey sighed nervously as she placed hers in the middle. Brad noticed that her eyes didn’t leave it, even when the dealer laid out the other three cards. Whatever she’d requested had her anxious, and that was exciting to him.

Brad stared at the three cards, shocked to see he had a royal flush. He should have been thrilled, but he was far more interested in Shey’s request than in winning the hand. “I call.”

Shey laid down a pair of threes and looked at him hopefully.

“Damn…you got me beat.” Brad tossed his cards to the dealer in mock disgust without revealing them to her.

Shey’s hand visibly shook as she handed him her final bet. “Don’t read it just yet,” she begged.

Brad was willing, but added a stipulation as he held the unopened request up, “Fine. I’ll refrain from reading this only if you agree to walk out just as you are.”

Her eyes darted to Wesley, who nodded. She looked down at her bare feet, the only part of her body that was exposed, and shrugged. “Deal.”

Brad tucked her last bet in his pocket while Wesley quickly gathered up their clothing. Mr. Tate stood before Brad, his eyes transfixed on Brad’s bare chest. “I’d be honored to escort you to your room, Mr. Anderson.”

“Much appreciated.”

Brad turned to the dealer and handed him a tip. “Thank you for your help tonight.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

Brad walked out of the room proudly, baring his muscular chest to the world with a beautiful, elegantly dressed—and barefoot—redhead wrapped on his arm.

Play in the casino stopped for a moment as the two walked through the main floor in their various states of undress. He took pride in the fact that the men were openly gawking at Shey, their facial expressions communicating their admiration of her striking looks.

Wesley guided them to the private staff elevator. It wasn’t until the doors finally closed that Shey giggled in relief. “God only knows what they’re thinking about us.”

“They’re thinking I’m one hell of a lucky guy,” Brad stated.

Shey snorted daintily. “No, the women were definitely thinking, ‘Who the hell is that hunk of a man and how do I tap me some of that?’”

Brad’s booming laughter filled the elevator. “Trust me, Shey, all eyes were on you.”

Wesley’s eyes returned to Brad’s chest for a moment, before he glanced away.

“Exactly,” Shey stated in triumph. “Even Mr. Tate agrees.”

Brad turned to Shey and casually rubbed his hand over his pecs, watching with amusement how her eyes widened while they followed it as if in a trance. When the doors opened, she started, the spell suddenly broken.

Wesley held the elevator as the two exited and followed them, but Shey stopped abruptly.

“Brad, I’m not sure…”

She looked like she was about to bolt, so he placed his hand on her arm to assure her. “Not sure of what?”

“If I’m ready for this.”

“Miss Allen, every request will be honored to your complete satisfaction. I am a gentleman, after all.”

She let out a nervous sigh. “Every one?”

That final, unknown bet of Shey’s burned like fire in his pocket and had him totally distracted. Brad fiddled with it, wondering what the hell she’d asked of him that had her so on edge.

He leaned forward and whispered so only she could hear. “First, I’d like to show you my little orange pussy, Miss Allen.”

Shey looked stunned. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Brad put his finger to his lips. “Shh…it’s our little secret.”

She tsked, but there was a mischievous glint in her eyes as she glanced in Wesley’s direction. “Well, Mr. Anderson, I would definitely like to see that.”

“Then you shall…”

Wesley tried to hide his smile, chuckling to himself as he handed Mr. Anderson their clothes. “A night at the Nyte is never boring.”

“Thank you for your assistance tonight, Mr. Tate.”

Brad tried to hand the man a tip, but Wesley refused it. “No, Mr. Anderson. I was happy to act as the third hand to your unique poker game.”

He abruptly turned and clicked his heels, drawing attention to his red Superman socks as he entered the elevator. “Please enjoy the rest of your evening.” He added a respectful nod to Shey as the doors closed.

Brad looked down at her and smiled, “Are you ready to have all your wishes fulfilled, Miss Allen?”
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Honoring Her Wish
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Shey bit her lip as the double doors to his suite slowly opened, and she hesitantly stepped inside. She glanced around the spacious room with a look of wonder on her face.

“Haven’t you ever seen this room before?” Brad asked, surprised by her response.

Shey shook her head. “Oh no, the fantasy suites are off-limits to the staff unless we reserve them.” She gravitated to the lighted waterfall wall, running her hands over the glass. “It’s spectacular…”

“A favorite feature of mine.”

She peeked into the dining room on the other side of the doorway and said with awe, “Can you imagine eating in here? A waterfall on one side and all of Vegas on the other.”

He came up behind her, tempted to wrap his arms around her waist. Although she was up in his hotel room, tonight was not destined to end in a sexual encounter. There was no reason to seduce Shey, but damn, how he wanted to try!

She turned to face him, a suspicious look on her face. “I’m not seeing any sign of Cayenne. Were you just using her as an excuse to get me into your room?”

Brad glanced around. “Apparently she’s afraid of you, Miss Allen.”

“No, cats love me!” she protested, searching through the entire suite before heading towards the large bed. She got on all fours to look under it, that sweet ass of hers tempting him to act. To his credit, Brad resisted the call and remained rooted where he stood.

“There you are!” Shey cooed sweetly.

Cayenne came shooting out from under the bed, scampering straight to Brad and clawing her way up the pant leg of his new suit.

Shey squeaked in delight. “Oh my goodness, she’s adorable!”

Once Cayenne reached his shoulder, she turned around to face Shey directly, studying her with wide eyes. He scooped the kitten off his shoulder and cradled her to his chest. “Let me formally introduce you two. This is my companion, Cayenne. Cayenne, this is the beautiful and talented Miss Allen.”

Shey walked over and reached her hand out to the tabby, letting the kitten sniff her before petting her head. She murmured, “You can call me Shey.”

“The kitten or me?” Brad asked.

Shey glanced up and grinned. “Both.”

“So be it…Miss Shey Allen.”

She blushed when she met his gaze.

Like it or not, he was already falling for the girl, and it appeared little Cayenne was, too. The kitten crawled out of his arms and into hers, settling against her shoulder.

“Seems Cayenne has taken a liking to you.”

“I told you cats love me,” she purred as she petted the tiny kitten.

Brad’s curiosity finally won out, so he dug into his pocket and pulled out her final request along with the others.

“We should read them out loud,” Shey suggested, selecting Brad’s requests from his palm while being careful not to disturb Cayenne. “A simple kiss…” She glanced at Brad with a shy smile before reading the next. “What is your favorite drink?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Why do you want to know? Do you intend on getting me drunk?”

“Not at all, Shey,” he said, chuckling. “I naturally assumed we would remain down in the casino and thought to myself, ‘What better way to loosen up the conversation than by sharing a favorite cocktail together?’”

“Fair enough…” she conceded. Shey unfolded his last one, biting her lip as she glanced over it.

“Read it out loud,” he commanded.

She looked at him and said in a breathless whisper, “Place your hand on the area you want me to touch you.”

Brad stared at her, pleased to see she was completely unraveled by his final request. He knew that giving Shey a choice would not only give her a feeling of control, but would also allow him to gauge her level of interest.

It was a win for them both.

To ease her mind, however, he explained further, “Since I have had the pleasure of your magic fingers, I decided turnabout is fair play.”

“Ah,” she replied distractedly, playing with a strand of her hair. A good sign…

Impatient to discover what her last request was, Brad quickly read through the others. “So you asked me to tell you who Troy is and why I dislike the name.” He snorted in disgust, grumbling, “I’m not so keen on that particular request.”

Shey smiled sweetly, the picture of mischievous innocence. “Lucky for you, we’ll be drinking our favorite cocktails.”

He shook his head in amusement as he read the next one. “I would like to see a picture of Cayenne.”

Brad gestured to the kitten, who was now purring contentedly on her shoulder. “Why show you a picture when I could let you could see the real thing?”

Shey scratched the top of Cayenne’s head, laughing softly. “I can’t believe you smuggled a kitten into the hotel. Miss Young would completely flip if she knew.”

Brad only smiled, keeping that little secret to himself as he unfolded her final bet. He could feel the weight of Shey’s eyes on him as he read it.

Do a scene with me – your choice.

He looked up from the note, saying nothing.

The redhead blushed a deeper shade of crimson with each passing second, finally lowering her eyes to the floor in embarrassment.

“Yes, Shey. I will scene with you not only to honor our bet, but because it pleases me.” When she looked up, Brad took his hat off and leaned in for a kiss, pressing his lips against hers.

Shey’s whole body seemed to meld into his, a soft moan escaping from her lips. He pulled away, unnerved by the power of that kiss.

She stared up at him with a stunned look in those luminous blue eyes. “That was…”

“What?” Brad reached out and grazed her bottom lip. “Too much?”

“No,” Shey smiled. “It was perfect.”

The intensity of his attraction was disquieting. He was haunted by the idea that if he dared to have another taste, he would hunger for this woman for the rest of his life.

Feeling reckless, however, he asked Shey, “Why don’t you tell me your favorite drink.”

“I’m a Long Island girl.”

“Ah…a deceptively easy drink to swallow, but with quite the kick—much like you.”

She grinned, apparently liking his comparison. “What is your drink of choice?”

“Me? I prefer whiskey, neat.”

“Oh, you like it simple, then.”

Brad shrugged. “What can I say? I know what I like, and I don’t want it messed with.”

“Drinking whiskey does make you seem more rugged.”

He smirked. “I believe what a person drinks gives insight into their personality.”

“Are you always analyzing people, Brad?”

“Only people I’m interested in.”

The smile she bestowed on him was beguiling. Too beguiling…

Brad walked over to the phone to place their drink order, instructing the staff, “Come up with a second round exactly thirty minutes from now.”

“Two rounds?” Shey questioned when he got off the phone.

“First one to loosen me up to talk, and the second to enjoy.”

Not more than five minutes later, there was a brisk knock at the door. Cayenne jumped from Shey’s arms and scampered under the bed.

“God, I love good service,” Brad praised, as he walked over to answer the door.

“Only the best at the Nyte,” Shey agreed proudly.

A young woman in an attractive waitress uniform, complete with short skirt and high heels, stood waiting at the door. “Where would you like it, Mr. Anderson?”

“Over there,” he said, pointing to the dining table beyond the waterfall. She walked into the room with grace, setting their drinks on the table before returning to him. He handed her a generous tip, stating, “I admire a girl who doesn’t spill a drop.”

Giving him a small curtsy, she thanked him before leaving.

Brad escorted Shey into the dining room and pulled out a seat for her.

“Why, thank you, Mr. Anderson,” she said formally, her tone matching the elegant setting.

“My pleasure, Miss Allen.” He pushed her chair in before handing her the Long Island and picking up his glass of whiskey, raising it to her. “Here’s to honoring a bet.”

Shey smiled as she placed those sexy lips against the rim of the glass.

Brad couldn’t help envisioning those fine lips wrapped around his manhood, so he threw back his glass and downed the drink, shaking his head afterwards to rid himself of the unwanted thought.

“Too strong?” she teased.

Brad pulled out the chair beside her and turned it around, quickly sitting down to hide his ‘growing’ interest in her. “You asked about my aversion to the name Troy. I personally can’t stand sob stories on a first date, so I’ll keep it short.”

He groaned before continuing, wishing she hadn’t asked this of him. Talking about Amy when the pain was still fresh was difficult—but a bet was a bet.

“I met Amy Gardner years ago. At that time I was determined to make a name for myself in Denver—both professionally in the business sector, and personally as a Dom.” He added with a smirk, “I was a far more serious man back then.”

“Well, you certainly did make a name for yourself,” Shey complimented, raising her glass to him as she took another drink.

He looked at his empty glass longingly, wishing he’d ordered a double. “Up until Amy, I hadn’t known what it was like to actually love someone. Lust, yes—in spades—but never love. Although she wasn’t interested in exploring the lifestyle, I was convinced she was meant to be my submissive.”

He closed his eyes, shaking his head. Damn, it still hurt…

Brad forced his eyes open and gazed into Shey’s. “To make a long story short, I wasn’t aware that she’d had her heart broken and still secretly carried a torch for the guy. Just when I thought she was mine, he returned, and poof—I lost her.”

“Am I wrong to assume the guy’s name was Troy?”

He growled upon hearing that name. “And to add salt to the wound, a year later I found out that Amy had been in a serious accident and he was nowhere to be found. I went to the hospital, determined not to lose her again, but I made the mistake of compromising myself in trying to claim her. In the end, I made a fool of myself for nothing, and was burned again.”

“So I take it Troy returned?” Shey prompted gently when he failed to explain further.

“Yes,” he huffed. “In fact, she was wearing my engagement ring when he showed up.”

Shey surprised Brad by wrapping her arms around him, her voice breaking with emotion when she said, “I’m so sorry, Brad.”

Her expression of sympathy threw him, and Brad felt tears suddenly well up in his eyes. He resisted them, having already said goodbye to his past. Still, her heartfelt response moved him deeply. When he looked into Shey’s tearful eyes and saw the pain reflected in them, he finally understood why. “You’ve been hurt in the same way.”

She nodded, a sob escaping her lips. “Although I never wore his ring, Sam promised to marry me. Instead, he married her, and to make matters worse, the girl’s already pregnant with their first child. That was supposed to be my little girl.”

“What was her name—the one who stole him away?”

“Laura…” Shey answered in the barest of whispers.

He took her hand and kissed it. “I solemnly promise never to name my cat Laura.”

Shey burst into giggles as she wiped away her tears. “And I officially give you permission to call my cat T.”

“T it is, then.”

Brad gathered Shey into his arms, both silent as they basked in the easy camaraderie between them.

Shey jumped when there was a knock on the door.

Looking at his watch, Brad complimented, “Exactly thirty minutes to the dot. You can’t beat the staff here.” This time Brad took the tray from the waitress, thanking her as he handed over another tip. “Exacting service should always be rewarded.”

“Much appreciated, Mr. Anderson,” she replied with a cute curtsy, closing the doors as he made his way back to Shey.

Brad handed over her second glass. “Don’t feel you have to drink this. I tend to err on the side of overabundance rather than risk being caught short. It’s something my mother taught me growing up. During our leaner years, she still managed to have a full table, even if it consisted mainly of homemade rolls and mashed potatoes.”

“A woman after my own heart…” she replied, taking a sip of the fresh drink.

Brad’s tone became serious when he told Shey, “Before I fulfill your final request, I want you to honor mine.”

She put her drink down slowly. Brad noticed the slight tremble of her hand as she placed it on the table.

“Do you remember what it was, Shey?”

“I do.”

Brad moved closer to her, purposely invading her space. “Take my hand.”

She looked up at him shyly. Being in control was not something she seemed accustomed to. Would she be true to her desire, or would she choose to be modest with him?

Shey finally took his hand and placed it against her throat. “I’d like you to kiss me.”

Brad’s shaft stirred at the suggestion. Caressing her throat gently, as if it were a prized piece of art, he found the perfect spot. Goosebumps rose on her skin when he applied pressure, letting him know the intimate touch was having the desired effect.

“You want me to kiss you?” he growled huskily, drawing closer to her lips.

“Yes…”

Her whole body relaxed, an instinctual reaction to the dominant hold. He leaned down to kiss her, claiming her lips as he pressed his hand against her throat firmly. She moaned when his tongue entered her mouth.

Brad suspected if he were to place his hand between her legs he would find her wet with desire. He eventually pulled away, and stared at her intently. Shey opened her eyes, an expression of pure lust reflected in them.

“I never knew a kiss could be like that.”

“Why? Those lips would inspire any man.”

She grazed her soft lips with her fingers, shaking her head slowly. “No. Trust me, no man has ever been that inspired before.”

Brad leaned down again, giving the impression he was going to kiss her a second time. Instead, he gave her a quick peck on the nose and chuckled lightly. “You’ve obviously been hanging with the wrong men, Shey Allen.”

She grinned, trying nonchalantly to cross her legs and hide the fact that her pussy was deliciously wet.

With his last request fulfilled, it was time to honor hers. “If I’m to satisfy your final bet, I need to fetch equipment out of my truck.”

Brad could see the nerves hit; Shey held her breath for a moment before answering, “Of course.”

He gave a quick whistle, and Cayenne peeked out from under the bed. “Enjoy the company of my feline companion while I fetch the required items.”

He liked the idea of leaving Shey alone with abundant time to anticipate their scene together. Those prolonged minutes of expectation would enrich her overall experience.

Brad knew many Doms were in such a rush to begin a scene that they failed to utilize the simple tool of time. It was a shame, because it not only added to the scene but immediately established dominance.

After persuading the overly friendly valet to let him get items from the truck himself, Brad made his way to the vehicle and searched through his box of equipment, picking out three different instruments: one for a novice, one if Shey was feeling more adventurous, and the last if she was willing to trust him completely.

Brad chuckled to himself as he stuffed them into a duffle bag. Tonight was proving to be far more interesting than he originally planned—but he was not one to complain. He understood this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to scene with the beautiful redhead.

After tonight, they would go their separate ways…
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Brad stood by the entrance of his suite for a few moments before opening the doors. He was not surprised to find Shey standing there waiting for him, with Cayenne nestled in her arms.

“Kneel,” he commanded.

Her eyes widened, but Shey dutifully set the kitten down and sank to the floor, staring up at him expectantly.

Brad shut the doors behind him, using an authoritative tone when he explained, “Although this won’t be a formal lesson, you will call me Master and I will address you as slave during tonight’s session.”

She gave a quick gasp, but lowered her head and answered, “Yes, Master.”

Hearing those words come from her lips affected him on a profound level. He realized that he would have to separate himself emotionally or risk getting caught up in this scene. Brad placed his hand on her head, her red locks stirring something primal inside him. “Stand, slave, and serve your Master.”

He felt her quiver under his hand. Shey slowly stood, missing the grace of a trained submissive, but Brad found it charming. He’d always had a special heart for ‘wild ones’.

Although Shey was curious about exploring the lifestyle, she was still an unbroken filly. There was excitement in breaking one in…

“I want you to grab your thong from the table and strip down to only your bra and panties while I dress for play.”

“Should I kneel again once I’m done?”

“Excellent question,” he complimented, and rewarded her with additional instructions. “You will stand in the entryway to the dining room with your hands and feet touching the gold frame, so that you are fully displayed for my pleasure.”

He continued towards the bedroom, grinning to himself. His requested position would give her a similar look to being bound to a St. Andrew’s Cross—a sexy presentation for him to enjoy, while also being an exposing stance for her. A good first test…

He returned minutes later, dressed in only loose jeans and his black Stetson.

Shey smiled when she saw him, her eyes locking on his muscular chest before darting to the floor.

Brad strode over to her and lifted her chin. “I like my slaves to look at me at all times—unless I command otherwise.”

She raised those baby blues to him, and his heart skipped a beat. There was something sacred and hallowed about scening with a brand-new submissive. Feigning control he did not feel, Brad backed away to study her, looking Shey over with the critical eye of a Master.

She was gripping the frame of the doorway with both hands, her legs spread apart so that her feet touched it as well. If she had been a properly trained sub, she would have stood on tiptoes to make the pose even more enticing for him.

He was pleased to see that the redhead had chosen to wear a sexy underwear set. The bra showed off Shey’s petite, but attractive, breasts and the thong was secured with an enticing bow. One pull, and it would reveal the treasure hidden underneath. A silent invitation…

Brad enjoyed analyzing a woman’s lingerie, because it revealed her tastes and confidence level. Ill-fitting lingerie hinted at a lack of appreciation for her own body, while an overly ornamental set hinted at a need to impress—and “grandma” underwear let a man know exactly where he stood.

Shey’s simple-but-playful choice was a winning combination. Although the bow was tempting, he refrained from baring the beauty it concealed so enticingly.

“Are you familiar with safewords, slave?”

“Yes…Master.”

“And they are?”

“Green if I enjoy it, yellow if it’s a little too much, and red if I want you to stop.”

“Very good. Although I will ask throughout the session, it’s your duty to call out if there is a need at any point during our scene. Since we are new to each other, it’s essential that I can trust you to do that.”

Shey nodded, gazing deep into his eyes for added emphasis. “I promise to call out my safeword if needed.”

“I will hold you to that, young slave. Knowing this is your first time, I’ve brought a variety of instruments. Since you gave me the choice, I picked three.”

“Three?” she questioned anxiously, fear beginning to surface.

Brad chuckled, understanding the reason for her nerves and explained, “I brought three so that you may choose the one that calls to you.”

She visibly relaxed, curiosity replacing her fear.

Brad reached into his bag and held up the blindfold first.

Shey frowned, clearly unimpressed. “That’s just for vanilla girls.”

He shook his head. “You are wrong, slave. There is a high level of kink to be enjoyed when wearing a blindfold with a stranger.”

Her eyes widened as the truth of his words sank in. She stared at the simple cloth with newfound respect.

Brad reached back into his duffle bag and held up a set of nipple clamps attached with a delicate chain. “If you are unfamiliar with the instrument, it can seem intimidating. However, the chain allows for self-pleasure, which is something I enjoy watching.”

Shey stared at the jeweled clamps he held in his hand. He noticed her body betray her interest; her nipples hardening into tight buds, beckoning to be caressed and teased.

He laid the clamps beside the blindfold and reached into the bag again. “Your last choice is a tool that’s a hard-limit for many. Don’t feel ashamed if you have no interest in it. This instrument is normally not something a Dominant would use on a new sub. However, my proficiency with this tool allows me to offer the option to you tonight.”

Brad slowly pulled out his leather bullwhip and smiled in satisfaction as the pupils of her eyes grew.

He unfurled the whip so she could see the full length of it before telling her, “This is a miniature bullwhip, specifically crafted for indoor play. It has the capability to lick your skin or draw blood, depending on the strength of the stroke.”

Her eyes remained focused on it, but he was unable to tell whether her interest was out of fascination or fear.

“Would you like to hold it, slave?”

Shey nodded slowly as she held out her hands. She took the leather whip and caressed it with delicate fingers, taking in the supple give of the thong and fall. She charmed him when she brushed her cheek with the end, giggling. “I didn’t expect it to have a tickly part.”

“That’s called the cracker,” he explained. “It only tickles if I let it.”

Shey let the end fall from her hand and stared at him thoughtfully, saying nothing.

“So, slave, which tool do you choose?”

She seriously contemplated each one before asking humbly, “May I have all three?”

He had to stop his jaw from dropping. It was the last answer he expected to hear from her.

“….unless, of course, that is not allowed,” she amended when he failed to respond to her request.

Brad thought for a moment before answering. “I have used all three in scenes before, but not with a novice. You may be biting off more than you can chew, young lady.”

Shey said earnestly, “I find the mystery that the blindfold will inspire enchanting, and I’ve always wanted to try nipple clamps. However, this bullwhip thrills me in a way I haven’t experienced before.” She handed him the whip before putting her hands back on the frame and smiling at him.

Brad tilted his head. The redhead had surprised him with her self-confidence. Normally, he’d never suggest the use of all three instruments with a beginner, but her conviction and reasoning seemed sound.

“Don’t forget your safeword, slave.”

Shey’s face lit up when she realized he was agreeing to her wishes. “I won’t…Master.”

Brad picked up the blindfold and saw Shey’s chest begin to quickly rise and fall as he approached her—the reality of what she was about to experience finally kicking in. He wouldn’t hold it against the girl if she called out her safeword. New submissives often fantasized about scenes they were unable to handle in real life.

Placing the silk material over her eyes and securing it tightly, he asked in a low voice, “Can you see, slave?”

She visibly trembled when she answered him. “No.”

“No, Master.”

Shey immediately corrected herself, a blush darkening her cheeks.

Brad lightly touched her bare shoulder, tracing the freckles that had tempted him all night long.

She tensed under his caress.

He lowered his head, hesitating a moment before pressing his firm lips against her shoulder.

The redhead let out a tiny gasp—the intensity of the contact heightened by the blindfold. He pulled away to observe her again.

There was no denying he was extremely turned on by the sight of this girl blindfolded and nearly naked before him. He looked down at his crotch and shook his head in sympathy at the large bulge straining in his pants. Sadly, his cock would have to remain unutilized to avoid unnecessary entanglements between them.

Brad lightly kissed the freckles on Shey’s other shoulder and was rewarded with a whisper of a moan. Unable to resist, he lifted her chin and kissed Shey, parting her lips with his tongue. When she pressed her body against him, he ceased holding himself back and ravaged her mouth, leaving her panting for breath afterwards.

She was not the only one affected by the passionate kiss… Although Shey was a novice, her instinctual response to him had Brad’s body aching to fuck her—but giving in to that carnal desire would only lead to trouble.

He had to remain vigilant—for both their sakes.

Brad commanded her to stay as he retrieved his second glass of whiskey and downed it. Tread carefully, he warned himself.

He wanted Shey to leave with a healthy appreciation for the Master/slave dynamic, so he chose to approach their encounter in the same manner he would as headmaster of the Submissive Training Center.

“Slave, I want you to drop on all fours and crawl over to me. Entice me with your sensual advance.”

Shey lowered herself to the floor and turned towards the sound of his voice. She arched her back before starting forward. It was obvious she was unaware that her tongue was sticking out of the side of her mouth as she concentrated on crawling across the floor for him, but Brad found it charming.

There was something beautiful about a woman’s first submissive experience. Their lack of confidence, eagerness to please, was an honor to behold. It was the reason he enjoyed seeking and taming the ‘wild ones’.

As Shey drew closer, he complimented her. “Very nice.”

She stopped when she reached his feet and knelt again, tilting her head upwards in expectation.

Brad leaned down and took one of her wrists, guiding her hand to his raging hard-on. “That is my response to your effort, slave.”

She bit her lip and smiled, obviously pleased with herself. There was no doubt the redhead was every bit as turned on as he was.

“Stand up before me and take off your bra.”

Shey stood and fumbled at the clasp, betraying her building nerves.

“Do you need help with such a simple command?” he asked teasingly.

“No, Master,” she assured him, continuing to struggle with it.

He watched as her breasts swelled over the top of her bra as she reached back further, straining to release them without assistance. Just when he was about to do it for her, Shey undid the clasp, and the satin material fell away, exposing her rosy pink nipples. She let the bra fall to the floor but self-consciously crossed her arms over her chest.

“No, slave, your Master wants to enjoy your breasts.”

She let her arms fall to her sides but stood trembling as he took in her naked chest. Her unconscious modesty was enchanting, serving to highlight her inexperience.

Shey’s creamy white skin accentuated the rosiness of her areolas. “You are truly beautiful, slave.”

She bowed her head, trying to hide her smile.

When Brad placed his large hand on one breast, he felt Shey’s entire body stiffen and heard her breath increase. A stranger touching a private part of her femininity was enough to excite any woman…

He caressed her hardening nipple with his thumb. “Your body reveals your need for the clamps, slave.”

Shey nodded, as she licked her lips nervously.

The tweezer clamps made a delicate clinking sound when he picked up the chain. He noticed the goosebumps rise on Shey’s skin as she anxiously awaited the clamps’ unique touch.

Pinching her areola lightly so that her nipple protruded, Brad applied the first clamp, adjusting it until she felt the pressure. “Is it comfortable?”

Shey smiled and nodded.

Brad adjusted it even tighter until she gasped, but to her credit she did not protest. “Your body needs to adjust to it,” he told her, kissing her gently on the lips.

He watched as her nipple turned a dark shade of red under the toy’s constriction. With a mischievous smile, he began playing with her other breast, noting her rapidly beating heart under his hand.

The thrill of her submission was one of the most erotic aspects of being a Dom.

Shey whimpered when he lightly pinched the sensitive skin before applying the other clamp.

“Color, slave?” he asked gruffly.

“Green.”

“Excellent.” Although she was frightened, the excitement of this new sensation was driving her to explore further. With a gentle touch, he adjusted the second clamp to provide equal pressure with the first.

She tilted her head back, forcing herself to accept the intensity of the instrument.

“That’s it,” he praised. “Give in to the feeling the clamps evoke.”

When he brushed his fingers lightly against her nipples, she cried out.

“Color?” he questioned again.

“Very green,” she panted.

He looked down at her thong and saw it was soaked. “You appear to enjoy the nipple clamps.”

“I do,” she agreed as he continued to caress her breasts.

Brad trailed his fingers down the delicate chain and lightly pulled on it, causing another passionate cry to escape from her lips. “With just the right pressure, I can make it feel as if two men are sucking on your nipples at the same time. Would you like that, slave?”

Shey nodded.

He pulled on the chain in light, rhythmic movements, simulating the suction of dual lovers.

Shey whimpered in pleasure.

“You can control your own pleasure, slave,” he murmured huskily, ordering her to open her mouth.

It was obvious she was expecting another kiss, but he placed the chain between her lips. “I want to watch you experiment. Find the right pressure and the angles that please you.”

Brad moved away and sat down on a leather armchair to watch her.

Shey stood there unmoving for several moments, surprised to be given control in the middle of their scene. She tentatively pulled on the chain, obviously afraid of the pain she imagined it would cause.

Rubbing his hand against his jeans, Brad teased himself as he watched Shey play with the clamps for the first time. If she only knew how much it turned him on…

Soon Shey began applying more pressure, making passionate moans as she found the perfect angle.

Brad pressed hard against his cock when it started to pulse with need for release, and was barely successful in warding off an unwanted orgasm. He made his way over to her again once he’d gained control over his libido, grateful that she wore a blindfold and remained unaware of the power she had over him.

Removing the chain from her mouth, he said gruffly, “Consider these clamps a gift from me, young slave. You have pleased your Master well.” Brad kissed her roughly as he played with the nipple clamps, causing Shey to whimper again.

When she began to tremble in his arms with need, he pulled away.

“Please…I want you,” she begged.

It would be so easy to take her—to pull Shey down to the floor and tear her thong off so he could bury his cock deep inside her. But he knew it would compromise this rare connection between them.

“As a gentleman, I am required to honor the parameters of our scene, no matter how much I wish to do otherwise.”

Shey groaned with unsated desire.

Her desperate cry almost broke his resolve. “Slave, I believe it’s time you felt the bite of my whip.”

The girl suddenly tensed, her burning desire instantly transforming into fearful excitement. “How do I do this? I mean…how…do you want me?”

Brad growled hungrily, “I want you to turn around. Lean against the frame of the door so your ass is displayed for whipping.”

She turned around and nervously felt for the frame with her fingers.

“Pull your thong down to your knees, girl.”

Shey made a charming sight as she wiggled the garment down, exposing a hint of her red pussy as she bent over to lean against the doorframe. She arched her back, her long, wavy copper hair cascading down her back as she gripped the cold metal with white knuckles.

“I could stare at you for hours…”

“Thank you, Master.”

“While I may take pleasure in looking at you, I enjoy the whip far too much to remain idle for long. Keep your legs together and lean further forward. I’m about to pinken that pretty white ass of yours.”

She giggled nervously as she followed his instructions.

Brad unfurled the whip and snapped it, grinning when he saw her flinch. “Are you feeling brave, my young slave?”

She held her head up higher and said loudly, “I am, Master.”

“Courageous enough to take the bite of my whip?”

She hesitated for only a second before answering, “I believe so.”

He chuckled. “An honest answer. I appreciate that.”

Brad warmed up his arm and cracked the whip next to her ear, relishing when she cried out in surprise.

“Are you aware the room is completely soundproof? No one will hear you when you scream.” She shuddered where she stood. “Color, slave?”

“Still green, Master.”

“Remember to call out your safeword at any point. There’s no shame in honoring your limit.”

Shey nodded, but he could see she was shaking as she waited for the first stroke.

“You must relax, if you want to feel the brilliance of my instrument.”

She stopped shaking for a moment, but her fear took over again, and she began shivering even more.

Brad approached her then, making low noises the way he used to when he calmed horses as a boy. Shey responded the same way a filly would, pausing and then turning slightly to his voice as her body began to visibly relax.

“There is no reason to fear my whip. Tonight I will simply teach you its unique character.”

She nodded, laughing at herself. “I trust you.”

“Good.” He pulled back her hair to expose her delicate ear and whispered, “It’s okay to fear. It is a natural response to something new and potentially harmful. The key is to transform your fear into expectation.”

“Yes…” she agreed, panting as he kissed her on the earlobe, before leaving a trail of light kisses down her neck.

“Remember my intent as you wait for the first stroke.”

“What is your intent, Master?” she asked nervously as he moved away.

“To please you, slave.”
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Shey let out a nervous sigh as he moved back into position behind her.

“Relax,” Brad repeated gently as he swung the whip around, slowly inching closer to her ass with each swing.

Finally…contact.

She let out a small squeak, then giggled at herself. “That was actually nice.”

“I want you to count them out loud. They will become progressively more challenging, slave.”

She swallowed hard but nodded, adding a quick, “Yes, Master.”

He flicked the left buttock, another light stroke that would tickle like the brushing of coarse hair on skin.

“Two,” she purred, obviously enjoying the light caress of the whip.

Brad continued with gentle strokes, teasing her with them. He noticed she stuck out her ass farther, silently begging for more attention. That was when he cracked the whip over her head and she screamed, before bursting into giggles again.

“It sounds so scary.”

He smiled, delivering the next stroke with more power. The startled cry that followed was quite charming.

“Color, slave?”

She took a few deep breaths before answering, “May I have another to decide?”

He gave her an equally challenging stroke on her right cheek, and she squealed again before panting out the word, “Gr…een.”

“You’re sure?”

She nodded her head vigorously. “It’s…exhilarating.”

He was pleased that the bullwhip thrilled her and started his rhythmic strokes, watching her ass redden with each carefully placed lash.

When her voice heightened in pitch as she counted out the next number, he chose to stop. Brad let her bask a moment in the glow of the sub-high the whip created. Part of his talent lay in making the session a dance of sensation and longing. He enjoyed reading his sub during play, and gauging the flow of the session based on her need and experience.

He suspected Shey’s enthusiasm could get her in trouble with a less-experienced Master. It would have been easy for a Dom to interpret her eagerness as an okay to let loose in a volley of demanding strokes. However, as a novice, she deserved this gentle introduction.

Brad knew it was better to leave them longing for more than to destroy a sub’s newfound love of the intimidating instrument. Still…he did insist on showing her just how powerful his whip could be.

“Slave, would you like a mark?”

“Oh yes!” she purred.

With a quick flick of his wrist, Brad let his whip fly, leaving not one, but two consecutive marks—each perfectly centered on her butt cheeks. She cried out at the intensity of the burn, and stood there gasping for breath.

Brad lowered his whip, placing it on the table as he made his way over to her. Wrapping one hand around her throat, he pulled Shey’s head back and kissed her like a man possessed.

She met his passion with her own. The high created by edge play always made for a satisfying coupling… It would be a shame if they both had to leave the scene unfulfilled.

“Slave, may I touch you here?” he asked, his other hand hovering over her naked pussy.

“Please…Master.”

He slid his fingers over her swollen outer lips and began slowly swirling his middle finger over her clit. Shey groaned deeply as he continued to kiss her. Brad decided if he could not possess her physically, then he would do it by claiming her orgasm.

“Don’t resist me,” he commanded.

Shey moaned in response as she pressed her back against him and attempted to open her legs wider, her thong still at her knees.

To have this control over her—delivering pain, then orchestrating her pleasure—was the ultimate turn-on. Brad pushed his hard cock against her, wanting Shey to know the level of his arousal as he slowly urged her orgasm.

She stiffened in his arms and screamed loudly when it finally washed over her. He tightened his hold around her waist to keep her from falling. Shey collapsed against him, shuddering in his arms. “I’m completely undone…”

“But I haven’t finished with you yet,” he growled in her ear.

Brad unceremoniously threw Shey over his shoulder, smacking her lightly on her sore ass, inciting a small squeal.

He walked over to the couch to grab a pillow before carrying her into the dining room and laying her down on the table. He gently placed the pillow under her tender buttocks after pulling her thong back up to provide Shey with a semblance of modesty, straightening her pretty bow.

“You mentioned wanting to eat in here.” Shey whimpered as he took off his hat and laid it on the table before slowly lowering himself to the ground. “Well, prepare to get eaten, little darlin’…”

He pushed the material of her thong to the side to take his first lick of her. Her pussy was sweet and enticing, letting him know she was a lover of pineapple. It was an enjoyable treat he hadn’t expected.

Shey shook her head back and forth, moaning when her body began to quiver uncontrollably. He easily bought her to another climax with his tongue. She squeezed his head hard with her thighs as her orgasm took hold and her clit pulsed against his tongue. It was worth the slight discomfort, knowing he could elicit that kind of reaction from her.

Shey mewed softly afterward. “Oh my God…oh my god…I can’t believe I came that hard. Where have you been all my life?” She rubbed her hands over her breasts and down towards her loins, purring in satisfaction.

He smiled from between her legs, stating, “I find particular satisfaction in a woman’s pleasure. It’s part of my attraction to BDSM.”

“I always assumed the Dom would be concerned about his own needs, not mine.”

“We’re all different, but that’s where my enjoyment lies.”

She looked up at the ceiling, a blush covering her chest as she murmured, “No wonder you’re so popular with the ladies…”

He picked her up and carried her out of the dining room.

“I can’t,” she protested, apparently thinking that he was headed towards the bedroom.

Brad chuckled as he sat down in the large leather sofa with her still cradled in his arms. “Can’t what, slave? I never leave a sub without aftercare.”

She snuggled against him. “Oh, aftercare…I’ve always wanted to experience that.”

Brad kissed the top of her copper head. “You were brave tonight.”

She looked up at him shyly. “Thank you.”

He kissed her on the lips. “And it was a pleasure being your first.”

Her pupils where large and luminous—a byproduct of the endorphin high their play had induced. Fuck, she was beautiful…

Brad rubbed his hand against her buttocks, purposely grazing the marks he’d left.

“Ooh…” she squeaked, squirming in his arms.

“I like that you chose to wear my marks.”

She glanced down where his hand rested. “It’s a shame I have nowhere to show them off.”

He rubbed the area tenderly. “My marks were meant solely for you, Shey.” Using her given name took the conversation to a more intimate level and signified the end of the scene. She responded by cuddling closer, purring when he started lightly caressing the curve of her buttocks.

“Do you think I would make a good sub, Master Anderson?”

He noticed she avoided looking him in the eyes when she asked. Brad held her tighter, feeling unusually possessive of her. “You would make a good sub for the right Dominant…but you must be more cautious next time. Asking a complete stranger to do whatever he wants with your body could get you in serious trouble.”

She looked at him sheepishly. “What you don’t know is that I’ve had a crush on you ever since I saw you on the red carpet the night you protected Brie at the premiere. Even though she wasn’t your sub, that protective look in your eye as you put yourself between her and the attackers was…well, it melted my heart.”

Brad shook his head. “I didn’t even realize I made the news.”

She blushed when she admitted, “I printed out every picture of you I found on the Web. Every picture.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried then, Miss Allen?”

“No, I’m not a stalker,” she giggled. “You have to admit you’re an incredibly handsome man. I’m positive I’m not the only one with a Master Anderson shrine in her bedroom.” When he continued to look at her warily, she added, “Remember, you came to my hotel tonight.”

Brad laughed as he held Shey tighter, enjoying the feel of her in his arms—a little too much—and was reluctant when it was time to let her go. He released his hold and helped Shey to her feet. “You should really eat more. It feels like a tiny gust could blow you away.”

She gave him an awkward smile as she slipped on her clothes, readying herself to leave. Once she was fully dressed, Brad came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, unhappy the time had finally come to say goodbye. “It’s been a pleasure spending the evening with you, Miss Allen.”

She leaned her head back and sighed. “I wish it didn’t have to end…” She paused for a moment and then turned around in his arms, looking up at Brad with those sparkling blue eyes. “…and it doesn’t have to, at least not yet. I have a secret I’d love to show you.”

Although it was getting late, and he knew that prolonging the inevitable was unwise, Brad smiled down at her and shrugged. “Why not?”

“Great! ’Cause I’m about to show you my favorite place in the whole wide world…”
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Brad threw on a shirt and his shoes before following her out the door. In the elevator Shey explained, “About six months ago I was going through an extremely rough patch in my life. I still came to work on time and put in my best effort—heck, I doubt anyone on staff had a clue how depressed I was—except for Mr. Nyte.

“I don’t know how he knew, because I’ve never met the man in person, but I got a note one night at the end of my shift.” Shey dug through her purse and handed it to him to read.

Dear Miss Allen,

Life is a journey. When I lose sight of that, I visit my sanctuary. I offer it to you now. Please feel free to visit it whenever you feel the need. Your thumbprint has already been encoded, but the key included in this letter is also required to enter.

If the room is already in use, the keypad will deny you access so there is no chance of you disturbing me.

Miss Allen, your hard work and dedication to our clients had not gone unnoticed. However, your smile is missing, and I would like it to return.

Sincerely,

Mr. Nyte

Brad handed her back the note, stating, “That was a thoughtful gesture.”

“I had no idea what a gift he’d given me until I saw the place. It’s like a miracle—an oasis in the middle of the Nevada desert.”

“Do you think he’ll be upset if you share it with me?”

Shey shook her head. “Although I would prefer to ask, I have no way of contacting Mr. Nyte tonight. Since you will be leaving in the morning, I don’t see the harm.”

They stopped on the highest floor, but the doors didn’t open until Shey pressed her thumb against the touchpad. She guided him through a series of hallways until they came to a green door.

Shey pressed her thumb against another security lock and the door opened into a small foyer. She shut the door behind them and then approached the second door with a golden keyhole. She took a similarly colored key out of her purse and inserted it into the lock. She turned it, a look of excitement on her face as she said breathlessly, “Be prepared to be amazed…”

The door slowly swung open, and the first thing that hit him was the clean scent of freshly cut grass. He stepped into the darkened room, and was startled to feel the floor give a little under his feet. He looked down and saw it was covered in a carpet of living grass. As his eyes adjusted, he saw a virtual forest before him, complete with leafy trees, a running stream in the middle of the massive room, and the wide expanse of sky above them protected by a barrier of clear glass.

“It truly is an oasis,” he murmured as she led him inside.

“In the daytime, the air is full of butterflies and the sound of birds chirping. It reminds me of the magical candy room in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. It has the same surreal quality!” She guided him over to the stream and pointed at the water. He looked down and saw the outlines of giant fish swimming about.

“Even the water is teeming with life.” Shey pointed excitedly at a large fish as it swam by. “That one there I named Troy 2.”

Brad stared at her in disbelief.

“But you can call him T2,” Shey giggled, bumping her shoulder against him. “What can I say? I really love my cat.”

“Apparently…”

“There are even squirrels and hummingbirds here. It’s like a cornucopia of animal life in the daytime, but when all the creatures are asleep at night, the real magic begins…”

She lay down on the soft grass and beckoned him to join her. Brad stretched out beside her, and they stared up at the stars together.

“In Vegas, it takes a really tall building to be able to see the stars,” she explained. “I come up here instead of eating during my dinner break whenever I get the late shift.”

“Is that why you’re so thin?”

Shey turned her head toward him and answered in a serious tone, “I pretty much stopped eating when I found out Laura was carrying Sam’s child. It was bad enough when they got married a year ago, but when that happened…I kind of broke inside. She was living my life, and I was stuck with nothing. No partner, no marriage, and no…baby girl.”

Brad huffed. “Amy has a child as well, so I completely understand that sentiment.”

Shey put her hand on his and squeezed. “It’s nice to have someone who can relate. My friends told me to just get over it, but I’ve needed this time to mourn the life I will never have.” She smiled at him. “I haven’t eaten as much as I did with you tonight, though. I think I may finally be ready to move on.”

“What does moving on look like for you, Shey?”

She shrugged. “Not much different, I suppose. I plan to keep working here at the Nyte and helping my parents out on the weekends. It’s my lot in life, but I accept that now.”

“Are your parents ill?”

“No, they’re just old. I could never leave Vegas because of them. They’re the only family I’ve got.”

“No brothers or sisters?”

Shey’s face crumpled, and she turned her head away. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

Brad took her chin and gently turned her back towards him to kiss her. “Then we won’t, Shey.”

He looked back up at the stars and stated, “I wish you could move to LA. I’m certain you’d love life on the beach. There’s always something to do, and when the pressure gets to be too much, you can sit by the ocean and let the waves carry your troubles away.”

“It sounds wonderful,” she said wistfully.

“Too bad fate has determined our paths aren’t meant to mesh. My life is in LA, and yours is here with your family.”

“Yeah…to be honest, I don’t think it could ever work between us. I just couldn’t handle you training submissives every day. I know it’d make me a jealous wreck.”

“It does make having a committed relationship harder,” Brad confessed. “Not many women can wrap their head around the fact it’s simply a job. I don’t allow emotional attachments with my students.”

Shey laughed. “Well, we saw how well that worked for Sir Thane Davis.”

“Ah, but Brie was the exception. He’d worked there for years without incident before she came along.”

“Still…I don’t think many women could handle having their man train other women to be good submissives.”

Brad crossed his arms under his head and let out a long sigh. “I suppose that means I’m doomed to live alone.”

“Me too…”

“Fate is a bugger.”

Shey giggled. “Yes, he certainly is.”

Brad growled in resignation as Shey snuggled up against him, and they both grew quiet as they gazed up at the stars. The sound of the trickling stream, along with the occasional rustling as animals moved about in the dark, enhanced the peaceful revelry.

Suddenly, the sky lit up as a brilliant trail of light shot across, causing Shey to cry in delight. “Did you see the shooting star? Did you make a wish?”

Brad chuckled. “No, I gave up wishing on stars a long time ago.”

“Well, I haven’t.” Shey proceeded to close her eyes and mouthed words to herself.

What she didn’t know was that he’d actually made a wish as the bright light trailed across the night sky. He just wasn’t willing to admit it, especially when there was no chance of it coming true.

After making her own wish, Shey’s phone started ringing. She glanced at it briefly, quickly dismissing the call. “Must be a wrong number.” She stared at it again and let out a low groan. “Crud. I really have to go. I just saw the time. It’s already two in the morning! And my shift starts at six.”

“It’s that time then,” Brad stated, standing up and offering his hand to her. “We both knew it would come to this.”

He took one last long look at the sanctuary before leaving. “I’m glad you brought me here. I’ll never forget it—or this night with you.”

She smiled as she entwined her arm in his as they made their way down the hall to the elevator. Once they reached his floor, she hesitated for a moment. “I hate to say goodbye.”

“You can spend the night,” he offered, hoping against hope she would agree.

Tears came to her eyes when she shook her head in answer.

Brad stepped out of the elevator and nodded in understanding, tipping an imaginary hat to her. “Take care of yourself, Shey.” He stood and watched as the elevator doors began to close. He almost thrust his hand out to stop them but remained still—the headmaster position he’d accepted precluded him from pursuing Shey further. So he allowed the doors to close and walked back to his room, sighing heavily as he unlocked the door.

Some things weren’t in the cards. He’d known that before the evening even started. It was foolish to wish it was otherwise now.

Cayenne met him at the entrance, meowing piteously. He picked up the tiny kitten and petted her behind the ears. “Looks like it’s just you and me, kid.” Brad walked over to the scenic window that overlooked the flashy city below him. “As much as I wish it were otherwise, I have to face the fact that I’m unlucky in love…even in Vegas.”

He placed Cayenne on the bed and started packing up his equipment. After a quick shower, he threw off the duvet and settled into the king-size bed. Cayenne climbed onto his chest and began purring happily as she kneaded his hairy chest with her paws before settling down for the night.

“At least one of us is happy,” he chuckled to himself.

Brad set his alarm for 5:30, determined to leave at the break of dawn. The sooner he was away from this place, the sooner he could get on with his new life. He used the room’s voice command to shut off the lights, and covered himself and Cayenne with a light sheet.

He was almost asleep when he heard a light knock on the door. It was so faint that he ignored it at first, thinking it was only his imagination. The second time it started up, however, he bolted out of bed. Could it be…

Brad took a look through the peephole, and a wide smile spread across his face when he saw a gorgeous crown of red hair on the other side.

“Just a moment,” he called out, running to the bathroom to grab the silk robe set out for guests. He rushed to open the double doors to see her tear-stained face.

“What’s wrong, Shey?” he asked, quickly ushering her inside.

“I…”

He guided her to the couch and waited for her to answer. Shey smiled up at him, but her doelike eyes filled with tears again. “I don’t want to miss this chance to spend the night with you. I drove all the way home before I knew I had to turn around and come back.”

Her bottom lip trembled when she confessed, “The fact is, Brad, I would rather have one night with you than spend the rest of my life regretting that I walked away.”

“I don’t want to hurt y—”

She put her finger to his lips. “I know it can’t work between us. But we have this night, and I desperately want to make love with you. I’ve never wanted anything or anyone as much.” She lightly caressed his jawline. “I long to know the love of a good man. It will bring me solace in the days ahead, not pain. I understand what tonight is—we’re simply two ships passing in the night. You would never hurt me, and I would never hurt you.”

He leaned down and claimed her lips, thinking to himself, But you already have…

Brad had known the moment he opened the door that his heart was lost. When he’d invited her into the room, he’d accepted the pain that was soon to follow. It was worth having this rare moment now.

“I’ll hold nothing back, Shey,” he warned.

She leaned in to kiss him. “I wouldn’t want you to.” Shey paused for a moment before taking his face in both hands and gazing deep into his eyes. “I want all of you, Master Brad Anderson.”

He groaned lustfully, his emotions threatening to overwhelm him even as his cock grew rigid in response to her invitation. “You may live to regret those words, darlin’.”

“How so?” she asked breathlessly, as he swept her off her feet.

“I’m about to show you,” he said as he laid her down on the bed and his hand began inching up the material of her dress. Brad nibbled on her neck as his fingers leisurely made their way up her thigh.

A woman—especially one as inexperienced as Shey appeared to be—needed to be gradually prepared to take his girth. It was possible she might run out the door once she saw his shaft in all its intimidating glory. It had happened before…

But Shey was no shrinking violet. As he began to undress her, she undressed him, untying his robe and going straight for his briefs.

He put his hand on her tiny wrist. “Don’t you want to savor this time together?”

“Of course, and I will, but you are a present I’ve been longing to unwrap.”

Brad smirked as he let go and laid his head back on the pillow, allowing Shey to continue. She lowered the elastic band to expose the head of his shaft. “Oh…that is impressive.” She teased herself by slowly baring the rest of his cock one centimeter at a time, her eyes growing bigger the lower she went. When she finally reached the base of his shaft, she let out a small gasp. “It’s even bigger than I imagined.”

“Ready to bolt?” he asked, only half joking.

Shey smiled hungrily. “Oh no, you’ve only made me more certain I made the right choice coming back tonight.”

Yet again, she’d managed to surprise him.

“I must admit, I’m curious how all of that is going to fit inside of little ol’ me.”

“Let me show you…” he growled, taking over. He gently pushed Shey down on the bed to continue the seduction, his mouth returning to her throat as he caressed her thighs. He pushed the material of her dress above her waist to reveal her enticing thong.

“I’ve resisted that bow all night,” he told her, taking one end of the tie and tugging on it lightly. The satin material gave easily and fell away, revealing her red mound to him. He placed his hand on it reverently. “Miss Allen, that is one lovely pussy you have there.”

Shey blushed, trying to hide her pleased smile.

He brushed his hand over her pubic hair, and was gratified when she raised her hips slightly, indicating that she wanted to be touched.

“I’m going to romance your fine pussy before I fill you with my hard cock,” he whispered intimately.

“Oh…”

She closed her eyes as he began caressing her body, making her anticipate the next light touch. He took his time, intent on two things: to get her wet and relaxed enough to take his girth, and—even more important—to seduce her heart.

Through his careful ministrations, Shey was soon slick with need, squirming and moaning in passionate desire. That’s when he started whispering in her ear, sharing the little things he’d noticed about her during the evening, those aspects of her personality that made her unique and utterly irresistible to him.

At one point he noticed she was crying. “What is it?”

Shey looked into his eyes, her voice choked with emotion. “No one has ever said such kind things to me before.”

“I’m not one to flatter, Shey. I only speak the truth.” He sealed his assertion with a kiss.

“I want you, Brad… I need to feel your love inside me.”

Her words affected his heart as well as his body. With slow, purposeful movements, he stood up and shrugged off the robe and removed his briefs, wanting Shey to see his naked body before he claimed her. Instead of her gaze drifting down to his chest or rock-hard shaft, though, her eyes remained transfixed on his.

It was a first for him, and made him desire her that much more. It appeared this was to be a melding of spirits, not just the physical connection of a man and a woman sleeping together for the first time.

Brad returned to the bed and finished undressing her, taking his time even though he longed to bury his cock inside her.

Anticipation is everything.

He positioned himself between her legs and pressed the head of his cock against her wet opening. Brad remained still, wanting to prolong the moment before penetration.

“Don’t be afraid,” she told him.

That amused Brad. “I’m savoring the moment, darlin’. This man likes to take his time when he makes love to a woman.”

She smiled up at him, her eyes radiant with passion and tenderness.

He slowly pushed his cock into her, their eyes locked on each other. He took Shey a little at a time, reveling in the tight embrace of her body.

She received him, never once flinching or crying out as he penetrated her with his large shaft. When the base of his cock finally pressed against her coppery pubic hair, he groaned deeply.

“There is nothing more beautiful,” he confessed, gazing down on the point where their bodies met.

Shey lifted her head to look. “Oh, my God, that’s sexy.”

“You’ve taken my shaft, Shey, but you said you wanted all of me.”

She nodded eagerly, laying her head back on the pillow. “Give it to me.”

He pushed the head of his cock even farther inside her, causing Shey to moan. He looked down, seeing the slight bulge of her stomach caused by his deep penetration. It excited him knowing her body had taken his fullness, but he wanted more. “Do you feel how deep I am?”

“Yes…I’m aware of nothing else.”

“Being a Dominant causes many men to forget how to make love to a woman—I am not one of those men.” He leaned down and kissed her as he started thrusting.

Shey stiffened for a moment, but her body soon relaxed as he began playing with her breasts while stroking her with his cock. The gentle manipulation of his hands and mouth incited a primal response within her, preparing her body to receive what was coming.

When he felt she was ready, he gave her his full thrust. She cried out, and then smiled to herself, apparently liking the challenge of his shaft. “Again,” she begged.

But Brad’s intent was not simply to fuck her well. “Look at me, Shey.”

She gazed up at him with those magnetic blue eyes as he began to make slow, beautiful love to her body. She’d wanted all of him, so he gave her more than his cock, more than his skill as a Dom—that night, he gave Shey his heart.
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Lying in his arms afterwards, Shey sighed in contentment. “This was the best night of my life.”

“No regrets?” he asked as he kissed her.

“No, it was everything I hoped for.”

“And tomorrow?”

She looked up at him when she answered, “Tomorrow and every day I will look back on tonight and know that I was loved.”

He held her tighter. “A life without regret is a precious thing.”

She leisurely glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “It’s five in the morning…”

“Time to make the donuts.”

She giggled, cuddling closer. “Will you be heading out soon?”

“Yes.”

Shey gave him a series of kisses across his chest. “These are for good luck,” she murmured playfully.

“Much appreciated, darlin’.”

Looking at the clock again, she finally slipped out of bed. “I need to make a quick trip home. It doesn’t look good to come into work all disheveled and smelling like good sex.”

“Best perfume I know.”

She laughed. “While I may agree, my manager won’t.” Moving quickly, she got dressed but seemed reluctant to leave.

Brad got out of bed and walked over to her, understanding her hesitance. He leaned down and scooped up his hat, placing it squarely on her head. “Why don’t you keep this?”

“It’s yours,” she protested.

“Exactly.”

She touched the brim of the hat tenderly. “I will cherish it, Brad.”

Shey paused for a moment, and then wiggled out of her thong, handing it to him. “An even exchange.”

He took her offering and brought it to up to his lips, kissing the material while looking into her eyes. “Thank you.”

The time had come to say their final goodbyes, so he put his hand on the small of her back as he guided her to the door. “I have just one piece of advice before you go—you can take it or leave it.”

She turned to face him. “Please, I’m all ears.”

“Why don’t you talk to your parents? I have a feeling they would prefer to see their daughter happy—wherever that might take you.”

Shey was about to protest, but then thought better of it. “I will take that under consideration.”

“Any advice for me?” he asked with a disarming grin.

“Don’t change, Brad. Not for anyone.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, the pain and embarrassment of his breakup with Amy pricking at his conscience.

“Brad…”

Shey looked as if she had more to say, but was reluctant to voice it.

“Go on.”

“Maybe your attraction to Amy was misplaced. It’s possible you mistook her for the woman you were really meant to spend your life with.”

“It’s possible…”

“Not that I’m suggesting it’s me or anything,” she quickly amended. “We’ve already discussed that. I… I just don’t think you should regret that breakup. I feel certain you were destined for someone else.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good,” she said with a curt nod. “Well, this is it, then.”

“This is it,” he agreed, leaning in for a kiss.

She lifted her head, gazing into his eyes as their lips touched.

God, he didn’t want to let her go… “If you ever make it to LA, you should look me up,” he said as he opened the door.

Shey only smiled, trying desperately not to cry.

“One more kiss,” he insisted, wanting to taste those lips one last time. She melted in his arms, needing the connection as much as he did. Damn, I can taste the next fifty years of my life on those lips.

Brad nodded as she turned to leave, keeping his smile as he watched Shey walk out the door…
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“Life is a gamble.”

– Muhammad Ali

“Damn it.”

If tripping over one’s own feet was ever elevated to an Olympic sport, Jen Thorne was sure she’d take home a neck dripping with medals.

Not in her cards tonight. Not even the wildest ones in the deck.

That fact was as cold as the marble floor with which she still lay face-to-face. And the shots of subtle laughter throughout the room. Correction: the salon. As in, the wedding salon that rivaled most European cathedrals for gilt and most fairytale glens for beauty. Mr. Nyte, the mysterious owner of the Nyte Hotel and Casino, had spared no expense to make this the most coveted place to tie the knot in Las Vegas. That included—as Jen learned while confirming she hadn’t broken her damn leg at the rehearsal for her best friend’s wedding—hand-carved angels at the base of each pew.

From mud pies in the schoolyard to naked cherubs and marble floors. Tess Lesange, you’ve come a long way, baby.

It seemed only yesterday that Jen was joining Tess for their favorite recess pastime; now her best friend was marrying one of the world’s rising billionaires. Dan Colton, the golden-haired hunk who helmed Colton Steel and its gazillion subsidiaries, stood at the end of the aisle practically taking a bath in happiness. Though Tess now lived in Atlanta with her man, Vegas had won out as an easier destination to access for most of the wedding guests, especially Tess’s Vegas-based family and friends.

But Colton and his movie star perfection hadn’t been the cause of Jen’s stumble. Nor was she enraptured by the salon’s buttressed ceiling, supporting a thousand fiber-optic lights to give the illusion of suspended stars. It also wasn’t the banks of red and gold roses, filling the air with their heavenly scent, or the harp and piano players that created one of the most beautiful versions of Canon in D perhaps ever played.

She’d stumbled because of the man sitting third pew from the front, third position in.

Third pew.

Third in.

“Holy. Shit.” She muttered it while glancing up again, confirming that the man of all her erotic fantasies was indeed right here, right now. Uhhhh, yep. And yep.

That presented the next challenge. She had about three seconds to come up with the cleverest one-liner a woman had ever issued after tumbling ass over elbows in a pair of custom-designed Louboutins.

That was how it was supposed to happen, right? Out would pop her inner Sofía Vergara, giving up the va-va-voom to make everyone dissolve in laughter—and entice Sam Mackenna to look at her in all the right ways. Perfect. Anytime you want, Sofía. Make it happen, girl. Sam’s waiting.

Sam Mackenna. The Highland warrior on generous loan to this century as one of the RAF’s top fighter pilots. Who took her breath away with his mastery of an F-15 as easily as he did walking into her little office every day, turning Air Force Base Nellis into a perfect stand-in for a Camelot courtyard itself. Whose serious gray eyes were usurped by his deep-dimpled grin. Who had enough thick, ginger hair to entice her imagination in a thousand ways—and a body so sinewy and athletic, it stirred a thousand more ideas after that. Ideas that made her knees weak…and her pussy pulse.

Like it did right now.

“Holy. Shit.”

It deserved repeating.

He was here. Really here.

And Sofía wasn’t coming to her rescue—though somebody sure laughed somewhere. Giggled, to be exact—with sources as easy to recognize as her fogged breath on the floor. Mattie and Viv Lesange, Tess’s sisters, were a pair as different from each other as Dickens and Dave Barry, unless the task at hand was exploiting someone’s weakness.

And Sam Mackenna was sure as hell her weakness.

“Mouse?”

Hell.

She knew only one person who pronounced the word like moose—and flipped her heart over in the doing. A tiny glance upward had the damn thing doing handsprings against her ribs. “Sam.” Great. She even squeaked it like a rodent. “Please—” Just go away. Let me die in mortification. Alone.

“You need a hand?”

“No.” Especially not when you look good enough to make my damn toe hairs tremble. She’d seen him in civvies before but his normal jeans and T-shirt combo hadn’t prepared her for this: a gray sport coat and white dress shirt tucked into black slacks that sheathed his long legs in all the right ways. Damn. Business casual, meet your poetic perfection. “And don’t call me that.”

“You like it when I call you that.” He sounded confused, even a little hurt. Right. Like a demi-god needed the validation of a paper pusher like her.

“Yeah, well…not here and not now.” She pushed to a sitting position, shoving dark strings of hair from her face. She’d gone for sleek sophisticate when pulling up her hair, but Audrey Hepburn she’d never be. “Speaking of here and now—what the hell, Mackenna? How are you here? Why are you here?”

She didn’t have to elaborate further. Sometimes Sam and she all but finished sentences for each other. The sharp glints in his gaze proved the verbal shorthand hadn’t gone wasted. “John Franzen is a good mate.” He elaborated the point by nodding toward the half-Samoan giant who was standing up as Dan’s best man.

“You two…served together?” No other explanation made sense. Franzen had been raised on Kaua’i, Sam just outside Edinburgh. One was U.S. Army, the other British RAF.

Sam grunted. “Camp Bastion. Never underestimate its magical brotherly bonding powers.”

Despite his sarcasm, Jen didn’t laugh. People rarely did when Bastion was invoked. The Brits’ operating base in Afghanistan was no humorous matter. Located in the lethal Helmand Province, it was a dirty, dangerous compound sitting in the middle of nowhere, making it ideal as an airstrip and very little else. When the Americans joined the party too, the base became an even bigger play toy for the enemy—often with lethal results.

Jen fought a violent urge—yes, another—to just grab the man, pull him tight, and hold him until all his demons went away. Just looking at his service record—four deployments, to the shittiest parts of the globe—told her the task would take a while. She’d savor every minute.

But a man like him probably preferred the “comfort” of someone like Mattie Lesange. The woman already prepared for the job, checking her reflection in a compact mirror from where she sat in the third pew, next to the spot Sam had just vacated. As she tucked the case into her purse then stood, Jen swallowed a lump of envy. The term “blonde bombshell” was invented for someone like Mattie. Even her curves had curves and she accentuated them all with finesse, skating to the edge of slutty but never over it. She’d probably already earned herself a cute nickname from Sam too. Something like kitten or princess or sugar bunny.

Not mouse.

“Anyhow,” Sam went on, “as you can see, John and Dan are thick as thieves too, so I was dragged along for the festivities.” He shrugged then chuffed, kicking up one side of his mouth in one of Jen’s favorite expressions. “Couple of glaikit bawbags,” he mumbled. “They say I’ve been too reclusive. That I should be ‘gettin’ out for my last few weekends in the states’.”

Jen’s return smile came easily—as she fought the craving to explore the new dimple he’d revealed. “You are too reclusive.”

“Hey! You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I am.” She backhanded his shoulder. “Recluse.”

“Mmmph. Next I know, bastards’ll be draggin’ me off to Disneyland.”

His Scottish moodiness was contagious. While Jen kept her smile plastered on, she couldn’t help the inevitable direction he’d steered her thoughts. Another week, and his remaining days in the states would be down to single digits.

Ugh.

How the hell had nine months gone by already? Wasn’t it yesterday that the man had first entered her office with the command of a laird taking over his new castle, his long legs and proud shoulders making even his puke green flight suit look like a nobleman’s vestments? Hadn’t it been a moment ago that he’d laid the paperwork down to validate that he and his eleven squad mates were officially supposed to be at Nellis, on loan from Lakenheath for some U.S./U.K. cross-training over terrain that emulated most of the Middle East?

She didn’t want to think about that now.

She especially didn’t want to think about the moment she’d hand those papers back—and tell him goodbye.

Sarcasm to the rescue. “What? You really don’t want to get a pair of plastic mouse ears before queen and country call you home?”

Sam chuckled. For a moment. As his face sobered, his eyes gained a new gleam. Jen swallowed past a sudden cotton mouth. Fought against getting sucked into that stare of his, so sizzling and brilliant…

Hopeless cause.

Especially as he leaned over, both hands raised, knuckles brushing her cheeks…

Before yanking on her earlobes and cracking a broad smirk. “Don’t think the plastic ones will compete with these beauties.”

She spurted a laugh. Good thing. It disguised the quiver conquering the rest of her body…then the heat in the crux of her thighs. Hell. It had only been a couple of playful tugs…on her ears.

Was she that starved to be touched by a man again?

Yes. And no.

Celibacy had never been an issue after Diego, then Flynn. Paying one’s way through college was always more glamorous in the movies than real life, meaning the time and energy to date was pushed onto a distant back burner, and Mr. Pleasure Bullet was adequate entertainment for most of her Saturday nights. Besides—surprise, surprise—it was amazing what a girl could get done without snoring in her ear, drool on her pillow, and a hairy arm smashing her boobs.

But that arm had never belonged to Sam.

What if it had?

Danger zone, girl. You are way, way behind the boundaries of proper thoughts for this man. Back on track. Now.

First that direction was lifting her gaze back toward him with new determination. Then ignoring how he’d never stopped studying her. Watching her with the intensity of a great, gorgeous wolf…

Focus.

“Captain Mackenna?” she finally murmured.

He lifted a new smile. “Yes, Miss Thorne?”

“You’re so full of shit.”

He dropped his hands. Chortled harder. Making him laugh shouldn’t have felt so damn good…

“Well played, a leanbh. Well fuckin’ played.”

But it did—in the exact same way his comeback made her belly tingle, her heart race, and her libido gallop.

A leanbh.

Dear one.

“Damn it.”

She glowered. Sam smirked. The bastard was deliberately buttering her up with the traditional Gaelic endearment—but who did she really have to blame? She’d begged him to teach her phrases in the romantic old language. Sam had been an outsider in a strange land, eager to share his culture.

Jen had always been just an outsider. And always would be.

Besides, the flattery was so casual, it could’ve applied to a six year-old kid as much as her. It was a damn good thing to remember, especially as Mattie sauntered over and wrapped a hand to Sam’s shoulder. Her nails, painted in a trendy reverse French, tightened on his broad muscle with their shiny ebony tips. In a voice as smooth and glossy, she crooned, “Everything all right here, thorny boo?”

“Sure.” Except for the ride back to the worst parts of sixth grade. Thanks so much, Mat.

Mattie’s laugh was as perfect—and fake—as Marilyn Monroe’s on a press junket. “Oh sweetie, don’t pout. It brings out yucky lines in your face. Besides, I kind of like all those cute memories.”

“Memories?”

Jen barely reined in the urge to smack Sam again. But he was just being polite. He had no idea that his inquisition cranked the dredge deeper into her humiliating past.

“We all grew up together,” Mattie explained. “Jen was always the most adorable thing with her pratfalls. Then when her auntie came to pick her up from school, the woman would kiss all over her ‘boos’. After a while…”

You and Viv turned it into the nickname I hated more than any other.

Sam’s brows tightened more. Jen looked away. He might be the most beautiful man she’d ever known but she knew the start of pity when she saw it, and no way could she bear it on his face. Not even when he growled, sounding wrathful and protective, “Mattie.”

“Hmmm?” The woman didn’t flinch at a note of his tone. She was either really clueless or had the biggest pair of girl balls Jen had ever encountered.

“Cool it.”

“Oh, please. Jen doesn’t mind. If anything, her little stumbles made us all adore her more. She used to send us all into fits, always walking around with her nose in some book. We often joked that the aliens could fly right over from Area Fifty-One, land in the school’s quad, and thorny boo would barely notice—until she took a header into the bushes. Or the wall. Or down the stairs. Even the teachers excused her from being tardy all the time, because—”

“Mattie.” Jen hoped that a hefty loan of Sam’s tone earned her some credence. But when she glanced at him for confirmation, all he returned was the deepened furrow in his forehead. Heavy breaths flared his nostrils. Hell. He was even a little…scary.

In all the right ways.

All the arousing ways…

She couldn’t go there. She wouldn’t. Her stuttered breath, racing pulse rate, and electrified nerve endings had much different ideas. It was insane. It was incredible.

“Honey! Is everything okay?”

Tess to the rescue. Thank God.

Jen beamed her a grin conveying exactly that message. “I’m fine, babe. Really.”

Her friend grabbed her hand and smiled back. Tess looked gorgeous in a red sleeveless sheath that perfectly showed off her shoulder-to-elbow tattoos. Tess’s latest ink, a heart emblazoned on the middle of her chest with Dan’s initials in the middle, peeked from the dress’s sweetheart neckline. Everyone would be able to see the full ink tomorrow, thanks to the breathtaking cut of the cream-colored gown Tess had selected to become Mrs. Dan Colton in.

Mrs. Dan Colton.

Wow.

It hardly seemed real, but couldn’t have been more perfect. Tess was the chick in the Lesange nest always causing folks to wonder who’d messed with the family’s DNA strand. Though Tess shared her sisters’ button nose, heart-shaped chin, and huge green eyes, she’d been gifted with fuller lips and brilliant red hair, helped by vivid color washes. For the wedding, Tess had chosen a rose red hue, undoubtedly to match the wedding’s color theme. It gleamed beneath the salon’s lights as her friend cocked a skeptical stare and accused, “Why do I not believe you?”

“Because you’re a dork,” Jen teased, though quickly sobered. “Really, Tess. Chill. I just need to practice a bit more in these heels.” And face the grim truth that Sam will be here to catch every wobbling moment tomorrow, too.

“Well.” Mattie’s matter-of-fact tone was likely the closest she’d come to comfort. “At least nothing valuable seems broken.”

“Of course not.” The rejoinder came from Viv Lesange, who’d slipped in next to her sister. She clearly didn’t have the same designs on Sam as Mattie, being the girl who gravitated toward pretty boys who had twelve opinions on every trending Twitter tag—with a matching number of piercings. “Our thorny boo is made of Teflon.”

Jen didn’t bother with a glare. Tess flung one good enough for them both. Mattie and Viv blinked back, clueless as chalk sticks, before Mattie offered, “Maybe it’s best that she rests. I’m more than happy to walk the aisle again, so she can get how the heels are handled.”

“No.” Jen borrowed more of Sam’s growl. Owing a “favor” to Mattie Lesange, however small, would’ve been equal to jabbing a spike into her brain. “I’ll get it right,” she insisted, using a pew to herself rise. “I just need to—”

And right on schedule, her ankles protested the Louboutins again. Just two seconds, and she teetered precariously—

Directly into Sam.

Oh, God.

And oh, wow.

His body really was as hard as it looked—and the fulfillment of her wildest fantasies. As she grabbed on, truly not wanting to fall again, she wrapped hands around biceps that felt like bocci balls from the grass court on the ground floor. Her thighs hit a couple of pillars that were his legs. Her breasts smashed into a brick wall of a chest—except for the heartbeat that pounded relentlessly from between his ribs. Or was that hers?

“Shit. Sorry.” It spilled out as breath more than volume—zapped that way by the energy arcing between their bodies, hot and electric…and wonderful. It sizzled through her nerves, bubbled in her blood, invaded places that made her pulse and throb and need…

“Why?”

Her head jerked up. Her eyes locked with his.

His eyes. The voltage was on full blast in them too. Their silver brilliance almost didn’t let his voice register in her brain, let alone his meaning.

“Why what?”

“Why are you sorry?”

“I…what?”

Sam swallowed hard. Suddenly glanced around. Only then did Jen realize what a spectacle she’d made of herself—and him.

“Hmmm.” Once again, Tess intervened with ideal timing. “Isn’t this interesting…”

“Isn’t what interesting?” Dan, walking up behind his fiancé, issued it with knowing suspicion. Apparently, isn’t this interesting carried the same meaning for him as let’s go shopping. If Tess knew it too, she didn’t let on.

“I think I have an idea about how we can—”

“No.” Dan moved around, swinging down a sharp look. “No more ‘ideas’, rose.”

“But—”

“Uh-uh.” His hand, now at her nape, tugged back sharply. Nobody noticed the action except Jen, who forced her eyes not to widen at the telling gasp that spilled from Tess. “No more ‘buts’. No more ‘ideas’. You’ve worked for weeks on this ceremony, baby. It’s going to be fantastic—just the way it is.” He didn’t raise his voice above a murmur though Tess swallowed like he’d bellowed a command. She did it again as he trailed his lips to her ear. “Right now, it’s time for my little ruby to relax and have some fun.”

Tess’s eyes drifted shut, soft as her assenting whisper. “Yes, Sir.”

Jen looked down. She suddenly felt like the kid who’d caught her parents making out. Nobody noticed her flush, thanks to the hotel staffers pulling open a pair of double French doors on the other side of the salon. Just beyond was a spacious terrace awash in the dark amber rays of the late afternoon sun. In the center of the space was an elegant dining table, positioned beneath towering palms wrapped in white twinkle lights. The table itself glowed as well, no doubt due to the LED lights embedded beneath its surface. Red and gold roses floated on a miniature reflecting pool extending the length of the table. Nearby, waiters in tuxedoes stood at the ready with trays of filled champagne flutes. Sixty stories below, the city’s iconic Strip blazed to life as night approached, lights flickering and traffic bustling.

“Oh, my.”

Tess’s cute little blurt was the perfect slogan for what they all felt—but it also betrayed how the movie-perfect setup was an equal surprise to her. Her reaction worked a similar transformation over Dan. His growly-scary side was instantly conquered by a boyish expression. “Do you like it?”

Tess didn’t utter a word. But her teary gaze spoke a thousand on her behalf. When she finished it off by raising on tiptoes to give him a soft kiss, her “yes” was understood by everyone.

But just as the women sighed and the men groaned, a stranger stepped into their midst, prompting new silence. Tall and rugged but beautiful enough to grace an haute couture runway, the man wore a charcoal, three-piece bespoke suit, accented by a luxurious silver tie. His thick, dark hair and beard were elegantly coifed, perfect foils for piercing blue eyes that took in every detail of the room.

Was this the enigmatic Mr. Nyte? Rumor said the hotel’s owner was secretive but all-seeing, like an upscale Santa Claus…who rewarded naughty instead of nice. From the thoroughly sensual way he eyed both Viv and Mattie, the theory was proved truer.

“Good evening to you all.” His greeting was silken and smooth, accented as if he were raised in Buckingham Palace itself. “Welcome to the Nyte. I’m Laird Beckett, the resort’s general manager. Just stopping in to ensure your service and facilities are exceeding expectations.”

So the elusive Mr. Nyte still remained a mystery. Jen wanted to be disappointed but couldn’t hide her amusement when Beckett sidled closer to Tess, all urbane charm and British silkiness, only to be glared down by a none-too-subtle Dan. Or not? Mirth glowed in Dan’s eyes, betraying the gruff familiarity of old friendship. “Yeah, yeah. Everything’s fine, fancy pants. Now get your charming paws off my subm—my fiancé.”

Beckett chuckled, along with most of the men, at Dan’s little slip. “As you wish, monsieur wanker.”

Tess tossed an eye roll toward Jen’s. It wasn’t like everyone couldn’t figure things out from there, or that the word “submissive” was such a stigma, at least in this crowd. Not that Jen herself had ever tried that stuff before…

Though she’d certainly dreamed about it.

And maybe, on a few occasions, let Mr. Bliss Bullet help a little with those dreams. To be tied down. Spread wide. Utterly vulnerable to a man’s every desire and pleasure…

Fantasies for a different time. A much different place. And yes, a reality very likely never to happen. A Dominant who probably didn’t exist. A man who’d earn her submission with the strength of his character as well as his sensuality…who’d know that the power she gave was his to borrow, not to keep…and had some damn good ideas about what to do with that loan, too…

A man who wasn’t real.

But before nine months ago, she didn’t think a man like Sam could be real, either.

If he was a Dom, too…

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Don’t look at him. Don’t look at him. Don’t look at him.

But like a child being ordered not to look at the sun…

She looked.

To find him looking back. Intensely. Oh, God. His dark ginger lashes didn’t falter. Determination was practically carved into his cheeks and jaw. In an instant, Jen got the impression that he, too, was considering her name and submissive in the same sentence—and savoring the speculation. A lot.

Ohhhh, God.

Her stomach twisted. Her heartbeat thudded at the base of her throat. And she didn’t even want to think about what was happening between her thighs. Liar. You want to think about nothing else.

Thankfully, everyone started drifting toward the terrace. There was no better chance to excuse herself. After a break for fresh makeup—and self-composure—in the ladies room, she could re-center her balance in these shoes—and pray the same happened with her thoughts about Sam Mackenna.

At least she could do all that in comfort. The stalls in the Nyte’s ladies room were bigger than most New York City lofts, each outfitted with a commode in a separate compartment, accessed through a little sitting room with a vanity and stool. The vanity was stocked with everything from cotton balls and makeup fix-its to sewing kits and—yes—an impressive selection of condoms. She nodded in approval after sitting down and pulling out her makeup tote. Elusive or not, Mr. Nyte scored extra points for advocating safe sex.

She almost took back the approval when one of the shiny packets caught her attention. She held it up, reading the label just to be sure. “Spikes? What the hell?”

She was about to tear open the package—for research purposes only, of course—but was startled when raucous giggles shattered the stillness of the bathroom. The condom dropped from her fingers and into her tote. She didn’t fish it out, frozen in place by pure instinct. An impulse that told her the laughter wasn’t friendly fire.

Sometimes, she really hated her intuition’s accuracy.

“Honestly, if you aren’t laughing at her, you’re crying for her.” The words, battered in bitch then deep-fried in snide, were capped by a sniff that was all Mattie.

“Speak for yourself.” Viv’s comeback was accompanied by brisk clacks across the marble. She stepped into the next stall over. Jen held her breath—not helpful for the flush crawling up her face—as the woman peed with a vigor matching her tone. “I refuse to waste the tears. I mean, that shit was semi-forgivable when we were kids. Who does she think she’s fooling with it anymore?”

“Right?” Out front, Mattie shifted. There was the pop of a blush compact. The snap of a lipstick tube. “She has to know how to walk a straight line in heels by this point. Isn’t that just a basic thing, like learning to shave your legs or brush your teeth?”

“Well, she works at the base. She’s in HR—or whatever they call that in the military. Maybe the work keeps her on her feet a lot, and—”

“Heels aren’t outlawed on military bases, V.” Another feline sniff. More makeup utensils being unsheathed. “I have seen Top Gun. Whose side are you on?”

“Why are there sides?”

Jen dipped a silent yet emphatic nod. Her thought exactly.

“Perhaps because thorny didn’t pull her little face plant until she walked into the salon and saw Sam sitting there—with me?”

Jen was glad jaw drops could be noiseless too.

“Wait. You think she’s making a play for Sam?”

“What else would she be doing?” All the makeup clattered back into the purse at once, perfectly timed so Jen could at least get out a gasp. “Come on. Nobody’s that much of a train wreck just because.”

Viv hummed. “Good point. Wait. You’re not actually worried about this, are you?”

“Bitch, please. The day I sweat a drop about little Jennifer Thorne is the day I buy a cat and look for assisted living. Let’s get real. Even if I wasn’t in the picture this weekend, Captain Mackenna wouldn’t be tapping on that girl’s door—or anything else of hers. The little one is way, way out of her league.”

“True…”

But the catch in Viv’s voice was blatant.

“What?” Mattie charged.

“It’s just…we said the same thing about Tess and Dan.”

“Which supports my theory further.”

“Oh?”

“Nature’s not going to allow another lightning strike under their geeky little rock so soon.”

Viv’s laughter echoed through the bathroom, a more than ample mask for the wince sneaking past Jen’s lips—accompanied by the sting behind her eyes.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. What was wrong with her? She already agreed with everything they said, so why was she letting it scrape out her chest like a rusty razor blade?

“So what’s your plan of attack now?”

Fortunately, Viv asked it as they exited the bathroom. Jen didn’t have to hear Mattie’s response—not that the damage wasn’t already done. Her anger reared first. Sam was not the object of any “plan”. He was better than that, damn it—at least to her. But who was she to assume he’d hate that? He was a man. A lot of man. Men liked that “plan of attack” shit, especially when orchestrated by a blonde with breasts and thighs they could get buried in.

All too fast, that brought on the image of Sam doing exactly that—with Mattie.

The tears returned.

Hard, heavy, and fast.

She folded her arms atop the vanity, sank her head over them, and let the flood come.

After several minutes of the pity party, she pulled in a messy sniff. Raised her head. Groaned aloud at her raccoon eyes in the mirror, which were fixable to a point thanks to the accessories in her bag, but no longer presentable for an occasion like her friend’s wedding rehearsal dinner. Her cry stains could only be reversed by time. And solitude.

She pulled out her phone then tapped out a fast—and lame—message to Tess, bullshitting that her ankle had twisted worse than she feared, and she would ice it to be ready for tomorrow. Thank God Tess had opted simply for three bridesmaids instead of picking a maid of honor, excusing Jen from any blatant toasting duties at the dinner.

Now all she had to do was get her ass into the elevator and back up to her room.

For a second, she was sorely tempted to just head home instead, but Tess and Dan had insisted on treating everyone in the wedding party to a couple of nights in the hotel, being pampered in the luxury for which the Nyte was known across the world. And yeah, a spread of decadent room service fare sure as hell sounded better than a pint of Häagen-Dazs for dinner—though she was sure the ice cream would make its way into her order. Probably between the long bubble bath of self-pity and the hours of denying her humiliation by getting lost in a good book, instead. She had at least four in progress on her e-reader right now. The two historical romances were out, and so was the tormented firefighter, but the space opera shape-shifter tale felt like a good choice. Nothing like something with a lot of teeth and fur to bring empathy to what she really felt like doing to Mattie Lesange right now—or what she’d really feel like doing in a few hours, when she knew the woman would be slipping a room key into Sam’s back pocket. Oh God, she hoped the hotel hadn’t blocked all their rooms next to each other.

That thought alone, layered atop the memory of Sam’s intense stare from fifteen minutes ago, fisted her chest with fresh pain. She stabbed at the elevator call button, the glowing dial blurring past her new tears. “Come on, come on.”

The doors finally slid open. Thank God.

“Jen!”

Sam’s shout was followed by his charging footsteps.

“Shit.” She hissed it while rushing into the lift, pounding just as frantically at the buttons inside. She missed her floor by three digits but there’d be time to correct that once she’d gotten away. “Hurry up,” she ordered the doors. “Come on!”

A hand, powerful and tense, jammed into the opening.

A Scot, hulking and scowling, barged into the car.

And ripped the remaining breath from her throat.

Jen backed into the corner. So not a smart choice. Inside three seconds, she was pinned there, unable to lift her head and see anything but Sam, broad shoulders blocking her light. Smell anything but him, all forest and cedar and leather. Feel anything but his energy, volatile but focused. Completely on her.

“Sam.” Oh, yay. Her inner Sofía still wasn’t cooperating. Saucy and sexy, she was not. Awkward and ridiculous, on the other hand…

“Jennifer.”

For a second, she forgot about being nervous. “Jennifer?”

“Would you prefer Jennifer Josephine Thorne?”

“Would you prefer to keep your teeth?”

The elevator started to ascend. He tilted his head, letting his eyes dip over her face then back up again. Though they glittered brighter than ever, his mouth stuck to a no-nonsense line.

“What happened?” He barely lifted it past a murmur. He didn’t have to. Oh damn, he was so close. So big and hard and—

Don’t do it. Don’t touch him. No matter how tempting that cord in his neck, those slabs of his chest, that plane of his shoulder, or the thousand other places you want to explore…

“What happened when?”

He closed his eyes, as if praying to a higher power for patience. “You know when. Just now, in the bathroom, with Mattie and Viv. They walked in not long after you, then came back out lookin’ like their eggs had two yolks.”

“Huh?”

“Too far left of themselves.”

“Huh?”

His lips thinned. His gaze sharpened. The expression might’ve been only nominally daunting if he didn’t reinforce it by leaning in close, bracing his forearms to the lift’s walls over her head. “Just tell me what happened.”

Jen forced down a breath. Another. She watched his pulse throb at the base of his throat. Let her gaze descend to where his taut, golden skin disappeared into the V of his shirt. “Why? Because it’s suddenly your business?”

He was silent. For way too long. Which only curled his heavy, dark growl deep into her blood.

“Jen.”

She gulped again.

“Jenny.”

God. When was the last time she’d been called that? Never. And had it ordered at her in that deep purr… Her senses felt punched through the elevator’s roof, up the shaft, into the endless stars outside.

“Wh-what?”

“Look at me.”

She had no choice. He controlled her then, his voice like velvet strings, tugging her sights up. Over his taut jaw. Across the defined curves of his lips. Into his quicksilver eyes, fixed on her.

“What happened in the bathroom?”

She gulped. Holy shit, he was beautiful. An angel’s flawless face atop a demon’s perfect body. His stance pulled his shirt tight across his chest. Every molded mound of muscle was outlined for her gawking pleasure.

Don’t think of pleasure. Not here, not now. Don’t think of how amazing he’d feel if you just reached up a few inches and—

“It was about—”

She huffed.

And that was going to make him back off?

“You. It was about you. Is that what you want to hear?”

“Me?” His stance didn’t falter despite the confusion crumpling his face. “Why?”

It felt good to laugh. “You’re kidding, right?” When he glowered, she retorted, “You’re not a dumb guy, Sam. That woman wants you—and intends to have you.”

“A couple of hours after meeting me?”

“It’s called a one-night fling, bucky. I’m sure you’ve heard of them? Perhaps even indulged?”

Sam snorted. “Not with someone I barely know.”

Her brow tightened. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Is that an issue?”

“Not here.” She held up her hands. “Just a little surprising.”

“Because you just expected we were all like Caleb and Dirk.”

A new laugh sprang up. That usually happened when anyone mentioned the inseparable pals from the Scottish team. The pair had really enjoyed their down time in Las Vegas—as well as half the city’s single female population.

Sam shifted closer. Locked his stare down harder. “If I had to entrust my life to either of those men, I would in an instant. But the social life of my tadger is a different story.”

“Your what?” She got her answer via his knowing grin—and the press of his lower body against hers. Hell. His shoulders, abs, and thighs weren’t the only…impressive…parts of him. “I—” she stammered. “I think—” She didn’t know what the bloody hell she thought. “So what does that mean?”

“It means I’m not going anywhere with Mattie Lesange tonight.”

“Thank God. Holy shit.” The last half escaped as soon as she realized the first had been spilled. “That’s not—I only meant that—” She wetted her lips. Instantly regretted it, as the move flared Sam’s eyes and nostrils at once. Damn. Damn. He was no longer her sweet, charming schoolgirl crush from the office. He was a looming, hungry saber tooth, rippling with power, only missing a pair of fangs to complete his primeval effect on her blood, her nerves, her skin.

“I know what you meant, Jenny.”

His voice tumbled through her like gravel in an hourglass. Every surface it touched was left with a scratch, freshly in danger of shattering. She trembled—

Then, as the elevators doors opened, gasped in gratitude.

Okay, she was three floors off. Not the time for beggars to be choosers. Or for women with burning blood and throbbing nerves to be concerned about burning off tension by trudging up some stairs.

Make that a lot of tension.

Except that—she took one step off the lift, and suddenly couldn’t move again. An iron grip latched around her elbow, halting her escape before it became one. She only wished that when she looked down at Sam’s hand, digging into her skin with blatant possessiveness, she hadn’t turned into an instant ball of molten mush.

“What the hell—”

She choked into silence as he pulled her down the hall to the guest suites. After passing two doors, he stopped. A key card somehow appeared in his other hand. Swiping it fast, he opened the door. With an equally swift tick of his head, he commanded her inside.

With her nerves racing, her heart exploding, and her brain screaming, Jen immediately, silently complied.
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His suite was dark except for the dancing colors across the walls, thanks to the digital billboards along the Strip, fifty floors below. Jen reached and turned on the lights.

Sam turned them back off.

In the same sweep of motion, he backed her against the wall. Kept her locked there with the press of his huge body, the force of his steeled glare—

And the crush of his dominant kiss.

A stunned mewl quivered up her throat. He snuffed it before it reached her lips. Consumed her with the sweep of his tongue, not stopping for innuendo or permission. He took over every corner of her mouth, licking into every crevice, leaving no confusion about his passionate purpose.

Holy shit.

Was this really happening?

She’d dreamed about it so many times. Tried to imagine how he’d feel, smell, taste, and look. But all of this was so much better. So much more. His muscles, big and dense, molded against hers. His fingers, long and forceful, twined into hers. His kiss, deep and consuming, taking over her. Gone was her sarcastic buddy from the office. In his place was a lover, bathed in golden light but defined by dark intent, pinning her wrists to the wall over her head…leaving her only one option with which to answer his passion.

Complete surrender.

With a groan, she softened, melted…gave in.

With an answering growl, Sam plunged deeper, harder, hotter.

Minutes—hours, perhaps, as if she cared—later, he dragged away far enough to bolt his gaze into her. An slow smile spread over his generous lips. “I’ve been dreamin’ of doin’ that for far too fuckin’ long.”

Jen softly laugh. “That makes two of us.”

He swallowed as if she’d just told him the governor had stayed his execution. “Why didn’t you tell me? Show me?”

She laughed louder. “Sorry. Hold on. One of the hottest pilots on the planet just asked me why I didn’t tell him how he’s helped me wear down a few vibrator batteries over the last nine months—because that’s something to mention at the water cooler.”

His lips parted. His gaze glittered. He lunged into her again, kissing her as if she’d turned into his life support. “Mention vibrators like that again, Jenny, and I’ll forget the private promise I made when bringin’ you in here.”

“What promise was that?”

“The one about bein’ a gentleman.”

She rolled her wrists against his hold. “This is being a gentleman?”

“Compared to what I really want to do with you right now?” As he nodded, his forehead fell against hers. “Yes. This is bein’ a gentleman.”

He finished it by bending in, once more fitting their lips together. This time, the contact was a gentle brush. Jen didn’t hold back on the effect of it: a tremor that rifted the fault lines of her control. Her knees weakened. Her clenching cleft rubbed against her soaked panties.

“Sam?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t be a gentleman.”

A snarl ripped from deep inside him. As his mouth tore into hers all over again.

They groaned. Thrusted. Shifted. Needed. Jen hitched one leg around his waist. Then the other. Sam adjusted his weight, securing her hips to the wall by sliding his crotch against hers. Dear…God. The man’s erection, even shielded by his clothes, matched the rest of him. The bulge between her thighs was big, broad, throbb­ing…irresist­ible.

Which made the next moment a little unnerving.

All right…a lot unnerving.

Deep furrows of conflict creased his brow. He slowly shook his head. “Bold, bonny girl,” he finally rasped. “You still don’t understand.”

“Then make me,” she countered. “Please, Sam. Make me understand.”

He slid one hand to the side of her face. Angled his thumb beneath her chin, bracing her to continue gazing at him. Like that was a huge problem. “You can already feel how badly I want you.”

She couldn’t help giggling. “Sam, they can probably feel it two rooms over.”

He didn’t return her humor. “But things aren’t just that easy.”

She pushed her lips up at him. When he deliberately pulled back, she pleaded, “Why?”

“Because…I want you completely, Jen. All of you…surrenderin’ to me.” The skirmish across his face continued, until he seemed to reach some bold inner decision. Jaw newly firmed, he went on, “It means I want to put you on that bed, strip every thread of clothing from you, then bind you down,”—he pushed harder on the wrist he still held—“a great deal like this.”

Jen fastened her stare deeper into his. “Only the bonds won’t be your hands.”

New light flared against the smoke of his eyes. New blood surged into the girth of his cock. “My hands would prefer to be busy with other things.”

As her own blood rushed south, Jen sucked in a long breath. “But is all that even…possible? I mean, here? This is a hotel, not a kink club.”

“This is the Nyte.” He stepped back a little, only to slide open the door to the entry hall closet. Inside of that, there was another cabinet, containing a backlit display, much like a custom liquor array. But in place of Belvedere, Bacardi, and Patrón, there were items like wrist cuffs, blindfolds, and riding crops. “An honor bar for every thirst.”

“No shit.”

Her face heated all over again. It had nothing to do with the toys and everything to do with the new intensity of Sam’s stare. She couldn’t bear to return the scrutiny, for fear of what it would do to her bloodstream…and the little lake pooling between her legs.

“Is that a good ‘no shit’ or a bad ‘no shit’?”

Time to look up. Even if she spontaneously combusted from it, she had to let him see how much she meant her response. “Could anything be bad with you, Sam Mackenna?”

An expression suffused his face, something between humility and pleasure. It warmed her so deeply, she wished she could tell him to do it again so she could fetch her phone and make a GIF of it. But even a digital reproduction wouldn’t compare to the energy he gave off, a heat that made her wonder if her extremities would turn into fireworks. It made her response to his next words an absolute no-brainer.

“Very well, then. Get on that bed, and let me watch you take off every stitch of your clothes.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Three


[image: ___]

She wasn’t sure she could last until the whole tie-me-up part. By the time she’d stripped to nothing but her panties, Sam’s gaze, matched in sensuality by his growls, had her pussy pulsing to the point of abject sensitivity. She was damn certain that once she took that last garment off, he’d be watching her come apart in the middle of the bed. The man himself didn’t help, having gone naked except for his pants. Every inch of his shoulders, arms, chest and abs were as ripped as she’d imagined, even showing off distended veins.

Unbelievably, she survived. With her heart turning her chest into a rave party, she slipped the underwear free, and prepared to give it the same saucy toss to the chair she’d just given her bra—

Until she looked up into Sam’s outstretched palm.

“Put them here.” His voice was little more than a murmur, but had her pulse thudding wildly. She complied, then watched as he rolled her panties between his impossibly long fingers. “Wet,” he finally growled. “Very wet. That is very, very good.”

Jen had no idea how to respond, so didn’t. She simply waited, knees tucked beneath her and hands resting on her thighs, hoping she still pleased him. She always tried to take care of herself, but no way in hell did she have Tess’s svelte perfection or even Mattie’s lush curves. She was just…somewhere in the middle. But maybe the middle was okay, at least for now.

“Holy fuck.”

His snarl made her nipples tingle. And her sex clench. And her head snap up. “At the risk of being trite, is that a good ‘holy fuck’ or a bad—”

“Lay back.” His interjection was rough, deep, and filled with masculine need. “All the way. I need to see you. All of you.”

His emphasis on the final three words was another torch to her desire. Jen couldn’t figure out why, until she was flat against the mattress with her wrists over her head, secured into cuffs he’d somehow secured to the headboard. She didn’t question the method—every square inch of this room seemed booby-trapped with erotic hidey holes—only enjoyed the full effect of the result. With her arms stretched, her breasts were taut and exposed, tips sizzling with awareness, jutting from puckered areolas. She was aware of every full, hot breath she took, and how those inhalations made her body tremble with brand-new awareness. She was an exposed wire, ready to spark and explode at the slightest provocation…

It was no huge surprise that her hips arched off the mattress when Sam dragged a knuckle down her sternum. That she keened as he descended that hand lower, turning it over in order to hold her abdomen down.

“Easy, mo luaidh.” His voice was a purr again, though infused with a new authority she couldn’t deny or ignore. “Easy, now. Stay right here for me. I want to explore this sweet cunt before I fill every inch of it.”

“Oh.”

It was the only word her lips would produce. It burst from her on a high gasp as Sam dipped his other hand between her thighs, parting her most sensitive folds with knowing expertise. Feeling his touch…on her…right there…

“Oh!”

She flushed, gulped, and cried out all in the same surreal moment, bucking once again. He pushed down on her a little harder, keeping her there, accepting his invasion whether she liked it or not.

But oh God, did she like it.

His finger, so elegant and strong, was soon joined by another. Then a third. Jen groaned, conscious of every new inch he stretched, every new claim he made on her flesh. Her legs fell open, needing to give him more. Still he dictated, “Farther. Open them wide, sweet Jenny. Show me what my cock is goin’ to conquer.”

“Yes.” It fell from her on a rasp as she spread her legs, turning into a creature she no longer recognized—but really liked. With Sam, she didn’t have to worry about right or wrong, about sexiness or acceptance. For just now, just tonight, she was all his to be positioned how he wished, restrained how he wished, fucked how he wished. Crazily enough, his bonds had given her freedom. His control gave her permission to surrender. And his adoration turned her into the one thing she’d never imagined: a fearless, dauntless gift to her bronze, beautiful lover. “Yes…please.”

Sam rewarded her for the kittenish spin on the words, spreading an approving smile—and twisting his fingers deeper. As Jen answered with a fresh gasp, his lips parted with desire. “Perfection. That is what you are, sweet beauty. Look at how you glisten for me…feel how you tremble for me. Now I can smell how hot you are for me, too. So soft and luscious.”

She looked at him through her lashes. There was nothing coy about it; desire had weighted her eyes too heavily. “All of it’s for you. All of me is for you.” She offered the words without hesitation, knowing that in that moment, she meant them. Since all they had was this moment, what could the harm be? It was yet another realization that unlocked more doors inside, setting her senses free to float yet higher…and her desire to follow right on their heels.

“Those are wonderful words to hear, lass.” He tilted his head, seemingly fixated with the rhythm of his fingers, driving them higher, harder, deeper inside. “Since that’s exactly what I plan on taking.”

As her womb clenched tighter, she bit into her bottom lip. Perhaps the pain would hold back a fraction of the aroused flood down her channel. Massive fail. Sam’s grin, bold and wicked, told her so. The expression conflicted with the rest of his face, all ginger choir boy openness—though instead of a hymnal, he held her soaked, trembling arousal. Just a glance down there had her squirming and pleading with fresh abandon.

“Now.” She arched up, needing more. “Take it now then, Sam. I can’t hold on for much—”

Her own scream was her interruption, exploding as he withdrew from her core—before swiftly smacking her sensitive mound. She glared but was quelled by his new scrutiny, now stripped of the grin. “You’ll be holdin’ on as long as I tell you to. Is that clear?”

“Are you freaking—” She yelped as he spanked her once more. “Okay, okay. We’re clear. We’re clear!”

Just like that, he was a choir boy again. No. An angel. With the last of the day’s light spilling in behind his head, limning his hair in gold, he truly looked like a fallen seraph from the sky, dropped here to show her a new definition of heaven—

Especially as he rose up, unzipped his slacks, then freed his erection.

A stunned sigh spilled out of her.

He was…

magnificent.

Mighty veins trailed the length of his stalk, pulsing so strongly that it bobbed a little. A hiss escaped him as he spread the milky drops from its tip down over the dark red flesh, which seemed stretched to capacity. Even the sacs at the base were taut yet full. Sam groaned as he wrapped his hand around them then squeezed, disciplining his own body now. Jen watched every inch of his movements in fascinated awe. He was so big, throbbing with such power…how was he ever going to fit all of that flesh inside of her? The conflict sent a frisson of fear down her spine. And even more arousal to her pussy.

No time for second thoughts.

Not as he opened the nightstand drawer, found a packet emblazoned with the telltale Trojan’s head along with the Nyte’s starry logo, and efficiently tore it open. Not as he slid the latex from inside it over the shaft that had become practically a flagpole between them. Not as he yanked it over that broad, beautiful cock, groaning as he got to the end, squeezing his balls again.

Certainly not as he leaned in, pushed her knees out with his own, and fitted his body into the apex of hers.

The bulb of his sex nudged the entrance of hers. Jen sucked in a harsh breath, waiting for the hot stretch of her intimate tissues.

He suddenly halted.

Pulled in a long breath of his own.

“If we’re going to stop, you must tell me now.” He inhaled again, raking a hand up until his fingers bracketed the chain connecting her cuffs. “The torture’s been cruel enough, stayin’ away this long.”

She almost laughed. Almost. Torture. The term fit. Every moment that went by—every damn millisecond—was another eternity in the wait they endured. The anticipation of the fire their bodies would finally spark together, give to each other…

“I don’t want to stop.”

His growl was so long and strong, she felt it to her toenails. “Thank God.”

Without saying anything else, he entered her.

Jen cried out in a mixof pleasure and pain. “Hell!” And he wasn’t even completely in. Damn. She’d been right. Fitting all of him inside all of her wasn’t going to be the one-plunge-ecstasy they showed on all the romantic cable TV shows.

Another thrust.

“Fuck!”

On the other hand, maybe it was.

In the aftermath of the word they yelled together, Sam rose high enough to stare at her again. Gone was the suitor who would’ve stopped at a peep of protest from her. He’d become something primitive, eyes like moonlight on a dagger blade, mouth parted hungrily, damned and determined to fuck her exactly like the saber tooth he’d just reminded her of.

And ohhhh, how he did.

Fully. Ferociously. Damn near fanatically. He was passionate—Jen could’ve predicted that just from watching him command jets across the desert—but this was beyond stomping on the throttle. This was heat and hunger and need, a beast sating its starvation, a conquering that didn’t just seduce her desire. It demanded the depths of her spirit, the fiber of her being. If he was the saber tooth and she his prey, she was eviscerated. Splayed for his desecration.

She never wanted it to end.

Her bondage only made the experience better. Not being able to touch him in return…she’d anticipated that it would be frustrating, and it was, but once she saw what relinquishing her power did for him, her body sizzled with brand-new awareness. She was open for him. Showing him everything. Giving him everything…

Reveling as he took it.

He laved her breasts and nipples with new licks and bites. Explored her flesh with eager hands, stroking every curve and crevice. Seared her senses as he finally inserted a hand between her legs, seeking the bundle of nerves that pulsed strongest for him.

Fucked her harder, as he stroked there.

“Sam!” She shuddered as he flicked her flesh, over and over and over.

“Yes, mo luaidh?”

“Oh…shit…that’s—that’s—”

“Just the kind of commentary I like.” There was a smile in his voice. She couldn’t see his face anymore, since her head was jacked back, grinding into the mattress. Crazy little stars danced in her vision.

“I—it’s—” So much. Too much. Please stop. Please don’t stop. “I don’t know if I can—”

“Of course you can. And you will.” He doubled his tempo. Her sex shivered. Her thighs trembled. “Take it, sweet Jenny. All of me…and all of you, too. Let it all in, darlin’. Let it take over.”

On the last of it, his voice rolled through a bed of glass. Hearing the fray of his resistance just disintegrated hers. Pressure pulled and growled, jerking like a wild animal on a tether, until she had no more lead rope left for it. Once it ran the rein taut, she’d break.

And she did.

Only the animal didn’t tear loose from her.

The animal became her.

A scream, high and feral, burst from her lips. Heat, wild and wonderful, invaded her pussy. She could think of nothing, react to nothing, but the orgasm that tore her apart and the man who’d given it to her. She locked her legs against Sam’s back, urging him deeper, needing as much of his cock as she could get, longing for him to follow her into the shimmering, shattering abyss.

“Please,” she heard herself panting. “Oh God, Sam. Please. I need you here. I need—”

“Ssshhh. I know, sweet one. I know.”

But he didn’t. If he had, he’d be pounding into her harder, instead of kneading the top of her mound in that strange way. Then fucking her at that strange new angle. Then grunting hard, as if fighting to dead lift five hundred pounds instead of—

“Oh!”

Instead of making her feel like…

What on earth…

“What the hell is—”

That?

Her sex convulsed all over again. At least she thought it did. It was an orgasm, only better. Deeper. If she was an animal before, she was an alien life form now, gripped by sensations so new and wild, they pulled crazy, whining sounds from deep in her throat. Her hips couldn’t stop bucking. Her skin was electric…everywhere. And she was damn sure she’d never let Sam Mackenna pull his body out of hers after this—if she survived this.

“That’s my girl. That’s right. Let it happen.”

As if she had a choice. As if her trembling body—and his staggering skill—would let her consider a shutdown of this ecstasy. It moved through her like a tsunami, quiet but devastating, ripping her senses from their moorings, spinning her awareness into another galaxy. Screams tumbled from her, filled with thoughtless abandon and pure surrender, of I-don’t-give-a-damn-who-hears lust. It spurred Sam’s pace, doubling his thrusts. The slaps of their bodies were like erotic gunshots on the walls, dueling with passion and power, straining through every muscle in his body…through every inch of his cock.

“Jenny. Fuck!”

She didn’t recognize the third word that spilled out, something brutal and Gaelic and sexy, before he punched deep, clenched tight then moaned hard. His torso, encircled by her legs, coiled hard. His balls, flush against her ass, stiffened and pulsed.

His cock exploded deep inside her.

Her heart burst right along with it.

The knowledge that she could give this to him…that maybe, just maybe, he’d experienced a fraction of the bliss that she’d known…

Yeah. “Burst” was the best word for it.

She lay in pieces, uncaring about picking them all up. Not yet. Please not yet. For just a few moments more, she needed to let the fragments dance a little, basking in the heat and fire and miracle that was Sam Mackenna. A lover like she’d never known before. Would likely never know again…

“Hey.”

Sam’s anxious tone yanked her brain back to reality. Well, that was a start for getting her shit back together. “Huh? What?”

“You awrite?” His version of the expression, turning the last two words into one, never failed to melt her heart. “You’re not hurt anywhere, are you, mouse?” Not waiting for an answer, he unhitched the wrist cuffs then pulled out and rolled beside her. “Shit. I did hurt you. Where? How? Why didn’t you say—”

She pulled on his hair, forcing his head down until their lips slammed, before countering, “I would have said something, had there been anything to say.” Though she gentled her hold, she kept her fingers tangled in his copper waves. “I’m not hurt.”

At least not in that way.

Damn it, not in any way. You read the manual on one-night stands, right? Chapter one, line one? “Though shalt not carry forth the pre-orgasmic feels into post-coital conversation”.

It was time to walk the talk.

Trouble was, she didn’t know if she could take a single damn step at the moment.

“So what is it?” A deeper growl threaded Sam’s voice, backed by the command in the finger he jerked beneath her chin. Jen forced out a self-deprecating smile.

“I’m…just being stupid. Indulging in too much Jane Austen lately.” And Emily Brontë. And Diana Gabaldon. And Nicholas Sparks. Okay, maybe not him. The last thing she needed to end this thing with was a call to room service for three boxes of tissue to mop up her tears.

“I happen to like Jane Austen.”

Because you had to get more perfect than you already were.

“Caleb, Dirk and the others would probably revoke your guy card for that.”

“Which is why I may need to fuck a vow of silence into you.”

Yes. He really was perfect. Evoking Austen one moment, wetting her sex the next with his nasty growl and naughty grin. After kissing him to confirm her approval of that plan, she decided to let honesty take over. He’d get it out of her eventually, anyway. “Sam.” She splayed fingers along his jaw. “Why didn’t we do this sooner?”

He pushed his face against her touch, abrading her fingers with his stubble. “Because we’re bloody idiots. At least I am. When I think of all the fantasies I’ve had of you in the last nine months…”

“Wait.” She didn’t hide her gape. “Fantasies? About me?” A new thought struck. “Riiight. And half the other girls on base too, yeah?” But when his stare didn’t waver, then turned that earnest shade of pewter, she gulped. “Shit. Sam.”

For another long moment, he didn’t say anything. Kept his face fitted into her palm, watching her in silent contemplation. “Mouse,” he finally murmured. “There was…a reason…why they sent me over for the cross-training.”

“Besides the fact that you can turn a fighter jet into poetry?”

Her compliment could’ve been in Swahili for all its effect on him. “I wasn’t…in a good place. The deployments finally started taking their toll—or so everyone enjoyed telling me. Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Afghanistan again…”

“God.”

“Stop.” His violent bite betrayed a truth she’d long suspected. Enduring anything he saw as pity was like forcing him to swallow rat poison. “I wanted them, Jen. Every single one of those assignments was an honor. I would’ve gone again, had they called. I wanted to go again.”

“Why?” She didn’t hide the confusion. Sure, she knew the shit from all the pilot boy rah-rah speeches. Through adversity to the stars. True heroes run to the danger. The sky is no longer the limit. But he’d carried his share of those torches and then some.

“It was…easier.” He grimaced. Though he knew it for a truth, he didn’t like it. “The missions, the pace, the noise, the violence. When your world is consumed by all of that, it’s effortless to block out the rest. The rest of life just…freezes, I suppose. At least in your mind, yeah? You just think of it all like leaves caught in ice.”

“Until they’re thawed out.”

“Until they’re thawed out.”

“And you hope they’re still there.”

“And you hope they’re still there.”

“But they’re not.” She trailed the center of his sternum with her fingers. The comfort she’d hoped to give him…not happening. The flesh beneath her touch remained taut as stone. She pushed on anyway, “You find out that the ice turned into a river, and carried them away.”

He rolled to his back, yanking the sheet up to his waist. “And you don’t even recognize the river anymore.” His stare, fixed on the ceiling, darkened. “Even the bridges you remembered are gone. And everyone who meant anything to you before…is standing on the other shore.”

Jen pushed up until her face hovered over his. “I’m right here. On this shore.”

She shook a little as she proclaimed it. The words felt huge. Risky. Yet never so right. If he laughed her off, so be it. There had been few things she meant more in her life.

Sam didn’t laugh. “I know.” He tucked her head against his chest. “I know—which is why I’ll never stop thankin’ them for sendin’ me here.” Beneath her cheek, his big body rose and fell with a deep breath. “Thank God for you, Jenny Thorne. Thank fuckin’ God for you.”

She was damn glad for the bulk of him beneath her now—considering how the universe just listed on its axis. Was this happening? Was he confessing something like that right now? If so, then what the hell was ‘that’, anyway? They’d been blessed with nine months of an awesome friendship then one hour of wall-rattling sex. Neither dictated he owed her anything more than a little pillow chatter.

But now, he said things that didn’t just somersault her stomach or even zing her pussy. This was the kind of shit that clutched a girl’s soul. Made her believe in—

Things that weren’t going to happen.

Not tonight.

Not in this lifetime.

It was best to get it through her head—and her heart—right now.

Easier said than done. Much easier. She’d never been the one playing this part. The whole pulling-away-with-fake-regret thing…it was about as comfortable as a mammogram, especially when there was nothing feigned about the emotion. She wanted nothing more than to be apart from Sam long enough to let him discard the condom, then come back and get tangled with her again. Maybe they’d even get under the covers and see what developed from there. The tension across his face, also defined in his chest as he propped on an elbow, spoke his own approval of that plan.

“I need to pee.” She forced out the words. They lent the strength she needed to push off the bed. Maybe locking herself in the bathroom, far away from his body and his eyes and his scent, would give her more. She grabbed up her clothes, just in case. Please, God. I just need to get out of here. Once Sam was three stories away, she could sort through everything. She had to. There was still the wedding to get through. Real social time near the man, not situations she could avoid by pretending there was work on her desk or files to get to. She had to determine what feelings were safe to keep out on the mental shelves, and which ones to lock deep inside the emotional cabinets.

But the ambient lights in the bathroom, flickering to life as she entered, shattered those shelves to pieces.

No. Not the lights.

What they illuminated.

His dress clothes for the wedding tomorrow, arranged perfectly on the bathroom’s garment rack.

A dress blazer in dark gray. A white silk shirt to go beneath it, along with a brocade vest in hunter green. The same green was woven with red and white to form the plaid design of the pressed wool kilt. Lined up on the floor beneath was a pair of black leather boots, shined to perfection. They’d probably hit Sam at mid-calf. The muscles would push at the leather, emphasizing his physical power…

Ohhhh, God.

She had no idea she’d also groaned it aloud, until Sam’s urgent call came through the door. “Mouse? Everything awrite?”

She yanked the door back open.

To surrender her breath to shock once again.

Viewing him now, standing at full height, just made his nudity more glorious. The only icing that could perfect this cake could’ve been his erect—

Damn.

Looked like the flesh between his thighs wanted to rise to that standard, as well.

“Okay. I finally get it.”

Sam frowned. “Huh?”

“Fate has shown its ultimate purpose.”

“Truly?” One more justification for adoring him. What she’d blurted wasn’t weird to him. He simply rolled with it as a new direction in the conversation. “And what purpose would that be?”

He leaned against the jamb, arms folded, indulgent grin forming. The pose emphasized his incredible pecs, his beautiful quads…and yeah, that beautiful, hard ridge, right at the center of things…continuing to tempt her gaze into his unique Sam sin…

Thank God she had something else to focus on. His outfit was gorgeous, like a costume created for a Highland book boyfriend. If the vest was replaced by a sash and the kilt secured by a sword belt instead of snap closures, she could even turn that setting into something from hundreds of years ago, where he was the laird of his own clan. If they lived four hundred years ago, could she have been his lady? Lairds were a lot less picky in the 1600’s. Curves, curls and a talent for rocking high heels was a lot less important than leadership, business sense, and the ability to reload a spring-action stapler in less than thirty seconds. Surely a flintlock pistol wasn’t so different.

She pushed the fantasy—make that a few new fantasies—aside, in order to answer his query. “Every event of the night,” she said. “Every step we’ve taken and move we’ve made—all the way up to here.”

“Here?”

“This.” She jabbed a finger at his clothes. “Thank God I’m prepared for it now.”

His brow furrowed. “You don’t fancy plaid?”

“Oh, I fancy.” She managed a little laugh. “To the point that if I walked in and saw you in that tomorrow morning, without any notice, Tess would be stepping over my unconscious body on the way to the altar.”

His brows still crunched but his eyes began to tease. “Ooohhh. No unconsciousness. Not for that reason, at least.” His gaze thickened with sultry meaning. “I can think of better ways to make you faint. Or at least try.”

Her breath snatched again, especially as he unfolded his arms and took a step toward her. Sensual intent surrounded him like the glow around a candle flame—only with bulging muscles, burnished hair, and—

Fire that would burn her, if she let it.

Deeply.

She had to think fast. If he touched her again, she’d be toast. Wasn’t that what happened to self-control already as weak as soggy bread?

“All right.” She whipped the clothes off the hook. Shoved them against his chest. “So go ahead and try.”

“Errr…try what?”

“To make me faint.” She dipped a glance at the fabric in his clutch. “Put ’em on, hot stuff. Give me a little advance fashion show.”

And cover up that body, so I don’t keep thinking of every illicit thing I want to do to it.

One side of his mouth twitched, as if that exact line echoed in his brain. Though he pulled the shirt off its hanger then stabbed his arms into the sleeves, his stare didn’t leave her face. He kept watching, lips quirking, as he buttoned it. Didn’t relent as he slipped on the vest, then wrapped the kilt around his lean hips. Once the snaps were locked, he smoothed the whole outfit into place—then swept a gallant bow.

After he rose, he chuckled. Jen didn’t laugh. How could she, when her lungs desperately rationed breath? She attempted to school her features but was certain she looked ridiculous, fighting a suddenly dry throat, blood that had become the River Styx, and a womb clenching so hard she trembled.

She needed to jump at him. On him. To mold every inch of her naked body against his and beg him to slam her to the floor, hike the kilt up, then fuck her like the self-respecting Scot he was.

She swallowed it all back in favor of one sparse rasp. “Damn.”

“Changin’ your mind about the plaid obsession, eh?”

“Ssshhh.” She pushed three fingers against his lips. “With you looking like all my wet dreams, I can’t handle you sounding like them too.”

He twisted his head enough to capture her middle finger between his lips. Then again, so his tongue slid to the crevice at its bottom. As Jen gasped, he whispered, “Did you just mention wet dreams while standing here like that?”

Shit.

She glanced down. She’d been so absorbed in his regal perfection in those clothes, she’d forgotten about her lack of any. Only through sheer force of will did she make her body stiffen as he jerked her close, abrading her thighs with the wool of his kilt, caressing her breasts with the slick luxury of his vest. “Maybe it’s time I got dressed, too.”

“Or maybe it’s just time for me to get in the skuddy again.”

He hadn’t taught her that one yet, but she suspected it involved more nakedness. Couldn’t happen. Wouldn’t. If she got bare and horizontal again with this man, a lot more than sleep and peace of mind would be at stake. Just once in the sack had shown Jen that Sam’s fly-by in her life could take on more meaning than friendship. Where would that leave her life once he was gone? Empty as a used can of Pringles, that was where. And her heart? The pathetic crumbled bits, forgotten at the bottom.

Uh-uh.

Best to leave everything right here. He already looked as perfect as the pages of a book. That was the perfect way to remember everything about tonight. It wasn’t a Happy-ever-after. But it was a hell of a lot better than Pringle’s dregs.

She forced strength into her arms. Reached up to push at both of his massive shoulders, hoping he’d shift back.

He did, thank God.

But not far enough.

She still felt too much of him, so huge and hard and defined. She still smelled him, cedar and spice joined by the starch in his shirt and the musk of his skin.

God, she still wanted him. So damn badly.

“No.” She almost didn’t get it out. “No. You can’t. We can’t.”

He blinked as if she’d slapped him. “Why not?” Then pushed out a hard breath, as well. “Fuck. I did hurt you, and now—”

She smacked the middle of his chest. “Don’t make me hurt you, Mackenna.” She gentled her touch, running fingers down the front of his vest. “I’ll never forget everything we did. Everything. It was…” She let a dreamy sigh slip out. “Wonderful.”

He smiled. Brushed his lips across the tip of her nose. “Yes. It was.”

“So let’s keep it there, okay? At the wonderful. Friends who got to enjoy a damn nice benefit.” She bit her lip, attempting to keep a smile—losing to a wince anyway. “Fate doesn’t like it when you ask for too many benefits. It starts to want payment for the privilege…in other ways.”

Sam jerked out a reluctant nod. He came from a land where fairies, brownies, and spirits for everything from water to horse poop were still considered real. Her talk about fate didn’t freak him by a single syllable. “You’re right.”

“Of course I am.”

“Oh, don’t go takin’ on sass about it, now.” His gaze skated hungrily down her body. “We’re still not at work. And I’d still love an opportunity to turn your gorgeous arse a lovely shade of pink.”

Too late to prevent her face from flushing that exact shade. As Jen battled to maintain the rest of her composure, she snatched her bra from the counter. “Why don’t we step off the path of temptation? I could use some food and a cocktail.” She turned to the mirror and gave his reflection a wink. “Not to mention the chance to fulfill another teeny fantasy.”

He straightened a twisted strap on her shoulder. “And what fantasy would that be?”

“Being seen with the hottest Highlander in the hotel, of course.”

“Jenny.” He chastised it into her ear. “I’m probably the only Highlander in the hotel.”

“Pssshhh.” She threw her dress back on. Thank God for the designer who’d created one-piece sheaths. “Semantics.”

She almost face-palmed herself when spying her panties, still in a lump on the counter—but the moment she grabbed them, Sam clutched her wrist and clucked wickedly. “Not so fast, missie.”

“Sam.” Her turn for the soft rebuke. Hadn’t they just talked about pushing fate’s good mood?

“What? I don’t get to have a fantasy fulfilled?”

She glared via the mirror. “You’ve had a fantasy about me without panties?”

“In a bright red dress,” he filled in.

“This sheath is burgundy.”

“Psssshh. Semantics.”

His hold didn’t dissipate. She bit her lip again, trying not to reveal that if she actually wore the lingerie now, they’d be soaked.

“Fine, then.” Surprisingly, he let go. Moved back a few steps. “Let’s call it a show of solidarity. I’ll be a proper Scot and wear everything just like this, but you have to do the same.”

Jen peered at the wad of fabric in her fist. Back up at Sam. She tried a little grin. He squared his shoulders and re-secured his feet.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“And you’re astute. But I already knew that.”

“I’ve never done anything like this before.”

He finally grinned. Just a little. “First times are fun to share with friends.”

“But I’m in a skirt!”

He glanced down at his kilt. “That so?”

Shit, shit, shit.

Jen pulled in a breath and frowned.

Sam drew in a breath and smiled. Then extended a hand. His fingers were long and beautiful and mesmerizing. Jen watched them beckon, curling inward but then straightening again. Expectant…dominant. “Panties, darlin’. Don’t worry. I’ll keep them safe. For now.”

If she had a shred of resistance left, he demolished it with that line. And in that moment, she wondered how it was that the man had ended up a pilot. His ability to push a jet at mach five was nothing compared to his ninja mind trick of disguising a command as conversation. And if that was the case, what would he be like without the camouflage, but in a public setting?

As Jen watched him pocket her panties, a polite smile on his lips but silver fire blazing in his eyes, she had a feeling she was about to find out.
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“Sam?”

“Hmmm?”

“We promised we’d leave it at the wonderful.”

She stole a glance up at him. His profile was given more definition by the bar’s dim lighting against the ginger stubble along his jaw. His face was open and congenial, even exchanging an approving smile with a guy who’d ordered the same dark Scottish ale as him.

“I remember,” he murmured.

“So squeezing my knee under the table—”

“Isn’t wonderful?”

“Of course it’s wonderful. But now it’s getting to be more than that, and we promised—” Her own sharp gasp cut her short. “We—we promised each other that—”

“Well, I’m not squeezin’ your knee. Not anymore, at least.”

He was right. He sure as hell wasn’t. It was her lower thigh then the middle of her thigh. If he didn’t stop, it’d be her upper thigh and then—

“Sam.”

He set down his beer and laughed softly, as if she’d just told him a private little joke. The gleam in his eyes was brilliant; the focus on his face was indisputable. “Still wonderful?”

She pushed her legs together to keep his hand from sliding higher. He chuckled quietly again, finally withdrawing it—

Only to replace it with the other one, meaning he was now fully turned, nearly blocking her view with his shoulders. Not that she could see much of the room in the first place. Of all the Nyte’s renowned restaurants and bars, he’d picked this one: a place meshed of old Hollywood glam with a Marrakesh brothel, not skimping on the red leather, gold tassels and nuanced dimness.

Sam smiled down into her face, gaze hooded. Jen attempted to glower back, pressing her legs harder. For a moment, he looked adorably nonplussed, as if they were standing in her office and she’d cut him off in the middle of a one-liner, ordering him to sign off on flight assignments. She refused to remember that in most of those moments, she’d yearned to have him in this kind of a moment.

Different times, different circumstances.

Much different.

“Stop. It.” She would’ve attempted to squirm free but where did that take her crotch except closer to his fingers? Her utterly naked pussy…his completely determined hand…

To her shock, he acquiesced. “You win, sweet mouse.” Dutifully, he even tugged her skirt back into place. “For now, at least.” One swig of his drink later, he added, patting his pocket, “But only because I’ve got the bargaining chip.”

She sipped at her wine, a winter Pinot Gris, before returning coyly, “One more fantasy come true? My panties in your pocket?”

“I’ve tried not to dwell too much on my fantasies about you, mouse.” Though he grated it close enough to ruffle her hair, his gaze struck out across the room again. “Mistakin’ one’s cock for the control stick can be a fatal mistake in sixteen tons of speedin’ steel.”

She clutched her wine glass. Gulped hard. “So…your fantasies really did start before tonight?”

His throat vibrated with his own swallow. “Fairly soon after the first moment I met you.” He dipped his head, peering more closely. “That’s fashin’ you fiercely. Why?”

“Why?” She arched both brows. “Seriously? Because I’m a dweeb, Sam. I walk around with my nose in books and my head in the clouds.”

“But I like you that way.”

“I like me that way too—except when I’m yanked out and have to be reminded that I can’t take three steps in dress shoes without falling flat on my face. That I have the social grace of an orangutan. And that I can’t stop babbling stupid shit like this, around someone like you, and—”

He borrowed her move from the room, flattening fingers across her lips. “Slow that roll, darlin’. Someone like me? What the bloody hell does that mean?”

She jerked her mouth free. “You’re a smart man. Don’t you dare try to tell me that you’re unaware of it.” She arced a finger, encompassing the room. “You turned every woman’s head—and half the men’s—just by striding in here.”

“And your point is what? That I inherited great bone structure and have decent hair?”

“It’s a little better than decent.” Much better, actually, but she didn’t push the subject. He’d started to steam about this. “But no, that’s not my point. It’s not what you have here,”—she relished the chance to glide a touch down the side of his face—“it’s what you are in here.” She dipped her caress to the middle of his chest. “You’re something special, Sam. People see it, know it, everywhere you go.”

He lifted a hand to cover hers. “And you’re not?”

His words still sounded like accusation. Beneath their weight, Jen squirmed. “I don’t light up rooms everywhere I go. I don’t fly to the stars then bring them back down for the Earth to revel in.” The glow from a wall sconce was a perfect fixation, invoking a vision of Sam’s jet against a sunset sky. “That’s another fantasy of mine, you know,” she said wistfully. “To know what it’s like to fly with you.”

“Don’t change the subject.” His retort was instant. Too much so. Her confession had touched him a little, and Jen was glad of it. Her confession had been honest. She respected him for what he did in a cockpit, but adored him for the joy he took in doing so. For nine months, the best part of her days at work had been watching his eagerness before heading out for pre-flight checks. Bringing that glimmer back to his gaze was now the best part of her night.

Wrecked the next moment—by his growled challenge.

“How can you not see what I see in you, Jenny?”

He waited, silent and alert—actually expecting an answer. She stared back, just as still, refusing to give him one. “You know what? We’ll have to agree to disagree on this.” When another snarl churned in his throat, she turned their handclasp around, thumping his own knuckles against his sternum. “And no, I won’t consider your arguments otherwise. You’re a good man, Sam—a damn good man—but you can’t change what simply is. Even if we didn’t live halfway around the world from each other, we’d be living in different circles. Different worlds.”

“So you think a woman like Mattie belongs on my arm, then?” He spat it as if considering the idea of sleeping with a snake. Jen grasped his hand between both of hers, an unspoken plea for calm.

“All right,” she acquiesced. “Maybe not her, exactly…but someone like her.”

“Like her?” He leaned away. Yep. Avoiding the snake.

“You know what I’m trying to say,” she snapped. “Why are you making this so hard?”

His eyes bugged. “I’m makin’ this—” He interrupted himself, inhaling sharply. Finished with just as harsh a nod. “All right, then. If I belong with someone like Mattie, who the hell do you belong with?” He swept an arm out. “Go on. Here’s a nice room, full of chaps to choose from. Who among them is like the guy you need to be with?”

Jen flinched. What other choice was there, in reaction to the venom in his voice? Logically, she connected the dots to hurt feelings and a bruised male ego. But a bruised ego over what? The simple idea of her with someone else? Riiiggght. Either he’d been hiding one huge ego over the last nine months, or—

Or he really had feelings for her beyond the friends-with-benefits thing.

As they said where he came from: horse shite.

There had to be some other explanation.

“What the hell’s going on?” she finally mustered the courage to charge.

Sam finished off his ale. Pounded the glass to the table. “That wasn’t an answer to my question.”

Fine. Two could play this game.

Jen scooped up her glass and chugged the rest of her Pinot Gris.

Or maybe not.

The wine crashed into her empty stomach, was instantly picked up by her racing nerves, turning her head into a cyclone. “All of them.” Liquid courage, don’t fail me now. “There’s your answer, Captain. Because every man in this damn room wants to be with a cute little catch like me, right?” Her throat snagged on the sarcasm, making it possible for her pain to seep through. She pushed on, having no choice if she was to save any kind of face. “Damn. I’m so glad you’re here, because I’d be beating them all off with sticks if that wasn’t the case. Story of my life. Men, men, men. Everywhere I turn, it’s—agghh!”

Her yelp popped out as Sam thrusted to his feet, hauling her right behind. Still with no footwear except the wedding heels, she toppled forward. He caught her easily, despite the dark fury still claiming every inch of his mien. While settling her balance, he beckoned a cocktail waitress. “Captain Mackenna,” she murmured politely. “Will you be transferring the evening to private status now?”

Sam’s smile was perfunctory. “You fuckin’ bet we will.”

“Transferring the—” Jen darted her gape between him to the waitress. “‘Private status’? What the hell does that—”

“Very well, then.” The server, a leggy beauty with trendy cat-eye makeup, spoke like Jen had commented on the weather. “Right this way.”

“This way” turned out to be a hallway, cleverly hidden behind a portion of the wall that swung out at Leggy’s seemingly magical cue. Upon closer look, Jen noticed that the woman’s electronic order pad also included an icon of a lock, with the label VIP beneath it. But Jen didn’t feel very “VIP”. Skittish colt instincts, to the rescue. She backed away until she couldn’t—hitting a roadblock in the form of a six-foot-four fighter pilot with launch rockets blazing in his eyes.

“Room three,” said Leggy.

“Hell no,” Jen retorted.

The roadblock bent his head, fitting his jaw to her neck and his lips to her ear. “She said room three. Now walk.”

Jen jabbed an elbow into his ribs. He barely grunted—before sweeping her hair off her neck and digging his teeth into her nape. “I said walk, Jenny, or I’ll be takin’ you myself with your ass over my shoulder.”

And because she was naked under the dress, a lot more than just her ass would “entertain” everyone in the room. Not that they wouldn’t enjoy the spectacle. Something about the soft laughs from around the bar told her that a lot of guests already knew about the secret panel—and exactly what lay behind it.

That didn’t make things easier as she growled and stalked down the hall. She hated herself for obeying him—and her traitorous body, for its thousand tingles of erotic expectation.
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She couldn’t even ignore what the rooms were there for. After passing room two, the picture was crystal clear. For a second, Jen wondered if the heavy moans were just the outcome of a hard gym session—but then she remembered passing the gym earlier today, when meeting Tess at the wedding coordinator’s office. No way did the Nyte need another workout locale.

And once Sam pushed open the door to room three, no way could she hit the denial button on his intent.

Lighting even dimmer than the main room. A canopied bed fit for a king, all mahogany tapestries and endless pillows. A three-sided mirror in the corner with a multi-level stool in front of it, serving a purpose Jen could only imagine—though right now, her imagination ran pretty damn wild.

“In.”

His voice was harsh, twisting into her like a newly heated poker, needing no embellishment for her compliance. But he’d given no stipulation about doing it meekly.

“Damn it, Sam. This is not acceptable. Shutting me up by dragging me to the shadows and—”

It was impossible to say anything else, with the man’s tongue suddenly in her mouth.

Passionate. Powerful. Consuming.

Ohhhh, damn.

A moan exploded up Jen’s throat. She wanted to—needed to—resist, but couldn’t. Her lungs struggled for air as her stomach battled for the right way up. Her head fought a silvery, lusty fog. Her whole body burst to life, as if this was the first time Sam kissed her. Every sensation was new and brilliant, incredible and illicit—especially as he rammed her against into the thick bed post.

She groaned again, lifting a leg around his waist. To her shock, Sam pushed it back down. When he tore his mouth away, she let her face drop into confusion.

“For the record, it isn’t acceptable that you’ve compared yourself to the scum on my shoe, and then even hinted that—” Whatever he was going to say stunned him into silence. He stabbed a hand through his hair. “Arse and fuckin’ parsley, Jenny. We’ve shared things with each other before tonight. A lot of things! Do you really think that I would be even half attracted to someone like—”

He interrupted himself with another growl. The violence of it curled into Jen’s blood, making her instinctively reach back, clutching the bedpost with one hand.

A lot of good that did.

“Fuck it,” he muttered, grabbing her free wrist. “I’m tired of tryin’ to sweet-talk this into you.”

“That was sweet talk?”

Bad move. The three seconds she took for the sarcasm were all the time he needed to pivot her around, then lift her other hand to clasp the post. In another flash of motion, he pulled on something hidden in the canopy. A pair of padded wrist cuffs dropped from seemingly nowhere. Holy shit. Did every piece of furniture in this place come complete with kinky booby traps?

A needy moan spilled past her self-control as he latched her into the cuffs. She swallowed it down, trying to summon some semblance of self-control. “S-Sam. What the hell? We c-can’t. We promised ourselves. The wonderful…remember?”

“Oh, I’ve no intention of making you feel wonderful.”

Before she could process that, he hiked her skirt up. She was exposed—and completely turned on—from the waist down.

But before she processed that, he landed a sharp spank across her bottom.

“Ahhhhh!”

Then a second.

Holy crap! “Sam. What the—”

He cut her short by kissing her again. Harder than he ever had. Deeper than he ever had. He didn’t relent, compelling her head to twist so he assault her mouth—doing it as brutally as his smacks on her ass. And God help her, Jen let him—not just because he gave her no choice, but because she wanted to. Because somewhere, in her wildest and naughtiest dreams about this man, she’d envisioned him like this. Tearing into her mouth. Razing into her senses. Firing across her skin and nerves…

exactly

like

this.

By the time he pulled away, her chest heaved, her blood throbbed, and her sex clenched tightly enough to make her moan again—

Especially when he delivered another blow to her bottom.

Another, at twice the impact.

A third, intensifying more.

“Shit!” she finally managed past the screams.

“Breathe.” His exhortation was practically a Zen chant in her ear. Calm. Soothing. Infuriating.

“Fuck you.”

“Fuck you, Jenny Thorne.” Bizarrely, a smile entered his voice. It twisted with his anger, throwing Jen off. Was she supposed to melt for him, or pour molds for new ice daggers?

As he circled in order to look at her directly, though the post was between them, his expression gave her no clues. He was still beautiful, with those dark eyes and ginger waves and jaw like a precipice from his native land.

“Fuck you,” he repeated, “for thinking so little of me, that someone like Mattie Lesange could ever meet my needs. And fuck you for thinking so little of yourself, to presume you wouldn’t.”

Her breath stopped. Well, she knew what to feel now. Giddy astonishment collided with abject remorse, sprinkled with a layer of maybe-this-really-is-all-a-dream. “I’m—sorry.” And she really was—though that didn’t throw a cease-fire onto her confusion. “But men love pretty things on their arms, Sam.”

He glowered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Not the insult you’re taking it as.” She shrugged. Remaining covered from the navel up lent her the confidence. “Life is life, friends are friends, and lovers are something completely different. Sometimes, good sex is just good sex, and making more out of—”

He jerked her chin up using two fingers. Stared like she’d just told him the moon was made of bacon. “Is that all you think of what we shared earlier? ‘Just good sex’?”

Confusion tumbled in again. The answer to that seemed apparent but wasn’t. She decided to go for total honesty. “Look…I just don’t expect anything else, okay? And it’s fine that—”

“I should expect anything else.”

She ignored the darkness in his tone. “How could you? And why would you? Neither of us is a kid. It’s great to think of taking home grand meanings from a one-night thing—when you’re young. But we’re not—”

He stopped her with another kiss. Dug his hand against her scalp, locking her head in place. Stabbed his tongue against hers, as if needing to strip off the words she’d just uttered. When he let her mouth go, he kept his hand in place. Dragged her head back up so he could impale her stare with his. The command in his grip was as compelling as the force in his eyes, once more driving in like that fresh poker, scalding its way onto her psyche, searing its way into her soul.

“I want to spank you again, Jenny.”

She swallowed. “I know.” Ohhh God, how she did. All the silver spikes in his gaze had told her so.

“I still don’t want to be gentle about it.”

“I…I know.”

He dragged in a rocky breath. “Do you?”

“Of—of course. I pissed you off. And you’re a Dominant.” And I want you to punish me. To control me.

Yes, please…

“No.” He shook his head fiercely. “No, you don’t understand. The punishin’…it’s done. But I’m not.” He pushed in, smashing his lips to hers. “God help me, my burners are just starting to fire.” His hand twisted tighter in her hair. “Nothing I feel about you is civilized, woman. It hasn’t been for quite a while.”

Her senses swam in a thick fog. It felt so good. Everything about him felt so good. “You…really mean that, don’t you?”

“I do.”

Her lips lifted. Only one glass of wine but everything was limp and carefree, as if she’d had the whole bottle. “I had no idea.”

“Disguised it that well, did I?” He curled a smile of his own. “When all I thought about, walkin’ into your little office every mornin’, was how to get you exactly like this. Wait—no.” He swung around to mount the bed, wrapping an arm around her waist to pull her with him. She now knelt on the mattress, wrists tethered to the bedpost, ass high and presented to him. “Exactly like this,” he revised with a growl.

Jen lowered her head between her arms. The pose, so submissive, also felt completely right. “Thank you for the clarification, Sir.”

“Sir?” Another satisfied vibration from his chest. “So that’s how it is, hmmm?”

“Is there…a problem with that?” She finished by subtly wiggling her ass, though it was no small feat. With his hand sweeping back and forth across her cheeks, spreading the heat of his first swats, it was all she could do to be coy. She needed more of him, so damn badly. Needed him to touch her in other places…illicit places…

“Not a problem at all.” But while his voice approved, he pulled his hands away. Bafflement struck, but only for a second. A fresh wave of arousal took over—as Sam reached to a control panel embedded in the bed’s footboard. After he pushed a button, the mattress began to raise up—but only beneath her legs. She would’ve laughed aloud, if the action didn’t heat her sex in a hundred new ways. A control number bed, the D/s version. Was there any end to what the Nyte’s creators had dreamed up in the way of kinky delights?

The next moment, even that cognitive thinking was ripped away. Sam dug his hands into her hips, centering her lower body against the hump. Power radiated off his fingertips as he flowed them in, spreading heat across her buttocks.

A gasp burst off her lips. A growl curled off his.

“Fuck. Me.” His hands splayed, kneading her flesh, warming her skin all over again. “So bloody beautiful. So pink and sweet. But it needs to be red.” His touch roughened. “Your ass needs to bear my mark, girl.”

Jen’s senses rolled. Her balance tumbled in the magic of his voice…the spreading heat from his possessive touch. “Yes,” she heard herself rasp. “Yes. Mark me…”

He snarled low again. “Ask it properly. I want to hear that pretty word from you again. ‘Spank me, please—”

“Sir.” She filled it in for him. Eagerly. Longingly. “Yes. Oh yes, Sir, please. Spank me. Mark me. Oh!”

The exclamation took over for any more coherent words, as Sam lowered a thwack across her ass. While her flesh stung, her mind careened. Logic taunted, just out of reach. There was a reason she wanted this so badly, especially from him, but did it matter? All she wanted right now was his touch. All she needed was his dominion, full and consuming and perfect. Sam. Sam. Sam. For this moment, for this time, she only existed because of him. Through him.

Another spank. Unleashed power. Reverberations of pain.

She screamed. Or maybe just dreamed it.

“Red light if you need to stop, mouse. I’m only just beginning.”

She rolled her hips, letting the sting spread and dissipate. The tingles down her legs and through her sex…were incredible. “Don’t stop. Please, Sir.”

“So certain.” Why did his voice suddenly sound weird? Almost…wicked? “So sure.”

The answer came with a resounding crack—though the next impact to her ass wasn’t from his hand. It was the harsh stroke of leather, in the middle of her left cheek. As Jen struggled to summon a scream, another whoosh whipped the air. She took in the musk of the leather—before pain chomped into her right cheek. When he rained another blow to her left, the shriek finally manifested. The right again. Back to speechlessness, fighting to accept the agony that would soon bring ecstasy. Or so she hoped.

She was already tempted to call red light, when Sam’s new growl filled the air. She’d never heard a sound like it. Deep. Dark. Dripping with carnality. Coarse with need. “I knew the crop would love your ass, darlin’. Knew that your skin would take my marks so perfectly.” Another rumble, twice as entrancing as the first, flowed as he whipped her again: two more blows on each stinging cheek. “Take it in, sweet Jenny. These memories in your skin…take them into your spirit, too. Twist them inside of you. Weave me inside of you.”

She sighed. “You’re already there.”

“Not deep enough.” He emphasized with another two strokes. “Let the pain open it deeper…then pour me inside the crack. Let me into the places that mean you’ll never forget me. That mean you’ll never think yourself unworthy ever again.”

More smacks. More pain. More spaces, so far inside, that cracked open and flooded with the adoration, strength, and majesty in his voice.

More of herself…surrendered to him.

More of the composure she could no longer hold together.

His passion set her tears free. They burst on messy sobs, and she didn’t care. A vision danced across her mind. She was five or six, twirling in the front yard with a “wand” made from a stick and some party streamers. She was magical and perfect…so many years before the world began to tell her she wasn’t. Before she became the dork, the brain, the geek, “the weird one”.

Now, she danced in the light again. Streamers of pleasure and pain blew across her senses. The beauty of it was…intense. Blazing. Blinding. And everywhere in that heaven, there was Sam. Always Sam. Now leaning over her, brushing back her hair to collect her tears with his kisses. Pressing against her, so his heat and strength permeated her body. His satin vest caressed her back, his wool kilt scraped her ass…and teased further between her legs. As if she needed a reminder of how her body craved him as much as her soul did.

“So beautiful,” he murmured. “Damn, Jenny…how beautiful you are to me.”

Sensations continued to bombard. The streamers morphed into other images. They turned into his sinewy form, body rolling as he’d pushed into her, in his room fifty floors above. The teasing swipes of his kilt against her pussy were more instigators, making her tremble. And still, she sobbed in the throes of the breakthrough he’d given her. Which way was up? And did she care? She only knew she longed for more. Needed it like her next damn breath. Needed him.

“Sam. Sam.”

“I know, darlin’. I know.”

She whimpered in protest. He didn’t know. She needed more of him. All of him…

A crinkle of foil serrated the air. The kilt didn’t abrade her ass anymore. There was furnace heat…and the push of a steely knob at the cushions guarding her intimate tunnel.

“I need to fill you.” He prodded in a little more, circling his hips to stroke every sensitive edge of her entrance. “Will you have me inside you, Jenny? Will you let me fuck your perfect little cunt?”
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She didn’t remember saying yes. Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe he’d just heard the cry that echoed from her heart, resonated through her being, drawing his cock inside her, as inevitable as the sun in her visions.

As undeniable as her love for him.

Ohhhh, shit.

She loved him.

The truth of it punched free as he peeled back the last of her defenses, replacing her barriers with the fullness of his body. Jen let it crash in, racking her in harder sobs, knowing this would be the only time she could. Between the tears she’d already shed and Sam’s relentless pace, she’d be able to weep for every woe in the world and get away with it at this point.

“That’s it, darlin’.” He was none the wiser, either—thank God. “Give it to me, Jenny.” His words were harsh and hot in her ear; his teeth dug into the flesh beneath. “Take me deeper. Deeper.”

She interrupted her sobs long enough to gasp as he shoved her dress higher. Then shriek as he reached beneath her bra, tugging hard at one nipple. Harder at the other.

“Sam! Shit!”

He twisted her nipple tighter. And again, the other. “Who am I?”

“Sir.” She panted it out, hissing as he pushed his knees between hers, pushing them out farther. “You are…Sir.”

He penetrated her deeper. “And who gives you all your pain…and all your freedom?”

“You. Only you, Sir.”

He growled low. Changed his pounding pace into a more determined drive. “And if we were still in the bar, who would you pick to fuck you?”

“You.” The confession cracked from emotion. “It’s always been you. Just you.”

He released a long breath against her neck. “Christ, Jenny. And it’s always been just you, too.” His thrusts were so deep, the clap of their bodies reverberated off the walls. The sound barely registered past the blood thrumming through her ears, especially as he snaked a hand between her legs from the front. “Come with me, beauty. Let it all go for me.”

She couldn’t have denied him if her life depended on it. As his knowing fingers stroked her to orgasm, she wondered if she was dying. Surely heaven didn’t give this kind of gift and expect nothing in return. Her nerve endings were fire. Her heartbeat was chaos. Every inch of her sex was an inferno, blazing and bright, convulsing and cataclysmic, squeezing over Sam’s cock with the needy desperation of a Tolstoy heroine.

Sam…

“Jenny. Oh fuck…Jenny.”

I love you…

“Take it all from me now, too.”

Yes!

He shoved in hard then froze. Groaned hard as his cock expanded against her walls then shot off. Bellowed as he exploded again and again in the dark, tight embrace of her body.

But the very next moment, Sam started pumping again. He threw a leg over, bracing his foot against the headboard, still slicing in and out, as if he hadn’t just climaxed with the gusto of a lion.

“Goddamn, woman,” he snarled. “It won’t stop. I can’t—” Another rough groan. Harder, harsher thrusts. “Fuck. Fuck.”

His lust whipped hers into a new frenzy. Within a minute, Jen’s sex grabbed him all over again, clenching his shaft as a new climax tumbled her into darker oblivion. “I can’t stop, either. I…can’t…” Unbelievably, it was better than the first. Waves of white heat demolished like a Biblical storm, ripping screams of ecstasy up her already-parched throat. Her senses dissolved. Her body shook.

Her world was changed.

The truth of it wrapped like ropes lashed to moorings in that storm, refusing to be loosened even after Sam released the cuffs and lowered the bed. It was still relentless as he pulled out, tossed the condom into the bin near the bed, then collapsed into the mountain of pillows—taking her with him.

Without a word he tucked her head against his chest, evoking deep intimacy though they lay there mostly clothed. His lungs still heaved like he’d just burned through an intense flight, raising her up and down. His heartbeat roared like afterburners beneath her ear.

“Holy God,” he muttered.

I love you, her soul sighed back.

“Well, there’s a fantasy crossed off my list.”

She turned, propping her chin atop her folded hands, enough to watch the recessed lighting tease into his mesmerizing gray eyes. “Which fantasy would that be? Getting to play with this starship disguised as a bed?”

“Close, but no.” He twisted her hair around his finger while biting his bottom lip, then lifting a shit-eating grin. The look was so hot, she swore she was wet again. “Gettin’ the chance to put my personal signature across your gorgeous backside.”

Yep. Wet. Officially.

She pulled in a breath, closing her eyes. “It was…very nice.”

Sam pushed the pillow higher under his head, using the new angle to contemplate her more closely. “You mean that, don’t you?”

She let her smile widen. “To be honest, my own fantasies have danced a little around it.”

His gaze turned the color of smoldering charcoal. “A little…or a lot?”

“Depends.” She met his stare directly, sensing he still didn’t fully believe her. “If it was one of my daydreams, then just a little. But if you caught me alone at home, thinking about you in bed…”

“You’ve thought about me? In bed?” When she nodded again, he pressed, “And…daydreams. You’ve thought about me at the office, too?”

She stalled for a moment. Maybe one more. Shit. Talk about blabbing oneself into a corner. How much did she reveal before it was too much?

Or was anything too much?

What was the worst thing that could happen? That she spilled her heart tonight, then things turned bizarro-kitty for Sam and her? Wasn’t like they’d have to endure the weirdness forever. Two weeks and he was bugging back to Scotland for good.

Fourteen days. Somehow, two weeks of the awkwardness tango seemed a tinier price to pay than the lifetime after: the disgusting what-if of never saying anything at all.

“You’re a damn hard one not to think about, Sam Mackenna.”

The corner of his mouth jolted up. It was a look he’d flashed a thousand times before, part bashful and part resolved, but never had it carried tonight’s extra element: utter sensuality.

“And you’re an impossible one not to think about, Jenny Thorne.”

While she dealt with the flying senses and gooey bloodstream from that, his features twisted with a new expression. It didn’t make her uncomfortable but it sure as hell wasn’t easy to take in.

“Is that…a problem?” she asked tentatively.

“The fact that I cannot stop thinking about you?” A fraction of his grin returned. “No, mouse. Not that.”

“Not that?” The echo didn’t lend a molecule of insight. “But there is a problem?”

He pointed to the foot of the bed, where the cuffs still dangled as proof of the pleasure he’d just given—and taken from—her. “That was fairly much my fantasy. But now that you’ve admitted it met a few of yours, we’re sittin’ at an impasse.”

“Why?”

He cupped the back of her neck. Massaged his long fingers upward, against her scalp. “Because now it’s your turn.”

“For what?”

“For fantasies bein’ granted.”

She laughed. Loudly. Couldn’t be helped. “Is that so?”

The corners of his eyes and mouth tightened. “Hmmm. Yes. Impasse.” He rose to his haunches, once more giving him the advantage of height over her. Height—and the authority leant by that damnably gorgeous kilt. “But you should be forewarned. I’m wicked good at conquering impasses.”

She laughed once more. Still couldn’t be helped, though nerves were more the motivation now. “Sayeth the high laird Mackenna?

“Officially, my name’s more Irish, if you must know. But when the famine hit in the eighteen hundreds, someone hopped on a boat somewhere, then stuck his banger where it didn’t belong.”

She grinned. “Imagine that.”

He didn’t emulate her look. “You’re tryin’ to change the subject again.” Silent as a ninja, he grabbed up her hands. “Why?”

She glanced away. Because I’m in love with you. Because I can’t deny it or ignore it any longer. Because every time you fulfill one of my fantasies, it’s better than what I ever thought or imagined it could be. And because if you do it again, I might not be able to keep any of this inside anymore—and I’ll ruin not just tonight, but everything we’ve built before now.

“Sam.” She gently twisted her hands free. Without his to surround them, they were cold…lost. Stop it. Put on your big girl panties and get the hell over this. Now. “Okay, look—”

“I am. With pleasure.”

She could resist the seduction in his tone—but the rough burr he gave the final syllable? Dammit. Her gaze lifted like ions to a rain cloud. And wasn’t that the scarily perfect comparison? His eyes were combinations of silver and black that could only be described as perfect tempests. Like helpless leaves in those storms, everything inside swirled and tumbled before fluttering lower…even lower.

“All right, knock it off.”

“Knock what off?” he smoothly countered. “The lookin’ part? Or the ‘with pleasure’ part?”

God. She didn’t believe the let’s-just-be-buddies-again thing any more than he did. But it wasn’t a storm they could dance in any longer. It was time for reality. Past time.

“Both.” She was proud of herself. The big girl tone was very convincing.

“Why?”

She steeled her chin along with her resolve. Doing great. Just a few minutes more. “It’s late, Sam.”

Though his hands stayed on his thighs, he leaned in by several inches, using his torso. “Which means what?”

Damn. He still smelled as good as he had three hours ago. Maybe better. Lust suited the man—all too well. “That my best friend’s getting married in about twelve hours, and I owe it to her to be fully rested.”

He pushed even closer. The resolve in his eyes, carrying the force of polished steel, sucked her breath away. “That one’s weak. You know that, right?” Before she could fume out a comeback, he pushed on, “You’d give Tess your all even if you had to tromp ten miles over glass in the snow.”

She scowled. “Thanks for the imagery.”

The expression didn’t last long. She had to abandon it for more enchantment, as he once more braced her face and yanked up her chin. “You’re mine for at least eight of those twelve hours…and I intend to use them well.”

A rickety breath soughed down her throat. So much for him having the corner on lust here. “Sam—”

“You have more fantasies about me, Jenny.” His head tilted. His fingers flowed against her hairline. “A lot more. Don’t lie about that one, either.”

“Who says I’m lying?” Pure need returned to her voice in a rasp. Her lips were dry as sawdust. It made her shiver again. She combatted the fear by lifting a hand, clutching him in return. Her fingers slid into the thick ginger strands at the edge of his face. “Who says I even want to try?” She swallowed, letting her senses tumble in the storms of his gaze. Only for a moment. Just let me have this moment. “Oh, Captain Mackenna. If you only knew.”

“Miss Thorne, if it’s anythin’ like my fantasies of you, then I do know.”

He pulled her hand forward.

Turned his face to press a kiss into the center of her palm.

A quaver coursed through her. Rather than risk the chance of another, she slammed her eyes shut. “You have to stop doing this, Sam. Please. It’s already going to be hell to go back to real life after this—”

The press of his lips, fervent and hot, didn’t just snag the words in her throat. The thoughts in her head, like shredded paper on the wind, became chaos. A sob ripped through her. What had she done? What could she do now? Even opening her eyes, hoping to break his spell, only allowed her to see the breathtaking concentration on his face. His gaze, hooded yet heated, focused on her so fully, so sensually…damn. That stare could seduce the underwear off a nun—and probably a priest, too. His dark gold lashes against his rugged skin. The furrows in his brow, deepening by the moment. The warrior’s angle of his jaw, more deeply defined by his tawny stubble, all but begging her to touch it…

Too good to be real. Too good to even be a possibility.

She had to keep remembering that. She had to.

He dragged away, breathing harder than before. His fingertips shook against her cheek. “Hell won’t be even the start of it, lass. But why fight the chance to grasp heaven while we still can?”

Jen threaded her fingers with his. Compared to his hand, hers was so tiny…and cold. At once, it began to suffuse with borrowed warmth.

How she wanted to push the pause button on her feelings, and continue through this night without worrying about them anymore. How she wanted to think she was strong enough to lock it back and race to heaven with him, reveling in the sprint. How she longed to be sure she could spend even another fifteen minutes with him and not spill every stupid thought in her head…and impossible feeling in her heart.

She turned the thought into motivation. Lifted her mouth and gave him one final, melding kiss. Pushed herself into it…and felt him pouring just as much in return.

She fought the craving to jerk him back down to the bed and let him do more dirty, wonderful things to her. Barely.

With a conflicted moan, she backed away. Wobbled to her feet. Deciding this was no time for more practice in the damn heels, she kicked them off then picked them up. Silver lining: the move gave her something to hold on to. She clutched the pumps to her chest while jerking her gaze back to his for one last time.

“I had an amazing time. I won’t forget it. Ever. I promise.”

Her sincere words didn’t diminish the man’s glare. “Jenny.” It seethed between his locked teeth. He rose up, braced like a prisoner about to kneel over a guillotine. “Jenny!”

But she’d already turned.

And raced from the room on bare feet…and a breaking heart.

She’d let a workplace crush cross way too many lines. And as hard as she fought to get pissed at Sam for offering the damn eraser, she couldn’t. She longed to spin around, run back to him, throw herself against his golden monolith of a body, and beg him to show her every inch of heaven for the next eight hours.

But if the agony ripped like this now, how deep would it go after two hundred and forty damn minutes?

It was the only jab of motivation her legs had for continuing forward.

One step at a time.

One step at a time.

One step at a time.

By some miracle she made it inside her room. She walked into the darkened space, one slow step at a time, before plopping to the window seat and waiting for the next refrain to kick in.

One tear at a time.

One tear at a time.

One tear at a time.
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She’d planned on taking a nice long bath and getting lost in the new book waiting on her e-reader. But the thought of being still, of staying in one place long enough for her thoughts to collide with her heart and sneak up on her, appealed as much as knives in her eyes.

She got up and changed into workout gear.

Confirming she was going certifiably insane.

Okay, so curiosity played a small part in the call. She’d heard about the Nyte’s fitness center: a complex so vast, it took up the entire tenth floor of the hotel. Level Ten had already been named by fitness magazines as one of the best gyms in the world, let alone as part of a hotel. It featured the standard Type A equipment, as well as a cross-training course, parkour run, Krav Maga studio, yoga sweat room, HIIT-specific course, basketball court, running track, and Olympic-length pool. Jen walked in, expecting to have the place to herself at this time of the night, but obviously, she wasn’t the only one who’d heard the buzz. After tucking her room key into her makeup tote then securing the little bag in a locker via thumbprint recognition, she turned on her headset, finding a channel with a driving EDM beat. Once the music blasted through her head, she climbed onto an elliptical machine, and went to work on sweating Sam Mackenna out of her system.

Sweat? Check.

Aerobic peak reached? Check again.

And Sam?

Parked in the hell where she’d left him. Occupying the stretch of her heart between desperate love and functional sanity. As she gulped half a bottle of water, he practically appeared before her, a towering hologram with a smoldering stare on his hewn face. And imagine that, he was fixated on the suction of her lips over the bottle.

Just like that, she envisioned it, too. Instead of the bottle, it was him in her mouth…the most illicit part of him. The slit there would leak sweet milk just before he groaned and buried himself inside her…

“Shit.”

She found a bench and lowered her shaking body onto it.

And wondered if the showers in the locker room had an “Ice Cold” setting.

A shrill ding sounded in her ears. Her wireless headphones were Bluetoothed to her phone, so the text notification came in loud and clear. She whooshed a relieved breath when seeing the message was from Tess, not Sam. He’d gone radio silent since she’d left the bar’s heavenly hidey hole; whether from anger or respect, she didn’t know—and shouldn’t care. But rather than trying to read his mind for the thousandth time, she focused on what Tess needed. It was probably just a giddy bride-to-be squee, and a list of things to bring to the Nyte’s beauty salon in the morning for her hair and makeup appointment. While Tess couldn’t be a bridezilla if her life depended on it, maybe the woman was feeling the pressure about marrying a guy as pedigreed as Dan.

She jolted to her feet when reading the text.

:: I need to talk. Now. Meet me on the roof. ::

The roof?

Maybe “pressure” had been an understatement.

“Oh my God.”

She hampered her towel, retrieved her tote, and raced out of the gym, not wasting any time for a response until she’d jumped into the elevator.

:: On my way. Don’t do anything! ::

Her own message was just as confusing as Tess’s plea, but it felt necessary. Desperate and scared, too.

She beat an impatient hand on the lift’s wall. The car couldn’t seem to climb fast enough. Finally, the overhead display glowed with a bright 60.

“What the hell?” She’d punched the 61 button. The lift itself filled in the answer to that, verbally prompting her to press her room key card against a specialized reader. While the explanation made sense—not every visitor to the Nyte could be allowed to just stroll around on the roof—she also questioned the hotel’s wisdom in allowing the access to even its paying guests.

Especially brides-to-be with drastic second thoughts.

The reader cleared her. The car lurched back to life then rested at the higher floor.

She walked out into a glass-enclosed lobby. Like everything about the Nyte, it was decorated sumptuously, but the décor couldn’t surpass the view. The entire valley sprawled before her, awesome even beyond the city’s parameters. To the left, the cliffs of Red Rock were dramatic against a thousand stars. Her head dropped back, following the twinkling carpet through the glass roof over her head. Up here, the light pollution was diminished to a dull roar, turning the stars into a light show in their own right.

A second of the awe was all she allowed herself, though. She had to get to Tess—

“Miss Thorne?”

She jumped. She hadn’t expect anyone up here besides her best friend, but the pixie-sized brunette, dressed in a stylish black pantsuit and toting a flashing smart pad, smiled like she greeted paranoid strangers every day. Not complete strangers. The woman knew her name. How? Why?

“Yes?” Next to the beauty, who floated more than walked and smelled like a newly minted angel, Jen felt like a hobo. Didn’t matter that her T-shirt was her best from the alt-rock bands collection—could one go wrong with the Arctic Monkeys?—she still smelled like a locker room and likely looked worse.

“Hello. I’m Francesca Young, the hotel’s lead concierge.”

“Lovely to meet you but I’m up here to meet someone, and—”

“Yes.” The girl smiled. Seriously, how could so much flawless bone structure be stuffed into one person? “I know.”

“You do?” Her heart lightened. Maybe Tess wasn’t really out there walking on a windswept ledge, like she’d imagined. If the concierge desk was involved here too, maybe this really was just a minor detail about the wedding. “Awesome. So where is she?”

“You mean where is he?”

“He?”

The question mark in her tone didn’t seem to matter now. “Right this way, Miss Thorne. Everything’s ready.”

“Ready for what?”

The last word stammered out differently than she’d planned. But she also hadn’t anticipated following Francesca out the door, around the corner, and onto a huge helipad—where, indeed, a helicopter was parked.

The door was open and waiting. Standing in front of that portal, wind whipping his hair back, a black T-shirt and jeans turning him into sin on two feet, was the beautiful bastard who hadn’t “let her be” at all.

He’d just been away. Plotting. Planning. Then implementing.

This was implementation, all right. With a huge, capital I.

Because of her. For her.

Just the sight of the helo brought her own words back to mind, clear as the moment right after she’d uttered them in the bar. That’s another fantasy of mine, you know. To know what it’s like to fly with you…

He’d sat in that big bed and begged her for more fantasies. Her resistance had been unnecessary. She’d already given him the answer. The moment he’d figured that out too, he’d gone to work on living up to his seductive promise. Now it’s your turn…for fantasies bein’ granted.

He’d even enlisted Tess in his cause. She envisioned her friend now, giggling as Sam explained his plot, totally agreeing to send that text on his behalf. A glance around the deck confirmed it. No Tess in sight.

Jen wanted to—needed to—get pissed about that and the rest of the man’s shenanigans, but even her best efforts couldn’t summon the ire.

Simply put, she just didn’t want to be angry.

She wanted to give in to the rest instead. The giddy leap of her stomach at beholding the powerful lines of the helicopter. The girlish flip of her heart at taking in the majestic man next to it. The tender squeeze of her soul when he beckoned to her, palm turned up, long fingers extended.

She shifted on both feet. Twisted her hands around her tote. Chewed the inside of her cheek into hamburger.

What was the harm in taking that hand? Of letting him give her this last, exciting adventure? Clearly, he planned on piloting the flight, meaning he’d be focused on keeping the helo in the air instead of touching her—though God only knew where her naughty dreams would flow once she watched, up close, his hand on the stick…his fingers on all those switches…

Oh, who the hell was she trying to kid?

Bee. Honey.

Fighting Mother Nature just wasn’t a good idea.

She shook her head. Rolled her eyes. Split a huge grin. Then made her way across the pavement, toward the man who outshone every light around and below with the joy of his barely tamped delight.
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It was better than she’d ever dreamed.

More sweeping, more spectacular, more shriek-worthy—a fact she emphasized many times over, just to make sure Sam got the point. Perhaps the way he answered her screams, with a smile that turned his dimples deeper than the Grand Canyon and his grin more resplendent than the Luxor’s light beam, made it a little easier to cut loose. All the reasons weren’t important right now. The feelings were. The freedom of having the sky to themselves. The thrill of the wind whipping at the cockpit’s windows. And the awe, turning her into a kid at an amusement park for the first time. From up here, Vegas wasn’t a city anymore. It was a wonderland of lights and color and textures, from the bold blues, purples, reds, and greens illuminating the Strip’s many icons, to the urban fairyland of gold and white beyond.

But all those belly twists didn’t compare to the buzz of watching Sam in his element. He was confident and calm, focused and watchful, though spared a few glances her way that made even her workout gear feel tight and hot. Thank God for well-made sports bras and their padded cups, though her nipples were only the start of her body’s refreshed need. Observing the man’s mastery of this complicated machine only made her remember how he’d commanded every one of her “buttons” and “switches”…and did they absolutely have to position the throttle between the pilot’s legs? With a hand gripping the thing like that, his elbow resting on one massive thigh, her thoughts repopulated with the fantasy she’d had in the gym. His fingers wrapped around his cock. Stroking himself, getting ready to feed his hard length into her eager mouth…

She pushed the thought aside with a pointed cough—though not fast enough to evade Sam’s notice. His jaw clenched. His nostrils flared. His stare heated.

Before a hail over the radio came.

“Night wing two, this is McCarran Tower. Do you copy?”

Thank you, thank you, thank you, McCarran Tower.

“Copy that, McCarran,” Sam responded. “Is course alteration clear and approved?”

“Affirmative,” replied the woman on the other end. “Weather is clear. Enjoy your trip.”

He gave the appropriate sign-off but Jen didn’t care about the words. The secretive quirk of his lips, along with the steady turn he gave the helo, were another matter.

“Course alteration?” she enunciated with all the warmth of a murder conviction.

Sam didn’t look at her, let alone answer. The better part of a minute went by. He flipped switches, checked headings, even sang softly. “Sing me a song…say, could that lad be I…”

“Sam?”

“Merry of soul, he sailed on a—yes, mouse?”

Because of the headsets, he could issue the murmur with the slight growl that spoke straight to the tissues between her thighs. Still, she was able to maintain her glare. “Course alteration?” she demanded again.

More long seconds. Finally, one side of his mouth ticked up. “Jenny?”

Annnnd, more of the damn growl. “What?” She squirmed—and mentally smacked herself for thinking the man couldn’t arouse her without touching her.

“Do you trust me?”

She huffed. “That’s not fair.”

“Neither was you showin’ up dressed like that, all glowy and sweaty and delectable, but I invited you for the ride anyway, did I not?”

Well, there went the huff. And a lot of everything behind it too. Now, she could only laugh. First, because the man was clearly, certifiably insane. Second, because she didn’t know if she wanted him any other way.

Third, because she realized that he was guiding the helicopter toward the vast darkness of the desert beyond the Vegas city limits—and that their next landing very well might not be back on the rooftop of the Nyte at all.

And that despite every damn vow she’d made herself about resisting him again, she couldn’t wait to learn what surprise he had in store now.
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The first thing she noticed was the silence. So total as to be an entity of its own, like a blanket across the barren section of desert into which Sam had finally landed the helo, almost making her wonder if they’d landed on another planet. Almost. She’d experienced this kind of stillness before. Those sublime summers of her girlhood, filled with it. But those idylls at Aunt Fran and Uncle Chris’s ranch seemed so far away now, even though she’d just journeyed up to Kingston to visit them at Thanksgiving.

It all seemed so far away now. Everything she’d defined as her life, everything she’d known about herself…redefined by the man who now led her away from the helo, firm fingers entwined with hers. Nervously, she looked up. They were making their way toward what looked like a sizable storage shed, its aluminum siding reflecting the moonlight. That didn’t diminish one speck of its visceral creepiness. She hesitated, wondering whether to prepare for Jason Voorhees or Freddie Krueger.

“Where are we, Sam? What’s going on?”

He glanced back, enough that the moon glow caught the knowing cant of his jaw. “Jenny?”

She snorted. “You going to ask if I trust you again?”

He chuckled and nodded, seemingly satisfied with that, before leading on toward the shed.

As they approached, Jen was surprised to notice a pair of rather nice benches in front of the structure. They were weathered but the construction was custom, and little holes in their bases suggested insertion points for optional sun shades, a necessity if anyone was out here between June and September.

The door was secured by a padlock, which Sam released with a key from a ring in his pocket. Once inside, he reached for light switches with the familiarity of someone who’d been here before. As the illumination kicked in, Jen took her first step across the threshold.

Then halted.

She hadn’t been sure what to expect, but this surpassed the expectations like the Starkiller dwarfed the Death Star. It was damn near a designer showroom. No sign of the aluminum walls from outside. Instead, the space was walled in polished wood, reflecting warm hues beneath the bright track lighting. A stacked stone fireplace was surrounded by big leather couches draped in thick throw blankets, all but begging for someone to curl up in them with a good novel and a glass of wine. The open plan kitchen—separated from the main room by a wide bar framed by wrought iron stools—was small but outfitted with up-to-the-minute appliances. The same industrial motif defined a spiral staircase to their left. Apparently, it led to a loft bedroom.

After several seconds of gawking, a word finally fell from her. “Wow.”

Sam chuckled and nodded. “Same thing I said when Chris brought me here the first time.” Chris, Sam’s counterpart from the U.S. team, was a decent but enigmatic guy. Despite his Thor-hot looks, he’d never kept a girlfriend longer than three months.

“Is this his?” Maybe that explained the man’s relationship challenges. If he insisted on coming all the way out here for sex, that’d explain a lot.

“Not entirely,” Sam answered. “It began as a way station for miners but sat empty until the nineteen forties, when Nellis really came into its own as a base. An officer bought the property and refurbished it as a place for him and friends to unwind, away from the constant noise of the base.”

Jen slid a teasing smile as he tugged her across the room. “Noisy? Why, we’re just a bunch of sweet little…mice.”

Though he tossed back a wink, the rest of his face remained placid. The contrast made her belly flip in entirely new ways. “When the man passed on, he willed all of it to his squadron. It’s remained that way over the years, with everyone contributing to the upkeep and renovations.”

“The booty call commune, eh?”

The laugh she’d expected never came. Instead, with a new somberness, Sam stopped. Turned back toward her. “I’ve only been out here alone.”

She brushed a gentle hand down his arm. “A chance to get away with your thoughts?”

“A chance to get away from them.” He didn’t give her a chance to reply. With a new smile, he re-laced their fingers. “Want to see the upstairs?”

Jen resisted. “Sam—”

“Drop it.” His deflectors were already locked into place. Even if she dug in and insisted on a “talk”, it would get her nowhere. And yeah, she really wanted to see the rest of this place. It was stunning. Her new knowledge of the history lent her fresh perspective in looking around. Several generations of men had put their unique touches into the place, and she felt special, getting to see it all.

The loft contained another plush sofa and a huge, gorgeous bed. A thick, chocolate brown comforter was spread over the bed, with equally luxurious pillows outfitted in soft white shams. On the other side of the room, a spacious bathroom possessed a huge Roman tub.

But Jen refused to linger.

Lingering would only lead to one thing.

And that one thing would lead to the fall of her own defenses. Then the gut spill of her deepest feelings. And the open door to her ultimate pain.

“Wow.” Her turn for the forced smile. “It’s very nice.”

“Nice.” He echoed it on a chuckle she could only describe as cryptic, while tapping the light switch. “That’s a decent start, I suppose.”

“A start? What the hell are you—”

A high-pitched whir stopped her. She jumped toward Sam as the floor and walls trembled—just before the roof started moving. No…sliding.

The “light switch” hadn’t been that at all. It was a button telling the roof to retract, revealing a skylight the size of the entire bed, exposing the billion stars in the sky overhead. A smaller door retracted directly over the bathtub.

Lights? Who the hell needed lights?

Sam, seeming to read exactly that thought, punched another button—dousing all the track lighting over the main room.

Her tote dropped from her grip. Her jaw felt like it followed.

“Oh my God.” The stars seemed to zoom closer. Unable to resist, Jen walked to the bed. Turned around and flopped back onto it. She gasped aloud, raising a hand toward the firmament, almost expecting the spectral fabric to ripple at her touch. “Holy crap. This is…whoa.”

Yeah, back to being the one-syllable wonder. She didn’t even feel obligated to apologize for it. Sam’s satisfied rumble gave her even more clearance. He walked to the edge of the bed but didn’t join her on it. His chivalry was adorable—and turned her body into five more flavors of pudding. Didn’t he know that from this angle, he was more spectacular than ever? His physique, even more perfect. His eyes caught the glow of the celestial magic from above. And his lips, quirking in a mixture of mischief and adoration, made her crave to feel them on her again. Everywhere on her…

It was so time to get off the bed.

She’d only managed to sit up when he folded his arms like a cocky genie and stated, “Had a little ken you’d like it.”

“Bullshit,” she volleyed. “You ‘had a little ken’ I’d love it.” She meant to say more but was blasted by a wave of emotion. Like the universe itself had retracted the roof of her heart, she couldn’t escape the light show it exposed. Everything tumbled in like a meteor shower, brilliant and blinding and burning. Damn appropriate, since that was exactly what happened to the backs of her eyes. “Shit.” She ducked her head, unable to even risk looking at him anymore. “Sam.”

Damn it. She shouldn’t have even risked that. The hitch in her voice caused the snag in his breath. “Jenny?” His hand, huge and warm, descended on her head. Threaded through her hair. “Hey, hey. What is it, mouse?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.” His brogue turned even the slang to magic. She smiled but kept her gaze diverted.

“It’s—it’s nothing, Sam. I think I’m just tired.” And floored. And completely knocked out that you did all this…for me. It’s amazing and you’re amazing and I love you so damn much, it’ hard to breathe. To think. To—

“Jenny.”

His growl dictated one message. He wasn’t giving up. But she had to make him. Somehow…

Ohhhh, crap.

“Somehow” got its answer fast. The very option she’d been so confident about avoiding was now her only path toward derailing him off his quest for her truth. And at this moment, she wondered if it wasn’t just what she needed too. Maybe a hard, sweaty roll in the star-drenched hay would remind her Sam Mackenna was, under all his gallantry and beauty, just a man, not her damn destiny.

Enforcement intact, she let her head pivot beneath his touch—until her mouth rested on the zipper of his jeans. Silently, deliberately, she leaned in—and bit at the harsh fabric.

“Jenny!”

“Ssshhh.” She grabbed his empty belt loops, yanking him closer.

“But I didn’t bring you here to—” His second moan was louder than the first, as she rubbed her mouth up and down his surging ridge. The heat of his cock made its way past the denim, teasing at her lips.

“So…” She gave it a touch of brat mixed with a dash of coy. “You don’t want to?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No.” She twisted the button beneath her mouth free. Tugged open the denim. Licked at the taut abdominal flesh beneath. “You certainly didn’t.”

She yearned to explore more. Slipped both hands up beneath his shirt, roller-coastering over the ridges of his abs, before descending again. Her nails scraped into his skin, following the muscled V that disappeared beneath his waistband. The second time she glided them up, Sam shucked the shirt, sighing roughly as her fingers pressed, caressed, claimed.

His whole body quaked as her hands came back to center. This time, she flowed her touch over his crotch, rubbing his perfect penis through the jeans. It was a powerful feeling, to know he throbbed and burned like this because of her…for her. If this was half of what he experienced when dominating her, she understood his fascination with the dynamic more clearly.

After she made several passes at his sex, Sam twisted his hand against her scalp. Another yank and her head was snapped back, until the brunt of his gaze swept over her. He took her breath away. His lips were twisted with lust, his nostrils flaring on full breaths…but his eyes were the hottest centerpiece. They burned, pure molten silver, until dripping through every inch of her quivering, needy body.

“So what will I say now, darlin’?” His voice was just as hot and liquid. “You know, don’t you?”

“I can hope.” She didn’t dare dip her eyes back to his crotch. With gaze still locked to his, she kissed it.

Sam growled long and low. Used his other hand to pull down his zipper. Jen wasn’t surprised—and a hell of a lot of grateful—that he was commando beneath. His cock surged from the gap, bobbing in front of her, tip gleaming with the evidence of his need. As he slid the zipper lower, she greedily inhaled his distinct scent. Cedar, spices, sex…all man. Damn. He was so broad and powerful and virile—and right now, he was so hers. She prayed he’d let her prove it in the most primal way possible.

He pushed on her head, aligning her face with his erection.

Yes…

“Open your mouth, Jenny.”

Ohhhh, yes.

“Wider. Let me see your tongue.”

Please. Please.

“So perfect.” Exactly like her fantasy, he fitted his shaft into her mouth. “So warm. Fuck. So soft.”

She moaned, closing over him, drinking the tangy drops that hovered in his slit. His veins beat against her tongue. His flesh pulsed hot against her lips. His hips clenched as he struggled to ease into her slowly, but she hoped her impatient mewls would urge him otherwise. She didn’t want careful and tender. She wanted—needed—to feel all the force of his passion, every drop of animal lust in his blood.

Thank God he was a damn smart man.

He thrusted a little harder. A little more. The grip on her head grew tighter, more demanding, as he positioned her for each stab of his cock. Jen opened up the back of her throat, letting him invade even there, accepting every inch of lust he desired to give her. Still she wanted more. Told him so by moving her hands beneath his clothes, cupping them around his firm, perfect ass. With every lunge he gave her with his dick, his glutes tightened beneath her touch. The sensation made her groan, mesmerized with every inch of his powerful body.

“Damn.” It escaped him on a rugged grunt. “Damn, damn, damn, Jenny.” When she responded with a lusty little sigh, he continued, “My sweet a leanbh. You love me fuckin’ you like this, don’t you? Takin’ your mouth like this, with every inch of my cock?”

“Mmmmm hmmmm.” She’d read enough to know that the trashy little hum would stimulate him in fun new ways, especially if she hollowed her cheeks at the same time. She never anticipated what it would do for her own arousal, though—that hearing the evidence of her acquiescence would make her feel so much sexier.

Sexy.

Wow. Yes.

Maybe “sexy” really wasn’t just Mattie’s curves and blonde hair, or Tess’s svelte grace and sass. That maybe “sexy” had been inside her all along, and it just took Sam’s eyes to make her see it—but best of all, to believe it.

Nothing contributed more to the cause than the combination of growl and hiss he let out—just before increasing his pace and deepening his lunges. “Yes. That’s it. Take me deep. Take me down into your throat.” But as she closed her eyes, focusing on doing just that, Sam tilted her head back, compelling her stare back open. “Stay with me, girl. You’ll watch every shred of desire I have for you. Every dirty, wicked thought I have about you. Look at it all, Jenny. Look at every way I adore you…need you.”

Need you.

The words drilled through her body, pulsing into her sex…and all of her soul. Because that wasn’t an idiotic idea, right? Hotwiring one’s pussy to their heart? After all, it worked so well for the millions of other women who’d tried it before her…

But there was the not-so-small matter of keeping her gaze locked to his. Of watching every raw, wild expression on his face. The tear of each moan past his lips. The charcoal lust in his eyes, darkening as she made him swell and grow, thicken and harden. It all proved his words as truth, not just rote Highlander seduction.

And there’s some land down the way you might be interested in too, lady. Word says if you stand on it, click your heels three times and whisper “There’s no place like home”, an oasis will appear with cabana boys, dancing munchkins, and calorie-free margaritas.

And Sam Mackenna was really her soul mate.

That kind of fairy tale only happened in—well—fairy tales. And since she didn’t have to worry about the helicopter turning back into a pumpkin, she needed to enjoy every moment of this. Only this. Let every drop of its magic burst through her. Let every thrill of its arousal carry her. And yeah, let Sam see every ounce of it, too. The pleasure he brought her. The warmth he wrapped around her. The new vistas he’d opened for her, especially about herself. With him, she wasn’t geeky or gawky or clumsy. She was smart, sexy, and beautiful.

She just couldn’t get too attached to the feeling.

She reaffirmed the vow as he pulled from her, breathing shakily, dragging both hands through his hair. Didn’t help much with containing her vamp grin as he shook his head and cleared his throat.

“Stay,” he finally directed, pointing at her. “I’ll be right back. Surely there’s one box of condoms in this place.”

The moment he said it, Jen giggled. Sometimes, genius struck her at the strangest times. “Stay.” She trumped his bossy finger with a wagging one of her own. Reached for her makeup tote. Between her concealer and her lip gloss, exactly where it’d dropped earlier, was the packet emblazoned with the Nyte’s logo. “Courtesy of the wedding salon ladies room.” She offered it up in triumph.

One of his brows jumped. “And I had you marked as the lotion pilferin’ type.”

“It wasn’t pilfered.” She pouted. “It fell.”

“I don’t care if you held up the attendant and shot out the security cams.” His voice was as roughly faceted as his jaw, which clenched in all the best ways as he tore the foil open with his teeth. Before he pulled out the latex, he nodded toward the center of the bed. “Now get naked for me, beauty. I want to see all of you—right there.”

She rewetted her lips. An instant Yes, Sir was ready to spill but her newborn confidence took over, guiding her hands to pull off her tee with sensual little tugs. She kept up the flirtation after removing her sports bra, trailing both hands over her erect nipples, pulling until they became firm berries of arousal. Only after Sam let out a low rumble did she finally say, in a teasing murmur, “But…I’m covered in a bunch of old sweat.”

She was rewarded with the gulp that corded Sam’s neck…and the darker danger in his eyes. “And soon you’ll be drenched in new sweat. Now get those pants off. I need to see every fuckin’ inch of you.”

His tone brooked no more dawdling. Wisely, Jen didn’t. As she shucked her workout pants then scrambled to the center of the bed, the sound of latex whisking from foil gave their starlight and shadows illicit new interpretations. The flesh between her thighs reacted at once, dripping with readiness before she even lay back against the pillows.

“What the bloody—”

Sam’s outburst whipped her stare back to him. Immediately, she spied the cause—and pressed her lips to keep from giggling. “Oh. Ummm. Yeah. Did I tell you why the packet fell into my tote?”

“Because you were tryin’ to figure this out?” He gestured at his erection with a sharp sweep. The condom was stretched tightly over his broad length, from the juncture of his heavy balls to the proud crown at the top—though now that peak was…

Decorated.

The rim between his head and frenulum was accented with a ring of bright blue latex, serving as the base for a row of small rubber spikes. The resulting look was a little exotic mixed with a lot of erotic—but blurting that definitely didn’t feel like a great idea.

“Well. At least it’s a great color.” She raised a helpful smile. Or so she hoped.

Unbelievably, his mouth twitched. One dimple appeared, then the other. “That so, sassy mouse?”

As he stepped to the bed then prowled across it, instinct backed Jen against the pillows. This must be what it was like to walk into a cage with a chained tiger. Yeah, the chain was there. Yeah, it was locked tight. But wild creatures had their ways of slipping chains…and devouring their prey.

“N-not sass.” She barely held back a gasp as he closed long fingers around her ankle. “Just—just—”

“Just what?” He swung in, clasping her other ankle.

An outcry wasn’t so easy to quell as his fingers glided up her calves. “Ad-admiring…the s-s-s-scenery.” Oh God, how his touch turned her to fire. How his presence, feral and graceful, flowed over her like a caress…awakened her every nerve ending…ignited her every pore.

He skated his fingers behind her knees. “Well, the scenery likes bein’ admired.” His head dipped, golden and gorgeous, as he nipped the insides of her thighs. “The scenery likes it…very much.”

“Mmmmm.” Her intention was a seductive hum but it sounded more like a strangled choke. “Uh—okay. If—if that’s the way the scenery likes it.”

Two more kisses, higher on her thighs, made her shiver. Screw the fact that the man could rain fire on an enemy from ten thousand feet. His mouth was capable of equal incineration from two inches of altitude. She twisted. Shivered. Bucked toward him, gasping anew as her sex surged and plumped, ached and hardened, stretching in dire need for his magical lips…

Which he abruptly pulled away, adding a snarl of satisfaction in the doing.

“Oh!” Jen cried. “Bastard!”

Before she could add to that litany, his touch rose higher. No more of his sweet and teasing shit about it, either. With a pair of brutal grips on her thighs, he yanked her down from the pillows…and aligned her body beneath his.

“Bastard?” He flashed a smirk, alluring and antagonizing at once. “Good bastard or bad bastard?”

“I—I don’t know. Ohhhh, shit!” She struggled to even get all that out, fighting the quaking in her limbs as he rolled his hips—scraping her pussy with those nasty blue spikes. Those perfect, incredible little teasers… “Y-you’re driving me crazy. I—I can’t think—”

“Then don’t.” A fresh underscore of command stamped the words. “Stop thinking, Jenny, and just feel it. Feel it all.”

“Not an option.” And it wasn’t. Not anymore. She knew that now. Giving in to his passion, his lust, and his hot Highlander body was one thing. But extending those sensations, letting them become anything more, was off the table—and should’ve been from the moment he’d cornered her in the elevator back at The Nyte. But so was sharing any or all of those gory details with him—even as he taunted her even more, circling that ring of rubber fingers against her sizzling flesh, zapping every nerve in her pussy full of new awareness, making her own hips lurch and shiver. Sam didn’t make her battle easy. With every new surrender she gave, his snarls grew deeper, his muscles coiled tauter, his sex swelled bigger.

When he rose up a little, his gaze descending over her body, everything clenched even more. Then again, as he curled the sexiest half-grin God had ever given a man. Or perhaps all tigers looked that innocent before ripping their food apart.

No. That wasn’t right, either.

Sam Mackenna had already ripped her apart. She just didn’t—couldn’t let herself—feel the pain yet. And right now, that had to be okay.

“I don’t think your body cares about options right now, Jenny.”

She was actually grateful for his sarcasm. Told him so with a rueful wince. “I think you might be right about that, bastard.”

His smile widened. The expression was more breathtaking than all the stars over his head. “The bastard says to spread your legs for him.”

She wanted to resist. Opening wider meant exposing her most sensitive flesh to all the wickedness he’d wield with that specialty condom. But denying him anything was like cutting out her own heart.

With a shaky frown, she parted her thighs for him.

With a consuming shudder, she accepted his first hot slide. Another. Another. Every swipe of those blue spikes against her clit was like a dagger on her control. The incisions tore deeper. She bled with lust and need. Reached, aching and agonized, for the sweetness of the death that was to come. Screamed, desperate and longing, for its perfect freedom. Thank God a bunch of cactus and a few coyotes were the only things around for miles. And Sam? He growled greedy approval at every new shriek or gasp, transforming into another creature through them. His body was magnificent, becoming every inch her lethal tiger, muscles feline and fierce, coiling and twisting, forcing him to hold back until the time was right.

Soon. Oh God oh God, please let it be soon.

“Sam.” The word was dry. She’d nearly forgotten how to breathe, let alone speak. “I can’t—I don’t know if I can hold it—”

“Then don’t.” His face locked into a thousand angles of his own tension. As he kept rocking his cock against her clit, he raised a hand to her forehead, squeezing fingers into her hairline. “Now, Jenny.” The words seethed from between his teeth. “Let me watch it. Now.”

Death rushed at her in a blaze of heat and a rush of ecstasy, crashing her blood, stopping her heart, releasing her body. She was eviscerated. A thousand pieces of ripped, raw glory, splayed beneath the desert stars, never wanting to be whole again. But that was exactly what Sam did, the very next moment. Refused her into one piece as he shunted home inside her, his massive body quaking with erotic urgency.

“God,” he groaned. “Fuck.” He plunged into her with merciless force, his shaft retreating then reentering with long, hard strokes. She had no option but to hang on, accepting his brutal passion. As her legs locked around his back, her head arched against the mattress, wanting nothing more. Needing only Sam. More of his lust. More of his domination. More of the brutal invasion that might mark her for life. God, she hoped so.

He curled his face into the curve of her neck. Suckled her there for a moment. Jen latched him there, one hand against his scalp, tangling fingers in his thick, sweaty waves. He did the same to her, wrapping her hair around his fist. Desperately, they clung to each other. Passionately, he kept fucking into her. Then suddenly, twice as hard. Jen cried out from the new, consuming force of it.

“Am I hurting you, mo luaidh?”

“Y-yes.” She refused to lie to him.

“Good.” He sank his teeth deeper into her flesh. Filled her sex with more of his passionate possession. “I want you to feel me inside you for weeks. I want to walk into your office, bid you a good mornin’, and know that the sound of my voice makes your cunt wet from rememberin’ me. I don’t even want you to sit without feelin’ the pain I’ve given you…the marks I’ve put on you…inside and out.”

Nasty words…breathed into her with the solemnity of a vow. The former fired into every inch of her body. The latter sang to every hollow of her heart. The collision destroyed so much of her will, making it impossible to hold back her whispered confession in return.

“I’ll never forget you, Sam Mackenna. Ever.”

He pulled his head up a little—just enough for her to see the effect of her words across his face. She wasn’t sure whether to feel good or bad about it. He looked like he’d just been drawn and quartered, but hadn’t been able to process the torture yet.

“I’ll never forget you, Jenny Thorne.”

As the promise left his lips, the come exploded from his body. He didn’t look away for a second, baring the apex of his passion to her. His brow crumpled. His cheekbones jutted, stark against his skin. His teeth gritted until a guttural groan spilled out.

He was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

He was the ultimate dynamite to her defenses.

At first, she thought she could contain the damage to a couple of sobs—but after those tumbled out, the truth was clear. The torrent was just starting. The tears rushed out, violent and consuming, destroying everything in their path, including any self-dignity she had left.

She shouldn’t have gotten into the helicopter with him. For that matter, she shouldn’t have even let him get into the elevator with her, that handful of hours ago…now feeling like years.

God. All the stupid love songs were right. Maybe, with the right person, you really could live a lifetime in one night. And yeah, just maybe…Sam was her right person. Maybe fate really had dealt them the wild card; that this one time in a million, the hunk and the geek were perfect for each other.

But they’d only ever own it for this one night.

How could she afford to think otherwise? In two weeks’ time, he’d be five thousand miles away. But Elgin, Scotland isn’t exactly the surface of Mars, Jen.

Right. So she’d just—what? Decide to pop in casually in a few months, telling him she was “in the neighborhood” on holiday? The idea alone made her squirm, wondering if Sam already smelled the desperation on her. Behavior like that only worked for women in rom-coms and nighttime soaps. The last time she checked, her name wasn’t Bridget Jones or Cookie Lyon. Sam would give her his politest smile while taking her out for a Dundee pie and a pint—then put her on the next transport back home. The whole time, he’d hide glances that questioned if she really was from Mars.

They’d found each other in the wrong place. At the wrong time.

The truth of it torpedoed harder. Sobs erupted from deeper in her chest. She fought them hard; so damn hard. There were bigger things to grieve about. Much bigger things. But right now, nothing felt huger. Nothing felt better than giving in to the selfish pain, of caving to the knowledge that once the sun rose, her romance with Sam would be over—and there wasn’t a damn thing to be done about it.

“Sam.” She wrapped herself around him, hanging on as if her life depended on it. At the moment, it quite possibly did. “Sam.”

He rolled to his side, keeping their bodies entwined in every sense. His cock still filled her, warm and strong. His arms encircled her, protective and sure. His voice flowed over her as he brushed his mouth across her face, capturing her tears. “It’s all right. It’s all right, my sweet mouse.”

“I—I—”

I love you.

The words hovered, thick and demanding, in the very essence of her breath. Just say it!

She couldn’t. The words bore all of her heart, and she needed some of it inside to keep living after he’d gone. Somehow…

He understood. The new shadows in Sam’s eyes, velvet as winter twilight, told her so. But he didn’t stop there. He leaned in, gently sucking that air from her, as if drawing her truth into his being. As he exhaled, his face warmed with a look of wonder and joy. He’d heard the words, anyway—in the place they mattered most. She knew it with certainty as solid as her heartbeat, as irrevocable as her breath.

“I know,” he finally whispered. “And Jenny? I—”

“I know.”

And she did.

Only then did the tears stop. No. She chose to make them stop. Acceptance bred stability, if not complete peace. What good would it do to hurl more sadness at it all? Nothing could be changed. The truth…simply was. She had to accept it like a moor accepted the rain.

And eventually, rain brought the ppring.

She closed the thoughts off. Spring was not on the mental menu tonight. She refused to ponder fluffy bunnies and daffodils when she could savor her last hours encased in steely strength, wrapped in complete warmth.

Surrounded by Sam.

She nestled against his chest, pressing a hand next to her cheek to listen to his heartbeat.

Remember this sound. Save it, savor it, commit it into the deepest parts of yourself.

But her senses betrayed her, succumbing to the perfect heat and protection of his embrace. With the thrum of his life in her ears, she gazed up into the stars, and followed their hypnotic peace into sleep.
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“Eternal sunrise, eternal dawn and gloaming, on sea and continents and islands, each in its turn, as the round earth rolls.”

At first, Sam only gave her the continued thumps of his heart, still beneath her ear, as response to her poetic whisper. The scrape of his hand through her hair soughed in time with the wind against the window, accented by the lusty coos of the roadrunners and the sharp barks of the coyotes.

At last, he emitted a sleepy hum. “John Muir before six, now? You really are the geekiest sex fiend I’ve ever met.”

She flashed him a scowl. “And how many sex fiends have you met?”

A smile tugged his lips. Just as swiftly, it sobered. He lifted his hand to her hair again, letting the strands trail from his fingers, over her shoulder. “Only one who’s taken much more from me than that.”

Less than ten seconds. Less than twelve words. He had her blood tingling, her chest flipping, and her heart breaking all over again—especially as he drew her down for a long, wet, lingering kiss. But as soon as he parted her lips and swept his tongue out for more, Jen forced herself away. Two more seconds of feeling his tongue like that, and she’d be getting hot and stupid with him again.

“We—we need to think about getting back.” Her hair and makeup appointment was at eight. That had to be less than two hours away by now. “Time for real life, my laird-lord on high.” Despite the fact that he’d never appeared more like a perfect dream, the peach and gold dawn making his chiseled nudity glow.

“I should roll you over and spank you black and blue for that nonsense,” he cracked. “But you’re right.”

“If you want the last word here, that feels like a damn good place for it.”

He sat up, leaned over, and reached a hand to L-frame her face. With the other, he guided one of her hands to the center of his chest. “My ‘last word’ to you comes only when this stops beatin’.”

Jen struggled to laugh. It was ironic, right? That by staking his devotion on the beats of his heart, he’d stopped hers from working?

From possibly ever beating the same way again.

In just a night, he’d changed her. Moved her. Made her breathe, hurt, soar, seethe, laugh, cry, and live as she never had before.

In just a night, she’d learned what it was to be in love.

Why had she deluded herself that the truth of it would just…fade? That real life would be the magical blowtorch, razing everything back to the way it was?

Even after Tess and Dan’s wedding—which was beautiful, perfect, and tumble-free for her, thanks to Sam bowing out at the last minute due to a “buddy” at the base pleading for a roster switch—she couldn’t seem to find the right target lock on her life. She made all the right motions. Did all the right things. Her radar was spinning, her tracking instruments fired-up and ready, but every day was like flying through muck, only to loop and land exactly the same place she’d been before.

With no Sam in sight.

One day after the wedding, she secretly thanked him for being polite and granting her some space.

Two days after, she was sick of “space”. And pissed at him.

Three days after, the fury whittled into despair.

At three that afternoon, she planted her elbows on her desk and parked her head in her hands, forming a teepee over her phone’s text screen. Sam’s face and name taunted her from it. They hadn’t traded texts since last week, when he’d messaged to ask her if he could pick up something gooey for her from their favorite Mexican joint just outside base. She’d texted back a decline:

:: I’m having a green smoothie. Need to watch the waistline. ::

She’d swallowed hard, fighting the heat behind her eyes, while reading his response.

:: Why? You’re a perfect little mouse already. ::

She’d purposely ignored him—now realizing, in hindsight, that it was actually her bait. She knew he’d come in to rib her some more about it, and he had. And she’d gotten the dorky, cheap little thrill of basking in his presence for a few minutes, fawning over him like a desperate fangirl.

Pathetic.

Transparent.

But no different than what she was about to do.

Okay, a little different.

Different to the tune of five thousand miles.

She gazed at his tiny avatar picture again. She had a dozen bigger ones in the photos folder but this was her favorite, snapped as he’d come in after a kick-ass training hop one day. His hair was sweaty and tousled, his grin wide and bright.

How she loved him.

How she wanted to capture that smile on his face every day. To spoil him rotten with her cooking every night, and her blow jobs every morning. To massage the aches from his shoulders, and kiss away the demons from his deployments. To let him call her his sexy, sassy little mouse…and to feel his hand on her ass when she stopped believing it for herself.

She wanted their one night for every night.

Because of that, she was going to ride the elevator to the roof again. Then jump off the building.

Figuratively, of course.

But just as terrifyingly.

If she wound up on the sidewalk as a symbolically smashed pancake, so be it. Better a pancake who’d tried than a ball of batter who’d stayed in the bowl, playing life safe.

The decision blazed through her, firing down her right arm. No second thoughts. Do it.

She lifted the pen waiting on the desk, then signed the document she’d completed this morning in perfect detail. The second she finished, Lola appeared. Though technically on the same pay scale and rank as Jen, Lola pretended she saw more and knew more than everyone in the office. She tossed back her frizzy dark hair, hennaed this week to a shade nearing purple, and chomped on her gum while lifting the page bearing Jen’s new signature.

“So. You’re really gonna do this? A transfer to Lakenheath?”

“Yes.” She snatched the sheet back, weirdly protective of it. “I’ve been thinking a lot about it lately.”

“Yeah.” Lola smirked. “A lot.” She tapped at the phone resting on the desk—still open to Sam’s text page.

Jen kicked up her chin. The flat pancake plan was looking better by the second, when she realized Lola would be out of her life. “The base is five miles from Cambridge University,” she asserted. “They’ve got amazing public education courses.”

“Right. Sure. Cambridge. There’s a reason to upend your life.”

Jen maintained her stance. Cambridge was going to be a pretty good part of the pancake consolation package, if everything came to that. If. She wasn’t committed yet. As long as the transfer request was in her hands, she still had the chance to shred it and forget it. Once she walked the sheet across the office and dropped it onto the right stack, wheels would officially be in motion. She’d already talked to the hiring officer at Lakenheath. They badly needed someone like her in the personnel office, so her request would be fast-tracked for processing.

Every step she took across the tiled floor was like a rifle shot in her ears.

Think of other things. Focus on the logistics first. They’re safer. Stop at the PX for moving boxes. Call the utilities companies to set dates for shut-offs.

Practice what you’re going to tell Sam…

Okay, so logistics wouldn’t work.

She had no choice but to grit it out, step by agonizing step.

The hugest change of her life.

For a man who’d never even said the damn words to her.

You never said them either, girl. When it was time for the big three, you wussed out on him too. Maybe that’s why he’s stayed away.

Halfway there.

The office door whooshed opened as if a Cat Five hurricane closed in. Coincidentally, “Cat Five” was the radio call-sign for Major Skip Tremaine, the man who headed the base’s cross-training program. He was the ideal candidate for the position. With a nose sharp as an F-18’s and a haircut never departing from a strict high-and-tight, the guy was only missing rocket boosters in his backside.

“Ladies!” Tremaine opened both arms like a circus conductor—an image making everyone giggle, since he was still in flight gear. “Eyes up. Attention, please. I have an announcement.”

Again, everyone laughed, though shuffled over out of respect for the guy. Cat Five got excited about a lot of things. Murmurs rippled through the group. Some speculated he’d announce the commissary had agreed to reinstate Taco Tuesdays. Many more banked on the guy revealing his newest tattoo.

When everyone was gathered, Tremaine rocked back on his heels. “I’m pretty fucking excited to tell you all that I’ve talked one of the world’s finest jet jockeys into hanging up his combat wings, and joining us here at the training center. He’s an outstanding pilot and an exemplary human being, with the patience to put up with my special brand of bullshit. I’d ask you all to make sure he feels right at home, but you’ve already handled that task with your usual class and style. Well, you big braw boy, stop skulking in the hall!”

Tremaine’s last few words were drowned by the hoots, shouts, and applause that broke out before he was done.

Braw Boy.

Sam’s call-sign.

What. The. Hell?

Jen barely treaded water in the storm surge of the celebration. She stood, frozen as ice, jostled as everyone rushed and crowded the grinning giant who’d entered behind Tremaine. Well…she assumed he was grinning. From here, all she could see were the crinkles at the corners of his eyes, as well as the gusto with which he hugged every last person in that throng who greeted him.

Which, damn it, made her love him even more.

He always had something for everyone: a warm smile, a listening ear, a compassionate hug. There was a reason Tremaine had pursued him. People were inspired to be their best for him and with him.

But what if he didn’t have anything left for her?

She didn’t—couldn’t—dare to have hope about the reason for his bold decision. No matter how much of the “new” Jenny he’d brought to life during their fantasy night, enough of the old girl existed to make her hang back, still rooted to her spot, clutching the paper she’d been a few steps from filing.

A few steps.

Ten feet away from landing herself across the world from him again.

“Jenny?”

She blinked and looked up, just in time to watch him part the crowd, approaching the counter at which he’d camped so many times just to shoot the shit with her. This time, he didn’t stop at the shelf. Parked one hand on the ledge and vaulted right over.

He landed directly in front of her.

As the room fell to silence, Sam cupped the sides of her neck. “Jenny?”

She lifted her head. He was dressed in flight gear too—and damn, it looked even better from up close. “Yeah?” she finally whispered.

His lips twitched, unveiling an expression she’d never seen on his face before. Was he…nervous? “Say something. You look like a bomb just dropped.”

“Hasn’t it?”

More of the nervousness. It entered his eyes now, turning them into shadows. His hold slackened. “Then you’re not happy about this?”

She blinked again. Lifted a hand to his broad chest, directly over his heart. “Oh, God. Sam.” She wasn’t handling this right at all. If her dreams really were coming true—if he’d given up the green beauty of his land and the familiarity of his home to come live in the desert, with her—then a simple word like “happy” wasn’t enough to contain any of the joy she felt…even a fraction of her heart’s exultation.

“Well, that’s fine, then.” He stepped away. Yanked his hands back, fingers stiff, as if he were suddenly sure he’d break her. “I suppose I…assumed things I shouldn’t have after our time together. Now I’m in a world of sorry about it, too.” In a guttural growl, he added, “To both you and me.”

“Sam!” But her plea didn’t stop him from whirling from her—forcing her to race around, plant herself before him, and shove the sheet in her hand right into his. “Tell me who was the one assuming things, Captain Mackenna?”

His stare was still dark with fury. As he read the first line of the request, it changed to confusion. Then as his lips moved over the text, exploded with astonishment. “Lakenheath?” His head snapped up. “You were going to—”

“Ten more seconds and it would’ve been submitted.” She closed the gap between them. Uncaring of who watched or even took a damn video—and she wouldn’t put it past Lola, because this was much better YouTube fodder than her cats singing old Rod Stewart tunes—she lifted a hand to his perfect, rugged face. “And you would’ve been worth it, Sam Mackenna. All five thousand miles.”

His gray eyes smoldered once again—but this time, in all the right ways. He didn’t veer that beautiful stare as he tore her transfer request in half, tossed both pieces over his shoulders, then reached out for her—

And crashed their mouths together.

Jen was conscious of more woots and claps, but she barely heard the din past the rockets blazing across her senses, the happiness exploding in her heart. Sam wrapped his arms around her with the same jubilance, his grip as dominant as his kiss, his groan matching the need in her sigh. His tongue rammed between her lips before dancing with hers, leaving her with no mistake about who got to lead. No way was she about to argue. No way did she want to.

A part of her almost didn’t believe this was happening. Their love story was the longshot, not the sure thing. The circle aligning with the square. The friendship that had quirked everyone’s brows—and likely did even now, despite their loud cheers.

They were the wild card of a lifetime.

But maybe, just sometimes, Lady Luck liked being a romantic sap—especially when souls were meant to be together. When spirits were meant to love. When hearts were meant to be transformed.

As soon as Sam let her breathe again, she used the opportunity to speak the truth from such a heart: the one threatening to thud its way right out of her chest. “I love you, Sam.”

His dimples became craters from his answering smile. “As I love you, my little hen.”

A delighted laugh bubbled up. The endearment was a Scottish thing, used pretty casually in his country, though he’d never said it over here. With his utterance now, he conveyed a message that made her eyes sting all over again.

He was home.

She was going to make sure he felt that way, each and every day. He was her gift, and she’d never stop being grateful for it—which meant no more looking in the mirror and seeing everything she wasn’t. She owed it to Sam—who’d showed her that she owed it to herself—to believe in everything she was. To have faith in everything she would be, too.

She was more because of him.

She’d be more because of him.

As she framed his face with her hands and looked deeply into his eyes, she also saw the more she’d given back to him. The new peace in his eyes. The new strength in his smile. He dazzled her now more than ever—and knowing she was the reason just made this moment even more of a miracle.

Even the sarcastic snort on the air, courtesy of Lola, didn’t fade her shine. “Hen?” the woman spat. “What the hell happened to ‘mouse’?”

Jen precluded her reply with a laugh drenched in joy, resounding with love. “She gambled on a wild card.”

And won.

The End
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Cole Stewart.

It couldn’t be, Avery told herself. She looked again.

There was no doubt. Only one man stood that tall, that broad, that sexy, that… Dominant.

Her toes curled in her too-high, too-expensive designer sandals. She was positive he hadn’t been on the guest list for her great-aunt’s eightieth birthday extravaganza. Avery would have known. Because Miss Scarlet had been a mainstay in Vegas for six decades and was having a Saints and Sinner masquerade along with a burlesque show as part of the entertainment, Avery had been through the names dozens of times, ensuring no VIP was overlooked, sending out invitations, gathering RSVPs, coordinating with the event planner.

But there he was in all his secret-agent man glory, near the back wall of the ballroom, talking to one of the security guards.

Why was he in Las Vegas? Especially at this exclusive event hosted at the world-renowned Nyte hotel? The last she’d heard several months ago, Cole was undercover, working a case in New York.

The security guard he’d been talking to nodded and walked away. Cole remained where he was, his gaze directed toward the stage.

Since the span of the room separated them and she stood behind the ornate champagne fountain wearing a fabulous mask, Avery was free to feast her eyes on his sumptuous physique.

His dark hair was longer than she remembered. It was no longer tortured into a military cut. Instead, strands teased the collar of his jacket. The look didn’t tame him any. It simply made him more roguish.

In his tuxedo with a black bowtie, he stole the air from her lungs.

Although Cole wasn’t classically handsome; he was rugged in a don’t-fuck-with-me kind of way. Everything about him from his size to his stance promised he was capable of protecting his woman. And she knew he could make one scream from pleasure.

A memory of watching him play with a masochistic submissive lanced through Avery, making her squirm.

She’d been at a BDSM play party at the home of her friends Joe and Noelle when he’d entered the basement with a woman on a leash. The sub had seemed to be locked in some sort of emotional struggle with him, and Avery had never learned why.

Most times when she watched scenes, the partners appeared to be in sync with each other, maybe a little in love. But that night his sub had continually goaded him. He’d responded, slow and methodical, on his terms.

When it was over, he’d been tender with his contrite sub.

Avery had ached to be the woman beneath his lash.

She’d dreamed and masturbated to thoughts of him. Once, when she’d been with another Dom, she’d pretended she was with Cole.

About six months ago, right before she’d left Colorado, she’d seen him again.

He’d been alone, brooding and detached.

Since she’d broken up with her Dominant and craved a hard hand to soothe her, she’d wanted to approach Cole. The desire, though, was at odds with her natural tendencies. She figured that she was supposed to gratefully accept whatever her Dom offered, even though it had caused disappointment, shattered dreams, abandoned relationships.

That night, she’d mentally rehearsed and discarded a dozen different openings—walking up to him and kneeling? Meeting him as an equal? Asking Joe or Noelle for an introduction? Maybe hoping somehow Cole would notice her interest?

After more than an hour of indecision, she’d convinced herself to say hello. But the moment she’d gotten close to him and their gazes had met, she’d temporarily frozen. Even though she was an experienced BDSM player, she’d never had a visceral reaction like she’d had to Cole. His gray eyes—steel and night—had seemed to look straight into her submissive soul to see her need. Nerves trumped courage. She’d started to tremble and her thoughts had become a jumbled mess, and she just couldn’t do it.

Upset with herself because of her cowardice, she’d fled without even saying goodnight to her hosts.

Shortly after that, she’d moved to Las Vegas for the job opportunity with her great-aunt, so she’d given up on seeing him ever again.

And now? Just like that night, her hand was shaking.

Marie, the party planner, saw Avery and strode toward her.

“Does everything look all right?” Marie asked.

Avery was grateful to be shaken from her reverie. “It’s perfect.” And it was. The stage was set up in a retro manner, including square, oversized microphones. The band members wore tuxedos. Several stations were in place, adorned with hors d’oeuvres. A number of tall tables flanked the back and sides of the room while round tables were covered in black and silver tablecloths and decorated with soaring, tall centerpieces crafted from flowers, masks, and peacock feathers. And there was dazzle everywhere—sequins and crystal strung from the ceilings, tacked to the walls, all befitting one of the country’s most accomplished and scandalous burlesque dancers.

Backstage, Avery had seen men and women wearing gold or silver body paint and nothing else. Others, though, were dressed in nun’s habits or monk’s robes.

“Have you tried the champagne?” Marie questioned.

“Not yet.” Avery grabbed a flute and held it beneath a stream the flowing pink bubbly. Of course Miss Scarlet had selected a rosé. It had been a favorite since she’d seen An Affair to Remember with Cary Grant and Deborah Kerr. Miss Scarlet said she’d once shared a glass with Cary himself. Though Avery wasn’t sure about that, she also didn’t doubt it was possible.

She took a sip, expecting it to taste overly sweet, but it didn’t. It was a brut, so the combination of sweetness and dryness was fantastically complex. “It’s fantastic.”

“That’s what I thought when the sommelier uncorked a bottle.”

Seduced, Avery took another drink. “I’m betting this isn’t the fifty dollars a bottle stuff that I approved?”

Marie winced. “Miss Scarlet was at the tasting, and once she sampled this stuff…”

“Say no more.” Even though Avery was her great-aunt’s financial advisor, Miss Scarlet controlled her own fortune.

“And we didn’t save any money on the dessert,” Marie confessed.

“Not surprised.”

“You will be,” she replied cryptically.

“Oh?” Avery arched her eyebrows.

The party planner pantomimed locking her lips and tossing away the key.

“You don’t think I should be warned?”

“I promised secrecy.”

Unable to help herself any longer, Avery glanced toward the back of the room. Cole was gone. She sighed in relief, but then a stab of restlessness went through her. “Were there last minute changes to the guest list?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I saw Cole Stewart a few minutes ago.”

“Who?” Marie paged through sheets of paper attached to her clipboard.

“He was talking to someone who appeared to be from security. I wasn’t sure if it was hotel security or someone from my great-aunt’s detail.”

“I don’t know him.” Marie shook her head. “No one will get in without an invitation, and I’ll chat with Lucy about him.”

“Thank you.” Lucy Pine was Nyte’s head of security. The petite woman might reach five feet tall in her heeled boots, but she was badass enough to take down the hardest of criminals, all without her braid coming undone.

“Anything else?”

“I think I’ll go and see to Miss Scarlet.”

“Doors will open in about twenty minutes. Make it quick?” Marie pleaded.

“Promise.” Avery topped off her glass before heading toward the bank of elevators that would whisk her toward the private residences.

Maybe because of the champagne and maybe because of her stupid-high heels, she had to steady herself on a railing when the car shot up past all of the casino and hotel floors.

She exited into a gorgeous, long hallway and made her way to her great-aunt’s stunning condominium with an awe-inspiring view of the Strip—the place Miss Scarlet had called home for over sixty years. She’d seen a lot of changes, and mostly, she said, she liked them all. Even if she did sometimes miss a particular dark and dangerous mobster she’d dated decades before.

Francesca Young, the hotel’s concierge, opened the door. “I had to get a look at Miss Scarlet in her outfit,” the woman admitted. “We’ve got a busy night, but I couldn’t resist wishing her a happy birthday.”

“And dropping off several bouquets of roses, it seems.” There had to be twice as many in the condo’s entryway as there had been earlier.

“You great-aunt has a lot of admirers,” Francesca agreed.

After thanking Francesca, Avery made her way to the living room.

Miss Scarlet was standing on a platform, and a tailor was literally sewing her into the costume. A headdress sat off to the side, waiting to be affixed.

Even at eighty, the woman was a bombshell, with a radiant smile, a fit body, and long legs shown off by slits that ran up the sides of her skirt, almost to her buttocks. A number of feathers had been applied in strategic locations, and Avery noticed a pair of long, black gloves draped over a cheval mirror.

As she’d done nightly for years, Miss Scarlet had applied false eyelashes, glittery stage makeup, and carefully added a beauty mark.

Avery leaned in to kiss her great-aunt on the cheek. “Happy birthday, Miss Scarlet.”

“I never tire of hearing that!”

Avery grinned.

“Move over there, into the light where I can see you.”

Though Avery shook her head from mild embarrassment, she did as she was told. After spinning around, she offered a little curtsey.

“Bravo! As I imagined, your dress is magnificent,” Miss Scarlet approved.

Avery struggled with the compliment. When she’d opened the gift from Miss Scarlet, Avery had stared in shock. She’d never seen anything like the gorgeous, clingy black gown. It was cut asymmetrically across her chest, and it only had one strap. It amazed her that it stayed up with the way the back plunged almost to her buttocks. It left her exposed and feeling seductive. She’d fallen in love with it. And since it was tighter than most of her clothing, she’d promised herself that she would lose five pounds. But once she’d discovered that the Nyte had an ATM in the lobby that dispensed cupcakes with the swipe of a credit card, her willpower had been defeated. Still, she was glad she’d stuck with her decision to wear the dress.

“How’s the champagne, darling girl?” Scarlet looked at Avery in the mirror.

“Exquisite.” Avery toasted her.

“Isn’t it? Don’t worry about the budget.”

“It’s your money.”

“I’m going to get Nyte to pay for it.”

“Are you?”

“I’ll make sure your inheritance isn’t impacted.”

“Spend it all. Every last penny. Enjoy it.” Avery rolled her eyes at the familiar refrain. “I want you, not your money.”

“Good thing, since I intend to live another forty years.”

With no plans of ever retiring. Not only did Miss Scarlett still teach dance classes, she owned a studio, had sponsored a museum for cabaret memorabilia, and she produced a burlesque show that sold out night after night.

“Get the party started, will you?” Miss Scarlet suggested. “I’ll be down just as soon as I can.”

“Marie mentioned a surprise. Anything I should know?”

The woman’s sculptured eyebrows rose slightly. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, darling girl.”

“That was what I was afraid you’d say. Oh, do you know anything about Cole Stewart?”

“Who?”

“Never mind.”

“Should I?”

“Not at all.” Avery gave her great-aunt another quick kiss before returning to the ballroom. As she made her way to the entrance, she said hello and shook hands with several people as she made her way to the entrance.

One of the security guards opened the door for her.

Before slipping inside, she couldn’t resist a quick look around for Cole. She didn’t see him anywhere. Part of her wondered if she’d conjured him from a very vivid imagination. Or maybe an unstated need. It had been a long time since she’d played with a Dom, even longer since she’d been in a committed relationship. As always, if she went too long without sceneing, she began to feel uncertain, even a bit anxious.

The banquet captain was giving the waitstaff a few final instructions. Marie was speaking with Lucy, and Avery joined them.

“Marie tells me you were asking about Cole Stewart?”

Avery nodded.

“He’s working with Mr. Nyte on a special assignment. He’s been observing a few of our functions, getting a sense of how Nyte runs his businesses.”

Her breath whooshed out. “I see.”

“How do you know him?”

“Mutual friends in Colorado. I used to live there.” Better than saying she knew him from BDSM play parties.

“Is it a problem if he looks in occasionally?”

Only to my libido. “Not at all.”

“Let me know if there’s anything you need.” Lucy gave them a curt nod before leaving.

When they were alone, Marie tapped her clipboard. “Ready?”

Avery put down her glass to straighten her mask. “Let’s get this party started.”

Marie signaled to the band, and they began their instrumental rendition of Frank Sinatra’s “Luck Be a Lady” while servers moved into position. A couple of the painted entertainers stood still, appearing to be statues. One perched on the grand piano while another linked arms with a nun in a stunning juxtaposition.

When Marie nodded toward the security guard, he signaled to have the doors opened, and the guests began to file in.

Some headed for the bar, others to turn up chairs and lay claim to tables, and a few stood near the tall tables.

For the next thirty minutes, Avery greeted guests while wondering what was keeping her great-aunt. Part of the surprise? Miss Scarlet always did enjoy being in the spotlight.

The moment Cole entered the ballroom, she knew it, even without seeing him.

Wisps of hair rose on her nape as the recognition of his power danced down her spine.

Avery desperately wanted to turn and look at him, but she held off, continuing to smile and talk with people, pretending an interest she suddenly didn’t have.

A tall, thin, gorgeous black singer stepped onto the stage in a catsuit and started to belt out the words to “Fever.”

Avery watched, entranced as the performer strutted down the stairs, over to the grand piano to lean against it.

At least a dozen men, snapping their fingers, emerged from behind the curtain to add to the seductive chorus.

She had to admit, Miss Scarlet had done a spectacular job with the music and entertainment selections.

Drawn by the pulse of primal energy in the room, Avery could no longer resist. She glanced over her shoulder to where she instinctively knew Cole was standing.

Over the months, she’d regretted chickening out. Avery had promised herself she wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

But now that they were in the same room, a familiar sense of fear snaked through her. What would she say? How would she behave? Being at a vanilla gathering eliminated options she might have at a lifestyle party.

A waiter passed by, and she snagged a glass of champagne from his tray and downed half of it in a single swallow. Bubbles tickled, and she wrinkled her nose. When she recovered, she noticed that Cole was looking at her, as if he could see through her disguise.

That’s not possible. He didn’t know who she was. They’d never met, never spoken. Even if they had, she was still hidden by the ornate black mask, and she’d traded in her long, light-brown hair for shoulder-length blonde with bright pink streaks.

She continued to sip as she watched the band and performers, trying to shut out thoughts of Cole.

But the harder she tried, the more he occupied her mind.

Every part of her yearned for a Dom. And tonight, not just any Dom. Cole.

So what are you going to do, girl?

The longer she thought about it, the more adrenaline flooded her body, making her jittery.

Eventually, she put down the unfinished drink and traced the curlicue outline of the mask, drawing in courage and reassurance from the anonymity. He could have a girlfriend or submissive at home. Even if he didn’t, he could still reject her, but since he wouldn’t know who she was, her ego would still be intact.

But if she deliberated too much, she might miss her second chance.

Damn it.

Her stomach dancing with butterflies, she squared her shoulders, smoothed the front of her dress then started toward him.

A number of guests stopped her to chat, and she smiled until she thought her make-up might crack, all the while keeping an eye on him.

Eventually—too soon and simultaneously not soon enough—she reached him.

For a moment, her words lodged in her throat.

The passage of time had only made him better looking.

She knew from Joe and Noelle that he’d been in a warzone, and his face bore the signs, from a nose that had been broken twice to a jagged, Z-shaped scar that ended just above his jugular.

If she hadn’t been frightened before, she was now.

“Evening.” His voice was like the finest liqueur, rich and deep with a hint of sweetness laced in the danger.

She forced herself to pretend she didn’t know who he was and that she wasn’t a bundle of apprehension. “Glad to have you at Miss Scarlet’s birthday party.”

“Cole Stewart.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Miss Scarlet’s great-niece.” Avery accepted his hand, and her knees buckled. Instantly, she caught herself, but she was stunned by how strong the instinct to kneel for him was. No doubt, even women who weren’t into BDSM would recognize his authority.

His grip was as powerful as she’d expected. Shockingly, though, it wasn’t crushing, as if he knew his own strength and harnessed it.

Her respect for him notched up.

“I’m with Mr. Nyte,” Cole continued. “Observing.” He gave a lopsided grin that quickened her pulse. “Crashing the party.”

“Any guest of Mr. Nyte is more than welcome.”

“I’m with security,” he clarified.

“Regardless.” Now that pleasantries were out of the way, she had no idea what the hell to say. Are you a Dom? I can’t help but notice how commanding you appear.

The music stopped abruptly. With a frown, she turned to see what was happening.

In true gentlemanly form, he steadied her by placing his hand on the bare skin of her back.

Electricity arced up her spine to settle at the top of her neck.

If she had this kind of reaction to his touch, what would it be like to submit?

A spotlight hit the stage, and the band struck up a fun version of “Happy Birthday.”

As she watched with Cole’s hand still firmly on her back, four men in tight, white clothing wheeled out a gigantic cake. The thing had numerous layers and a great, big candle on the top.

Was this the expensive dessert that Marie had mentioned?

Cole leaned closer, his breath warm on her ear as he asked, “Where’s Miss Scarlet?”

“No idea,” she whispered back.

A chorus line of women in feathers and little else began to sing as the band launched a second run-through of the song.

When they reached the happy birthday, Miss Scarlet part, the top of the cake exploded open, and Miss Scarlet emerged.

The crowd screamed, cheered, clapped. Avery clapped wildly. She should have suspected her great-aunt would dazzle, but Avery had never guessed she’d make such a wild entrance.

A hundred cell phones were pulled out and pictures were snapped. The four men assisted Miss Scarlet down some stairs that were rushed onto the stage.

As she’d been doing for more than sixty years, she commanded the room with her towering headdress and elaborate costume.

As the song ended, she blew kisses.

“Isn’t she fabulous?” Avery asked.

“She is indeed.”

Rather than leaving the stage, Miss Scarlet took a place in front of the chorus line.

A song Avery didn’t immediately recognize began to play. The women moved aside, and a man in a top hat sauntered onto the stage.

After a few seconds, Avery recognized the song, “I’m a Good Girl” in which the performer was anything but.

A rope dropped from the ceiling.

Catcalls and whistles filled the room, and Miss Scarlet beamed.

In her glittery stilettos, she wrapped herself around the rope and made a sensual, writhing motion before turning to shake her backside at the crowd.

Several dozen female cast members exploded onto the scene, shaking their feathered rears while men raised their eyebrows as well as their top hats.

The full-on burlesque number rocked the room.

Cole said something, and she had to lean in to hear him.

“She’s amazing,” he repeated.

“Every day she wows me,” she confessed.

Men raced down the staircases that flanked the stage, their motions fluid and exciting. They moved into place just as Miss Scarlet pitched herself forward, face-first. As if she were flying, the men caught her and carried her toward one of the tables before letting her flow toward the floor.

The spotlight immediately moved back to the stage. A curtain was pulled back to reveal a rocking horse the size of a stallion. A woman dressed in a corset and tulle skirt moved her hips back and forth provocatively.

Avery watched, captivated, very much aware of the way Cole was still touching her and the heat that was flowing through her—not just from him, but from the raw sex that oozed from the cabaret show.

“What do you think?” Cole asked against her ear.

A tremor ran through her. This was the opening she’d wanted.

Avery turned slightly, grateful she was incognito and could be someone she wasn’t, even if it was just for this moment. She prayed she had the guts to follow through this time.
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Cole narrowed his eyes and wondered what the hell game Avery was playing.

No matter what she thought, how clever she’d been in not using her name and hiding behind a delicate black mask, he would know the beauty anywhere.

Her eyes were wide and luminous, fringed by lush, gravity-defying eyelashes that made her look innocent.

She’d cut her hair, changed the color, and added streaks of pink.

And none of that mattered.

Her curves were the kind that kept a man up all night. No matter how hard she tried to disguise herself, his reaction to her was absolute. The first time he’d seen her had been about a year ago. Since they’d both attended with other people, he hadn’t spoken to her.

At a most recent event, she had just broken up with her Dom, a man Cole liked. The man wasn’t nearly as tough with his subs as Cole was, and that gave him reason for pause. He wanted to be with women who knew how strict he was, how much he demanded.

Her ring finger was bare, but he was curious about her necklace. It was bold, made from interlocking pieces of silver that snuggled the base of her throat. At first glance it hadn’t appeared to be a collar, though it was close enough that he couldn’t be certain. Of course, no one who wasn’t in the lifestyle would even question the choice.

The song ended and another began, and this routine was more like something the Rockettes would perform, with high, exciting kicks and energy.

“Are you working this evening?” she asked.

“No.” He forced himself not to grin.

The adorably submissive Avery shifted her weight from one foot to the other, radiating her discomfort. She was making small talk, pretending to be a good hostess, when he knew she wanted to be on her knees, his hand tangled in her hair, awaiting his command. Right now, that command would be to suck his cock.

The burlesque show ended, and the performers received a standing ovation.

As the stage was cleared, the band segued into a Frank Sinatra signature song, making it a bit easier to talk. A few couples wandered onto the dance floor.

“Shall we?” he invited.

Her mouth parted slightly, and he was tempted to kiss away her hesitation.

Where the hell had that thought come from? Cole Stewart wasn’t a man to blur the lines between BDSM and romance. It had been years since he’d kissed a woman simply because of a tender impulse.

He held out a hand.

With little hesitation, she accepted. The first step, and he wondered where the hell she was heading with all of this. If it was toward a BDSM scene, he was interested.

On the parquet dance floor, he led to the slow beat, and she followed in flawless moves. Her skin felt luxurious. No matter what he asked for with his body, she responded. Would she behave the same way in private? Suddenly, he was anxious to get her out of that dress with her hands tied behind her back.

The tune ended.

By unspoken accord, they moved to a small table near where Miss Scarlet stood, holding court. He noted Avery hadn’t taken the chance to make a hasty exit.

Dare he hope the charming sub was trying to seduce him?

A waiter passed by, and Cole plucked a glass from the tray and offered it to her.

“Thanks.” She shook her head. “I think I’ve had enough. Thank you.”

Though champagne, especially one colored pink, wasn’t his drink of choice, he appreciated the extraordinarily expensive taste. Nothing but the best at Mr. Nyte’s hotel. Not that Cole had expected anything different. “Tell me about your jewelry,” he invited.

“Sorry?”

“Your necklace.”

Behind the mask, her eyes widened. Probably without her being aware of it, she fingered the piece.

“Is there any special meaning to it?”

“Something I bought myself recently at an art festival downtown.”

“Intriguing,” he said.

“How so?”

“I wondered if it might show an interest in bondage.”

“Bondage.” She dropped her hand. “Is that something you’re into, Mr. Stewart?”

“I generally don’t discuss my personal life in a public setting.”

“But…” she persisted. “You’re the one who brought it up.”

He wondered if she had any idea how breathless she sounded. “So I did. And the answer is yes. Do you know anything about it?”

She was saved from an answer when Miss Scarlet breezed over in a cloud of perfume.

“You were marvelous,” Avery enthused.

The woman’s smile lit the room. “And you are the only person at my party I don’t recognize.” She turned toward him.

“Cole Stewart.”

“Oh?” She glanced back at Avery. “My niece was asking about you.”

“I’m working with Mr. Nyte.” He inclined his head. “I’m afraid I’m an interloper.”

“And a handsome one at that.”

“Miss Scarlet!” Avery reprimanded.

“Oh, hush. Nothing he hasn’t heard a million times before.”

“My first time from a legend,” he replied.

“Oh, he’s a charmer.” She offered her gloved hand, and he raised it to his lips.

“A pleasure, Miss Scarlet. Your entrance was spectacular.”

“It was fun. And I do enjoy leaping into the arms of strong young men. I’ll be doing that for my ninetieth as well.”

“I believe it.”

After a few more words, her attention was claimed by admirers who’d been patiently waiting. She gave a little wave and moved off, leaving him alone again with Avery. “Where were we?” He figured he’d give her the opportunity to pursue or avoid the question he’d asked her earlier.

“We were talking about bondage.” Despite her comment about the necklace not being a collar, she absently touched it again. Then, as if realizing that she was fidgeting, she stilled and lowered her hand. “And yes, I’m familiar with it.”

“You’re a submissive,” he said, suddenly tiring of the niceties. Cole often worked undercover, and he was skilled at blending in. He could adapt to any environment, appear to be anyone. But a BDSM scene was the one place he was completely himself. No pretenses. For right this moment, he was okay with the fact that she wanted to shield her identity, but that didn’t mean he’d put up with any further prevarication. If she wanted the play, he wanted to get on with it. “And you know I’m a Dom.”

“I…” She licked her upper lip.

“Admit it.” He leaned in a little closer to her, not enough to intimidate her but enough to let her know that, to him, there were no other people in the room. “Something in you responds to me intuitively, female to male. You may want to deny what I’m saying, but you can’t. You won’t.”

Avery flicked a glance at the floor before obviously catching herself and looking back up at him. It was enough to let him know she was a true submissive, one well suited to his tastes.

“What color is your thong?”

“I’m sorry?”

She lifted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray, but Cole took it from her.

“If you’d like this conversation to go any further, you’re not drinking anything other than soft drinks or water. Your choice.”

“Sparkling water,” she said.

“Lime?”

“Yes. Please.”

He ordered her drink at the bar, then returned to her. “I’m waiting for your answer.”

“How do you know I’m wearing a thong?”

“No panty lines. And you don’t strike me as a woman who would skip her foundation garments unless her Dom told her to.” He grinned. “How’d I do?”

“Black.”

“Lacy.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

“Take it off.”

She blinked.

“You can do it here, or you may excuse yourself to the ladies’ room.”

“I didn’t bring a purse down with me. So I don’t have anywhere to stash my undies.”

“Do you need me to strategize this with you? Or are you going to do as you’re told?”

Avery hesitated for a moment, opening then closing her mouth.

“I’ll go with you,” he decided.

“That won’t be necessary.”

“On the contrary.”

He saw the question in her gaze then he noticed the way she glanced around the ballroom, seeking out her great-aunt.

When she saw that Miss Scarlet was occupied, Avery acquiesced.

He followed her to the restrooms and snagged her wrist, pulled her into the family restroom.

He locked the door behind them. She gasped but didn’t protest. Then he faced her. “What’s your safe word?”

“Red, and I use the word slow, rather than yellow.”

“There are condoms in my room. If we get that far, we’ll be practicing safe sex.”

As he expected, she nodded.

Now, now, they were speaking the same language.

Without him needing to prompt her, she removed her thong. A deep red stained her cheeks when she held it out for him.

“Put it in your mouth,” he said, rather than accepting it.

He felt her pulse of fear-laced excitement.

With any other woman, he’d go slower. But she knew him, his reputation. And he knew she craved this. “When I give you an order, sub”—he took a step toward her—“I will be obeyed.”

She shivered.

“Unless you need to use a safe word, your acceptable replies are yes, Sir, or yes, Master Cole. Hesitations will be dealt with appropriately. Questions?”

She stuffed her panties into her mouth.

“Spread-eagle, hands on the wall.”

Slowly she pivoted and followed his instructions.

“Is your pussy wet?”

He heard her mumbled, “Yes, Sir.”

“Do you like it when you’re told what to do? When to do it? Do you like being a naughty girl, wondering who saw you walk in here? Are you anxious about what might happen?” He came up behind her, close enough that he inhaled the sharp and unmistakable scent of her arousal. “You should be.”

She spread her fingers farther apart.

“Am I going to see if you’re wet? And if I do, am I going to be disappointed?” With the back of his hand, he brushed hair away from her neck. “What will I do if you’re not properly responsive? Pinch your thigh?” Through the dress, he did.

Her gasp was instantaneous.

“Or am I going to lift your dress and spank your ass just because I want to?”

She whimpered, the sound soft everything he wanted.

“Perhaps I’ll just put one finger in your pussy and another in your ass.”

The little sub squirmed.

Damn. If he’d known how responsive she was, he wouldn’t have passed up the opportunity to approach her in Colorado. “I’m not known to be nice. You should understand that.”

In response, she stuck her ass out a little.

He grabbed a fistful of material and yanked it up to her waist. “That’s it, push your butt out toward me even more. Give it to me for a spanking.”

She didn’t hesitate. Instead, she eased herself toward the wall and thrust back, a woman desperate to receive what he was desperate to give.

“Has it been a while?”

“Yes, Sir.”

The words were garbled by her makeshift gag, but her response was not in doubt. “What do you want?”

“Spank me, Sir.”

Rather than delivering what she expected, he worked his hand between her legs to find her hot cunt.

She moaned and let her forehead rest against the elegant wallpaper.

He rubbed three fingers across her shaven pussy, using her dampness to prevent friction, then he stroked quicker and quicker, making her legs shake, driving her toward an orgasm before pulling his hand away.

Then because she was so wet, he put one finger against her rear entrance. “Do you like it dirty?” he asked against her ear.

“Yes.” She whimpered.

He loved that she’d shown no hesitation when he’d bared her, toyed with her, pressed a finger to her anus.

When he’d seen her at the play party, she’d seemed so much more restrained. Now he realized that was more a result of the man she’d been with than the fact that she was unwilling. “Whatever you want,” he promised. “Whatever it is. I’ll be sure you get.” He eased his finger into her a little.

She inhaled and seemed to allow the wall to support more of her weight. So fucking hot.

He pushed past her sphincter and breached her anally. It wasn’t as comfortable as if he’d used lube, he knew, but she didn’t protest.

Cole worked his finger all the way in then brought his other hand around to play with her pussy for a couple of seconds. “I’m going to enjoy fucking you later, when your ass is so sore that the sheets hurt your skin.”

While holding her still, he spanked her left ass cheek hard.

She went rigid.

“More than you expected?”

“Yes, Sir.” Avery turned her head to the side, and he saw that her bright green eyes were wide, unblinking.

“Less than you can take?”

She squeezed her eyes closed and nodded.

“Less than you hoped for?”

He saw her fingers curl.

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered around the lacy fabric.

With his finger still in her ass, Cole spanked her again and again until she tapped her heels on the marble floor.

She was getting hotter, wetter. And that was the time to stop, before she came, when she was frustrated, when she was his to command.

Cole fisted her hair and pulled back her head, forcing her to look at him. “Any doubt who’s in charge, sub?”

“You.” She whimpered. “Sir.”

“Correct.” Cole slowly extracted his finger then flipped down her dress.

While he washed his hands, he left her there, frowning but not questioning. At this point, he wouldn’t be surprised if she was pissed or puzzled. But one thing was certain, she knew he would control the scene, and she’d also know she was safe with him, even if that didn’t seem to be a rational thought. He’d read her responses, left her wanting.

He dried his hands on one of the cotton towels then wadded it and tossed it in a wicker basket. “Put your thong in the inside pocket of my jacket.”

She pushed away from the wall and faced him. He offered an arm for her to brace herself on while she rebalanced on the strappy fuck-me sandals.

Slowly she pulled the fabric from her mouth. She feasted her gaze on his face, never severing eye contact as she pulled back his lapel and felt for the slit in the lining.

A few seconds later, she tucked her underwear inside before allowing her palm to linger on his chest.

“Bold move for a sub.” He captured her wrist.

“Yes, Master Cole.”

“And brave, looking me in the eye.”

She didn’t take the hint to glance away.

“Are you a brat?” He flattened his hand on hers. “With me, you don’t have to be. I told you I will ensure you get what you need. You can tell me. Talk to me.” Cole was tempted to rip off that damn mask. “Be real with me. Trust me to see to you.”

“Thank you for the offer. I appreciate it.” Her cheeks were captivatingly pink. But she hesitated before going on. “And thank you for the spanking, Sir.”

He sighed. One step at a time. “More to come.” He released his grip then straightened his cuff as she dropped her hand. “Shall we go back in?”

“What?”

“The food here—even banquet food—is five-star. You need energy for the night ahead.”

“After what we just did?” She drew her eyebrows together. “You want to eat?”

“Absolutely. I understand steak and lobster is on the menu.” He offered his arm.

He watched the battle, the hesitation in her eyes. She wanted to protest, but she’d heard him, and she’d agreed to obey him.

Even though she pursed her lips, she composed herself, then placed her hand on his arm as they left the restroom together.
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It was the longest, most nerve-wrecking meal of Avery’s life.

She’d hit on Master Cole, and he’d humbled her in the family restroom, driving her to the edge, proving his dominance, leaving her panting for an orgasm.

She’d expected him to take her up to his room, not back to the party.

Sitting here, her pussy damp, her underwear in his jacket, was unbearably difficult.

“Is your filet all right?” he asked, obviously observing her picking at it.

“It’s wonderful.” The problem wasn’t with the steak, it was with the state of her mind, the fact that he demanded she be honest with him, and mostly because he didn’t seem to care about her turmoil.

He indulged in half a glass of red wine but forbade her from having one.

In a way it chafed. In another, it soothed. She reminded herself that she’d asked for this, yearned for it on so many levels. There were multiple paradoxes in a BDSM relationship, and she knew all of them were part of the reason she was addicted.

At the end of the meal, the pastry chef and several helpers wheeled in a stunning cupcake assortment.

The display resembled the staging that had been set up. Each cupcake was topped with a mask or feathers crafted from fondant. On the top tier was a cake fashioned to look like Miss Scarlet in a burlesque costume.

She took to the stage for a few minutes to thank everyone for coming. “Please enjoy the music and dancing. And indulge in some free champagne, courtesy of Mr. Nyte.” She lifted an imaginary glass toward someone in the back of the room. “Thank you, darling!”

By the time Avery looked, the doorway was vacant. If the mysterious hotel owner had been there at all, he wasn’t there now.

She often wondered if he really existed.

The musicians struck up again, and the waitstaff went to work, clearing plates and offering cupcakes.

She wrinkled her nose when a chocolate one with mile-high frosting was offered to her.

“She’ll take it,” Cole told the waiter, accepting the plate and a fork.

“But—”

“If you want it, eat it. Or have a bite.”

She sighed, never taking her eyes off the confection. “It’s my weakness.”

“We all have one.”

“The calories in that thing,” she protested, looking at him.

He had a wide, indulgent smile. “What about them?”

“I need to lose a few pounds.”

“Do you?”

“I don’t?”

“Only if you think so. I like spanking your delectable ass.”

After another couple of glances between the cupcake and his approving steel-gray eyes, she picked up her fork.

The cupcake ATM in the hotel was wonderful, but this…?

“I gather you like it?”

“To die for.” She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Or certainly worth extra exercise for. I may have died and gone to heaven. Did I die and go to heaven?”

“Not yet. But soon.”

The reminder of what he had planned made her push the plate away. “How soon?”

“Greed is my favorite trait in a sub.”

After coffee, he stood and held her chair. “Shall we?”

Nerves suddenly filled her.

They found Miss Scarlet to say goodnight.

“We’ll be here late. In case you want to come back down.” The charismatic older lady picked up a fan that was part of another person’s costume and made a show of waving it in front of herself.

Cole held out a hand to indicate Avery should go ahead of him. “Did I understand that you have a room here?”

“Even though I live in town, I splurged.” An evening at the Nyte was a treat. And with its spas, pool, workout room, and unbelievable food, it was a mini-vacation.

“My room?” he suggested.

“That’s fine, but I’d like to collect my purse, maybe freshen up a bit.”

“Fine.”

“I could come to your room in a few minutes, if you want to go on ahead, Sir.”

“We’ll go together,” he replied.

“Do you always get your way without arguing?”

He cocked his head to one side.

She exhaled. “That’s what I thought.”

When they were in the elevator car alone, he faced her. “What’s on your limit list?”

“Permanent markings.” Then she rethought. “Well, that would be negotiable with a long-term partner. Breaking the skin.”

“Spankings are on the yes list.”

“Yes, Sir.” She shifted her weight to her right foot.

“Flogging?”

“Yes.” The word emerged as a sigh.

“Cane?”

Avery grabbed the brass handrail for support. “That can fucking hurt. Sir.”

“It can,” he agreed. “And for the right sub, it can be sublime.”

At his words, longing unfurled through her. There was nothing she liked more than the exquisite dance of pain so rich it caused a flash of unbridled pleasure. In the wrong hands, the cane was a fucking miserable thing. But he was right. There had been one time when she’d found it sublime. “Yes, Sir.”

“Is that a yes to the cane?”

She licked her lips.

“I’ll make you ask for it,” he promised her.

Avery nearly melted at his feet, and she suspected he knew it.

She looked away from him, lessening the influence he had over her.

“Letting me know who you really are?”

She sucked in a breath. “Master Cole, please…”

“Why so secret?”

She watched the numbers for the various floors fly past. “Can we have tonight?” Let me be bold, someone I’m not. Let me be the sub I dream of, one who isn’t locked into the belief that a Dom says and a sub does, one who isn’t afraid of shaking the dynamic. Let me admit to liking the cane. Tonight, just tonight, allow me be brave.

The elevator glided to a stop.

“Tonight,” he agreed. “Don’t count on anything more.”

“Fair enough, Sir.” Her breath was shaky as she exhaled in gratitude.

Aware of his gaze on her rear, she walked down the hallway to her room.

Avery pressed her thumbprint to the scanner to open the door and wished she’d been a little less scattered before leaving. The bed was strewn with clothes, lingerie, purses she’d considered taking, even a new pair of shoes she’d purchased on a whim at one of the hotel’s numerous ground-floor shops.

“Do you have any toys with you?”

“An egg-type of vibrator. It has a remote control.” The expensive Swedish thing had cost a small fortune, and it had been worth every penny. It worked equally well whether she was teasing her clit or using it internally.

“Excellent. Bring it with you.”

She dug both pieces from the bottom of her suitcase and tucked the toy into her clutch. “Can you excuse me for a moment?”

He went to stand by the window, and she headed into the bathroom.

With the door closed behind her, she removed her mask. For a moment, she hardly recognized the bold person staring back at her. This Avery had gotten spanked in the restroom of the Nyte hotel, had Master’s Cole’s finger up her ass, and was prepared to go back to his room with him—all things she might never had ordinarily done.

Even if it was just for a night, she was glad to have this opportunity.

“Two minutes, sub. Don’t make me come in there.”

“Yes, Sir!” Quickly she brushed her hair then applied a fresh coat of eyeliner and mascara before replacing the mask.

Finally she swiped on another coat of vixen-pink lipstick before squaring her shoulders and opening the door.

He stood near the minibar, a small glass bottle of San Pellegrino in hand. “You are worth any wait.”

Master Cole made her feel as if she might be. “You’re very kind, Sir.”

“I’ve warned you that’s not true. Honest, perhaps. Ready?”

She plopped the mascara and lipstick into her clutch then debated adding other toiletries. Since she figured she would be back in her own room in a couple of hours, she closed the flap on her purse.

In the hallway, he said, “Please follow me.”

Her insides lurched.

Everything this man did spoke to his understanding and mastery of a sub.

Still, he had her precede him onto the elevator, then from it when they reached his floor.

With his gaze on her, Avery had never been more aware of her femininity.

Once they were sealed inside his room and she’d placed her belongings on his desk, he offered her a drink of the mineral water.

She pretended her hand wasn’t shaking as she took a sip.

When she was finished, he took the bottle from her and put it down. He flipped a button on his computer then plugged a set of speakers into it. Within a few seconds, the smooth sounds of instrumental jazz encouraged a sensual atmosphere.

Avery looked around. The bedding had already been turned down, and she saw they both had the same luxurious linens and pillows. She hoped that when she went back to her room there would be chocolate-covered strawberries on the nightstand as well. But his room was more of a suite and was more elegant in subtle ways. He had a couple of additional pieces of furniture, perhaps higher ceilings, and certainly more windows. “This is a much bigger room than mine.”

“I’m staying awhile.”

She jolted. “Are you?”

“I’m on special assignment to Mr. Nyte. I’ve been planning to get a temporary place out here.” He shrugged. “But I haven’t so far. This is handy. And the amenities? The workout room is better than most gyms.”

“I sometimes think I shouldn’t stay here. Going home afterward is always a letdown. Don’t get me wrong, my apartment is nice. But it’s small. And it’s not on the Strip.” And it didn’t have a cupcake ATM, twenty-four hour room service, or someone to do her laundry.

“Then we should enjoy all the amenities. The armoire is unlocked. Have a look inside.”

Her legs felt wobbly in a way that had nothing to do with her heels.

She crossed the room to open the doors of the piece of furniture and stared in wide-eyed shock. He had every impact device imaginable, from floggers to paddles, carpet beaters to crops and canes. Even a single-tail hung curled from a hook.

“This is some collection.”

“The Nyte caters to every need.”

“So… These aren’t yours?”

“Some are. The cane for example.” He joined her. “And the short golden flogger.”

She wanted it on her skin.

“You asked for tonight,” he reminded her. “In return, I will demand your total honesty in every other way.”

She faced him. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“When I ask a question, I want an answer. I’ve told you that you’ll get what you want from me, but you need to be clear about what it is. I expect you to ask.”

Avery squared her shoulders, drawing from the strength that anonymity gave her.

“Good.” He took a seat in an easy chair and propped an ankle on the opposite knee. “Please remove your dress.”

Taking off her clothes in front of a man for the first time always made her heart careen.

He pressed his hands together and looked at her over them. There was only a tiny zipper near the base of her spine, and she reached to slowly lower it.

She brushed the one strap from her shoulder then allowed the bodice to drop.

She was braless, and his gaze lingered on her breasts. Because of the cool air, her nipples hardened instantly. Or at least that was what she told herself, rather than believing it happened because of the way he watched her.

Without further encouragement, she lifted the hem of the gown and drew it up, over her head. She draped the material across the foot of the bed, then asked, “What about the shoes?”

“I like them. But it’s up to you. If they’re comfortable enough, leave them on. If you feel more like my little sub when you’re completely naked and barefoot, take them off.”

“I’ll keep them on.”

A little uncertain, she waited for his next instruction.

“Do whatever feels natural.”

Could there be anything more fraught with danger?

After considering for a moment, she knelt.

“Yes,” he whispered.

She spread her knees wide and placed her hands behind her neck before tipping back her head and closing her eyes.

“Very nice.”

He allowed time to drag and stretch. She forced herself not to fidget. Then, after a full minute or so, she realized—fuck it—that he was waiting on her. “Please, Sir, will you touch me?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Your sub,” she corrected.

“I’d be happy to. In what way?”

If she were Avery Fisher rather than a brave, incognito woman, she would never be able to continue this way. Mortification would immobilize her. But tonight, she could be the sub she dreamed of. “Will you inspect your sub, Sir?”

“Very well done.”

She was aware of him standing. Seconds later, he circled her.

“I like you on your knees, sub.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

He grabbed her hair and yanked it back, exposing her neck, making her open her mouth. God, this was everything she’d dreamed of.

He put his finger on her lips.

“Please may I suck your finger, Sir?” It stunned her to realize just how much she actually wanted to do it.

“You may.”

As if it were his cock, she circled it with her tongue then drew his finger into her mouth, sucking, licking, adoring.

“Show me your tits.”

Since he hadn’t pulled his finger away, she continued to suck while she cupped her breasts and pushed them together.

He extracted his finger. “What are you thinking?”

“That I’d like you to fuck them, Sir—my breasts—maybe come on them.”

“You are a hot one.” He placed his hands on hers, forcing her breasts even closer together.

She moaned a little.

“What else needs inspection?”

“My cunt, Sir.” Then instantly, she corrected, “Your sub’s cunt, Sir.”

“You were corrected once, earlier?”

Her pulse stuttered. “Yes, Sir.”

“I think the lapse should be punished.”

“Please, Sir.” Please, please, yes.

“Slap your cunt.”

“Sir?”

“You think it’s yours. Punish it.”

Stunned by the order, she looked at him.

“Are you waiting for something?”

He took a step back to give her some space. Despite the chill in the room, her body was hot.

She slapped her pussy then winced.

“Legs farther apart.” His words sounded like a suggestion, and she knew they were anything but.

“Yes, Sir.” She gave herself a second slap then a third. “How many, Sir?”

He shrugged. “How many would your pussy like?”

She knew he was playing a sinful game of semantics she could never win. “Your pussy wants as many as you say, Sir.”

“Ah.” He smiled.

This man tested everything she knew about BDSM.

Because he hadn’t said she could stop, she kept going, two more, three, four… It fucking stung.

Her pussy become inflamed. And because she was submissive and there was nothing hotter than having a powerful Dom standing over her, commanding her actions, she started to get wet.

She lost track. All she knew was that her pussy was unbelievably sensitive.

“If it were my pussy, it would get a different kind of attention.”

She frowned at him. “Sir?”

He continued to regard her, and she continued to spank until fresh realization dawned. “Show me,” she invited. “Show your sub how you would treat your pussy, Sir.”

“Fuck. You’re perfect.”

For a moment, she thought he might use her name, but that was insane. He had no idea who she was, and even Miss Scarlet hadn’t given it away.

“You may stand and put your hands behind your back.”

Her motions weren’t as graceful as they might have been if she’d recently had a Dom and routinely knelt. But he didn’t complain. In fact, he looked at her in such a focused way that she truly felt beautiful.

He took a step toward her, and she sucked in a breath. She was hyperaware of him, his stance that spoke of power and strength. And his scent, something potent and laced with spice. She wasn’t certain what it was, but she knew it meant danger.

“Wet my fingers.” He held his hand in front of her face, and she licked them as she continued to meet his gaze.

He slid his hand between her legs and teased her, slipping his fingers in and out of her pussy, driving her mad.

She closed her eyes. The soft pumping of his fingers coupled with the sharp smacks she’d given herself made her delirious.

Tremors shook her as she imagined what she looked like, naked except for her gorgeous mask and high-heeled sandals, breasts thrust out, shoulders back, hands behind her neck, legs spread. Surrendered to his mercy.

He removed his hand and she moaned.

But then he slapped her cunt so hard that she screamed, lost her balance, and pitched forward.

He caught her. “Back into position.”

She couldn’t. “The pain…” She squeezed her thighs together, desperate to escape the burning sensation. “Damn. Damn. Fuck.”

“That’s how I would spank my pussy.”

Avery gulped, but shockingly once the searing pain receded, pleasure flooded her. She’d never been more sexually aroused than she was at that moment.

She thrust her hips forward, seeking his hand and the release an orgasm would bring.

“Back into position,” he repeated.

She realized she was gripping his forearms and that he’d leaned in to give her the support of his body. Without her being aware of it, he’d been there for her. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Slowly, she righted herself. Momentarily she closed her eyes to reenter the submissive mindset.

“Now show me…show me how you spank my pussy.”

He expected her to do that to herself? There was no way she could bear it. For a wild second, she considered using her safe word. But then… She knew she might never have another night like this one or a second chance to play with Master Cole.

“I’m waiting.”

“Yes, Sir.” Harder than she could have imagined, she slapped her own pussy.

On top of the pain she’d already experienced, this was stunning. Before she could sort through the emotional ramifications, he was there, an arm around her waist, stroking her labia, easing a finger inside her.

She gulped for air, feeling as if she were drowning. “Sir!”

“Come anytime you want,” he said against her ear, the words gruff and simultaneously reassuring.

He slipped a second finger inside her. The sensation was hot, fucking hot. Then he inserted a third and spread them apart, fucking her hard and deep. Her pussy blazed in response to his sensual assault.

She wrapped her arms around his neck so she could stay upright.

Seconds later, a climax shot through her with shocking intensity.

Avery’s body went limp, and he picked her up. Without her being fully conscious of what was happening, he carried her to the chair and drew her against him.

She curled against him, accepting his comfort, heedless that she was naked.

This Dom understood her, what she needed, maybe even on a level she didn’t understand herself. “That was…” She sought for words. “Sexy.”

“You like it hard.”

Even though it wasn’t a question, she said, “Yes.” Something inside her blossomed. Allowing herself to be honest, with both of them, was liberating.

“When you’re ready, I want you on your knees.”

She stayed where she was for another minute or two, soothed by the sound of his pounding heart, the strength of his arms, the masculine scent of him.

Being with him was so natural that it seemed inconceivable they hadn’t been together before. She was eventually able to rouse herself enough to slide from his lap to kneel on the floor.

“Undress me. Except for my trousers.”

Anticipation flooded her. Not that things hadn’t been real before now, but this command magnified his power.

Avery started with his shoes, untying the laces of each of his expensive wingtips. This part of BDSM helped her center herself. She enjoyed simple tasks that she could treat reverently. In a way, it was meditative.

Once she’d removed his shoes and tucked the socks inside, he stood, towering over her, making her deliciously aware of her submissive pose.

His eyes were lighter than they’d been earlier, more molten. An air of intimacy whispered around them.

“I’m waiting.”

She stood and moved behind him to take his jacket. As he shrugged from it, she noticed that her thong peeked out from one of his pockets, and she absently wondered if he had any intention of giving it back.

Not that it mattered. Part of her hoped he’d want to keep it.

“There’s a wooden hanger in the closet.”

She hung the jacket and smoothed imaginary wrinkles from it before returning to him to unfasten his bowtie.

The image of him with the ends loose against the snowy-white shirt would remain with her for years.

Avery removed his onyx cufflinks then the mother-of-pearl studs and placed them all on the desk before unfastening the remaining two buttons on his tuxedo shirt.

Again she went behind him to help him from the shirt.

The sight of his back, with honed muscles and a couple of badly healed scars took her breath. Avery was reminded that she didn’t really know anything about him. She had nicknamed him a secret-agent man, and she knew about his military background. Judging by the fact he was working for Mr. Nyte, she gathered Master Cole didn’t sit at a desk all day.

She hung the shirt next to his jacket in the closet and tucked his tie into the same pocket as her underwear, then she returned to kneel in front of him. Damn, she loved being with a Dominant who made it easy for her to be the sub she desired.

Avery drank in the sight of his powerful legs. Her mouth watering, she allowed her gaze to travel up, past his lean stomach, and slender waist. His chest had a smattering of hair, and his shoulders seemed even broader than they had when he was dressed. She couldn’t stop staring at his impressive biceps or the unusual tattoo on his right arm.

“What do you want to do now?” he asked.

With any other Dom, she might respond as expected, with the perfect, “Whatever you say, Sir.” But tonight was different. Tonight she was asking for what she wanted. “If it pleases you, Sir…I’d like to suck your dick.”

He inclined his head a little. “There are condoms in the nightstand.” With his thumb, he indicated the piece of furniture. “Crawl to it and bring one to me.”

Avery found quite a selection, all of the shiny packages emblazoned with the Nyte’s starry logo. She dug through the small bowl they were in until she located one without spermicide.

She started to crawl to him, but his words stopped her.

“Put it in your mouth.”

It was uncomfortable, and she wanted to spit it out, but she didn’t dare. Her eyes watered as she made her way toward him, and she fought her gag reflex while she unfastened his belt.

“Think about what you’re doing and not about your discomfort,” he encouraged. “Get out of your own head.”

She tugged on the thin, supple strip of leather, pulling it from around his waist.

After coiling it, she set it aside.

Then she unfastened the single button and lowered the zipper on his pants.

For a moment, she held her breath, wondering if he was commando. But he wasn’t. Cole wore tight, dark boxer briefs. His cock jutted against them. Even though he was confined, she could tell he was well endowed.

She lowered his pants, and once he’d stepped free of them, she picked them up and folded them and offered them to him.

“You’ve either had some good training or you have remarkably good instincts.”

She nodded.

“Which is it? The training?”

Since she couldn’t speak with the condom package making her choke, she shrugged.

“Mostly instinct, then, hmm? I prefer that. I like to train my women to my preferences.”

The idea of being his woman, his sub, made her instantly wet. What would that be like? Not to simply have a scene on the weekends, but to live the lifestyle more often, even daily? To have her days filled with little acts of service to her man? To have him demand dirty things from her, to compel her obedience?

The idea made her slightly delirious. Avery forced it away. They had tonight, and no more.

He took the pants from her and hung them from the back of the chair, undoing her careful work.

“Put the condom on my cock.”

She hooked her fingers inside the waistband of his underwear and pulled down the material. His cock sprang free, jutting toward her face. He was magnificent, if a little on the large side. That he was already hard sent a flash of pleasure through her. She liked knowing that he was as attracted to her as she was to him.

She finished undressing him, liking the way he’d trimmed his pubic hair and shaved his balls. Everything about him signaled his awareness of his sexuality. If the condom package hadn’t been stuck in her mouth, she would have been tempted to suck his cock.

“I love the sight of a woman who’s helpless to me. Put the condom on me.”

Her fingers shook as she opened the package and placed the latex on the tip of him. Since she lacked experience, she concentrated, using both hands to roll it down. His cock was so thick and he smelled so spicy, she couldn’t resist squeezing him, fondling his balls, and putting her mouth on him. No other man had ever objected to her doing it. In fact, they generally encouraged her. Avery figured he would say something if he didn’t like it.

Once the condom was in place, she looked up.

“You did that well.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“But you took liberties without asking permission.”

Her pulse lurched.

“You know better, I presume?”

“Uhm.” The temperature of the room seemed to drop. He wasn’t an ordinary Dom. “I…”

“Do you?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Sir…”

“Do you?” His voice whiplashed through her.

“Yes, Sir!” She glanced away. “I do.”

“And you’re supposed to be asking tonight, talking to me about your desires.”

Also true.

“Fetch the flogger.”

Oh, God. Prior to him, she had never been punished in a BDSM scene.

But then, she’d never been with a man as uncompromising and stern as Master Cole. Fuck. Yes. This. This was what she’d always wanted. But that didn’t stop sudden terror from seizing her.

“Do I need to repeat my order?”

Her movements were sluggish as she crawled to the armoire. She stood and opened the doors and selected the flogger. Again on her knees, she returned to him with it, sat back on her heels and offered it to him.

“Anything you want to say?”

Even though it shouldn’t have been possible, he looked so much more imposing naked, with a throbbing erection, than he had fully dressed.

This was so real, so raw. “I’m sorry, Sir.” She looked up. “Please, correct my behavior.”

“Go back to the armoire and stand in front of it, facing it. Put your hands on the top, spread your legs as wide as you can.” He paused. “I recommend you be quick about it.”
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Captivated, Cole watched Avery follow his order.

Her motions were graceful, innately so.

Typically, he didn’t flog women when he had a raging hard-on. Then again, he’d never had an evening like this.

He trailed his fingers across her shoulders, down her back, over her shapely buttocks. “You’ve got the most spankable ass of any woman I’ve ever known.”

“It’s the cupcakes, Sir.”

“Then I shall hire a pastry chef.”

She glanced back at him.

“You’re divine,” he said. “And don’t think that means I won’t make you too sore to sit down.”

She moaned a little as she faced forward again.

He scooped her hair to one side. “I want you to consider yourself tied.”

“My Doms usually cuff me, Sir.”

“At what point did you confuse me with anyone else?” He grabbed her ass cheeks and squeezed hard, lifting her off her heels.

“Sorry, Sir.”

“Better.” He slowly released his grip, and her exhalation was so ragged even her shoulders shook.

It was good to know he affected her in the same way she was getting to him.

He rubbed her body with long, slow, forceful strokes, getting her blood flowing, letting her know he was in charge. “You’ve asked for this.” With her words, her body, her actions, she’d been clear about it. “Stay in place. Make me proud of you.”

“That’s a lot to ask, Sir.”

“I think you want me to demand more from you than anyone ever has.” She didn’t immediately respond. “That’s why you approached me.”

“Yes,” she whispered, as if the word were a confession.

“You can count or not. I’ll stop when I’m ready or when you say red.”

He saw her tense her muscles. “Give yourself over.” He touched her, soothed her until she exhaled. “Good.” He gave her a few gentle strikes on her perfect buttocks. He had no concern about losing his erection. The sight of her skin turning color beneath the supple strands of his flogger was enough to keep him aroused.

He continued to work her with light strokes until he saw the tension drain from her.

Only then did he start the flogging in earnest. “What are you learning?”

“To ask, Sir.”

About a year ago, he’d been at Joe and Noelle’s play party with his girlfriend and sub, Gia. The problem was, Gia had been unable to communicate effectively. She’d hated that he was gone for long periods of time, but she pretended it was fine. After he left, her doubts and insecurities rose, and she’d convince herself things between them were over. Every time he’d called her, they’d argue. When he returned home, she’d greet him like a lover, and then within a day, there’d be an argument. She expected him to know how she felt, what she needed from their relationship.

He’d sent her flowers that she’d thrown away. He’d bought her jewelry that she’d donated to charity. No matter what he tried, it was the wrong thing.

In the end, he hadn’t been able to deal with the turmoil she created. After the play party where he’d first seen Avery, he’d taken a contrite, loving Gia home. But once she’d come down from her endorphin high, her personality had changed again. When she’d told him to get out of their apartment, he’d left. He took one out-of-town assignment after another, and he hadn’t played with a sub since.

The scene he’d just had with Avery meant a lot to him. He’d vowed he wouldn’t play with a sub who wouldn’t be honest. And maybe he was demanding more from her because of it.

With considerably more force than he had been using, Cole crisscrossed her body, using complete strokes, wrapping the strands around her, from her thighs to her buttocks to her waist.

She gripped the sides of the armoire, but her muscles were relaxed. Her breaths were rhythmic and deep. For her, he saw, this wasn’t punishment.

Avery moaned as he caught her shoulder with the tip of a strand.

Her skin turned pink from his blows, and he noticed that her knees were starting to buckle a little. “We’re not done yet.” He gave her another two-dozen strokes, some of his best.

She swayed, but didn’t make a protest.

“You’re not getting turned on from your punishment, are you?” They both knew she was.

“Sir. I… Yes.”

He paused for a moment, flogger at his side, while he fingered her.

Cole threaded his hands into her hair to turn her head to one side. Unable to resist, he kissed her, cradling her head in his palm. He was tender, more than he’d ever been with a sub. But there was something about her surrender that got to him as a man, not just a Dom.

She tasted of honesty, of the finest champagne, of compliance. Her mouth was soft, her tongue yielding.

And because he loved her response, Cole pulled away from her and shook his head to clear it. To him, a kiss was incredibly intimate. He didn’t kiss women unless he was in a relationship or was trying to woo her into one. So what the hell was he thinking?

Reminding himself that she only wanted one night, he looked her in the eyes, past the fucking annoying mask. “Now…now you can suck my cock.”

Cole helped her turn around, and he put his hand on top of her head to force her down onto her knees.

She appeared to be in a stupor, from endorphins, from confusion, and he savored it. There was nothing sexier than a woman in the throes of sexual arousal.

“Since you used your hands earlier without permission, put your hands behind your neck and open your mouth.” He stroked himself a couple of times while she did as she was told.

She swirled her tongue around his cockhead then began to lick, pressing her tongue against the underneath.

He curled a fist around his dick to control how much she took and gave her more. “Open wider, sub.” Beneath her mask, he saw her green eyes water as he went deeper. If her mascara ran, so much the better. He held the back of her head so she couldn’t escape.

Properly responsive, she choked on him but didn’t pull away, taking everything he offered and continuing to move her tongue and suck.

“Enough.” He captured her chin with his hand.

When he pulled away, she didn’t even try to wipe her mouth. Instead, she looked up with eyelashes fringed with tears. “Sexy. Fucking sexy,” he said. “On the bed.”

He helped her to stand. Then before she could walk past him, he put a hand on her shoulder to stop her.

“Sir?”

Cole reached for his shirt, and he used the bottom of it to clean her mouth.

“I actually liked it, Sir,” she said.

His cock pulsed in demand, and he knew she’d noticed it. “On the bed.” His voice was gruffer than he’d ever heard it.

She sat on the edge of the mattress while he collected the bowtie from his suit coat.

“Give me your wrists,” he instructed. “Since you like to use your hands without permission, this will prevent that.” He tied her wrists together with his bowtie. The material was slick, and it would open with the slightest effort, but his intent wasn’t to secure her. It was to remind her to do as he wanted.

He tipped her back as he said, “Spread your legs.”

Though she was already aroused, Cole stroked her pussy.

Wordlessly, he played with her, fingered her, even as he pumped his cock in his left hand. “Are you ready for me?”

“I am. Yes, Sir.”

He said nothing.

She lifted her head off the mattress as best as she could, seeking his gaze. “I’m asking. Please put your dick in me, Sir.”

Grateful there had already been turn-down service, he moved her to the middle of the bed with her arms over her head.

He took a minute to lave her nipples with attention, tormenting them, causing her to lift her hips from the bed.

“I’m so ready to come, Sir.”

“Are you?” He hoped he sounded nonchalant because in truth he was anything but.

With his knee, he forced her legs farther apart. Then because her pussy was so red and swollen, he slapped it hard.

She screamed, and he leaned over her, placing his cock at her opening and capturing her cry with his mouth.

He devoured her, and she thrashed about. Sexily, her pussy drenched his cock as he slid in.

Cole tried to soften the kiss, but she met his tongue thrust for thrilling thrust. He’d encouraged her to ask for what she wanted. She responded with a demand. He wasn’t sure he’d ever experienced anything this real.

He pulled back, and she moaned, a plaintive sound he silenced with his mouth.

Her moan became a whimper as he fucked her with short, fast strokes designed to drive her mad.

She moved with him. He looked down at her in time to see her close her eyes.

His sub struggled against the makeshift bondage and turned her head to the side, breaking their kiss.

“Master Cole, I want to come.”

“You don’t need permission.” He reached between them to press her engorged clit. “Now.”

She cried out his name as she came, clenching his cock with her internal muscles.

Cole ground his back teeth together to fight off his orgasm. He’d never been with a woman as exquisite as Avery, and the struggle was more than he’d anticipated. He had to dig deep, into his military training to find a thought that would distract him.

He pulled out a little, regrouping.

When she looked at him, he stroked into her again.

“I didn’t know it could be so good.”

Big, strong, tough, hardened Dom that he was, he had no fucking idea how to admit that he hadn’t know, either. Instead he told her, “The night is ours.”

Her eyes were wide. “Stop hiding?” He touched the top of her mask and traced one of the delicate lines.

She turned her head to escape him.

Cole sighed, telling himself that her comfort mattered more than his need to make her reveal her name and take off the mask. Even though it went against his better instincts, he mentally he renewed his promise to allow her anonymity for the rest of the night.

This time as he fucked her, he set a more leisurely pace so he could prolong her pleasure.

“I need to touch you,” she said.

“You can get out of that tie any time.”

“We both know that’s not the point, Sir.”

“I’m delighted you’ve realized that.” He clamped a hand on her delicate wrists.

“I learned my lesson earlier, Sir. They’ll stay where they are until you say otherwise.”

He could fuck this delectable woman all night long.

With long, penetrating strokes, he slid in and out of her, ignoring the demanding fullness in his balls. He wanted a connection with her, and damn it, he was going to have it. “Look at me. I want to see your eyes.”

There was something incredibly powerful about compelling a submissive to meet his gaze. But when his little sub did, he wondered who was truly enslaved by whom. He wanted her as badly as she obviously wanted him.

He fucked her tight channel, and she sighed.

For minutes, he continued to watch her reactions. As she became more aroused, she blinked less often and she opened her mouth a little. Her lipstick had already been worn off by their passion. Her compliance was so damn beautiful.

Primal urges finally obliterated his restraint, and he began to fuck her in earnest.

Whatever he gave, this woman accepted, hard and fast, short and sweet, leisurely and prolonged.

It unraveled his self-control.

He moved them both so she was half on her side, a leg on top of his, giving him leverage to penetrate deeper.

Then, because he wanted to, he plucked the knot from the bowtie.

Instantly she grabbed him, holding his shoulders, wrapping herself around him.

Though he liked having his woman properly restrained as a way to remind them both of the overarching nature of their relationship, he enjoyed the feel of her hands desperately seeking him.

She curved her body into the shape of a gentle bow, inviting him in farther. Obligingly, he filled her heated pussy.

“I love this,” she said. “Fuck me hard, Sir.”

He gave what she so politely asked for, one hand tangling in her hair, the other pressed flat against her buttocks to prevent her from moving far.

Her pussy muscles squeezed him tight. He fisted his hands to hold off a longer, wanting her to climax first.

“Sir!”

“Come.”

She screamed, clenching, coming, grabbing him.

He savored each second, enjoying the fact he could satisfy his sub.

Only when she was whimpering his name did he allow himself to ejaculate in long, satisfying spurts.

Cole Stewart was a sexual man. He masturbated at least once a day, and most times, more. But there was no feeling that matched coming inside a responsive woman.

He couldn’t get enough of her.

When he was finished, he framed her face between his palms. “You’re magnificent…” He barely stopped himself from using her name.

“That was hot, Sir. Can we do it again?”

“You’ll be the death of me.” Suddenly he didn’t mind dying.

*     *     *

Avery had never been much of a snuggler, but she didn’t object when he returned to the bed after throwing away the condom and pulled her against his naked body. He didn’t ask; he just wrapped her up in comfort. She lay next to him, beneath his strong arm, hearing the reassuring beat of his heart.

She was glad she’d approached him earlier this evening. Their time together had been everything she could have imagined.

The only problem was much the same as the one she had with staying at the Nyte. It was difficult to go back to the regular world. She’d scened with a number of Doms. None had been as serious about BDSM as he was. Master Cole seemed to understand the finer emotional component that many others missed. To her, it was about more than just kinky sex or having her butt beat at occasional parties. She wanted the mindfuck and escape. Wanted someone who understood her…or more precisely, the person she yearned to be.

He trailed his fingers down her arm. “How does your body feel?”

“My pussy aches,” she admitted.

“Good. And the rest of your body from the flogging?”

“Amazing.” He’d wielded the leather strands with confidence.

“Oh?”

“Fishing for compliments?” She turned to face him. “You know you’re good.”

His face was shadowed with a midnight-dark stubble that appealed to her. Though his jaw was strong, his smile was transformative.

How many layers are there to this Dom?

“Just making sure I take care of my woman.”

The words poured heat through her. His woman. She liked the sound of that, wished it were true. “I liked it more than any other flogging I’ve received. You’re a master at it.”

“Go on.”

Despite her teasing, his tone sounded genuinely interested.

“The way you started told me I could trust you. And by the time you hit me harder and faster, I was ready. I think on some level I was aware that it hurt, but I didn’t really feel it.” Even to her, that statement made no sense, but he nodded as if he clearly understood. “You could have continued a lot longer, and it would have been fine with me.”

He nodded. “You’ve still got a caning to go.”

She froze. “Master Cole.”

“When you’re ready,” he amended. “As long as it’s within the next five minutes.”

“I…” An image of him with Gia went through Avery’s mind, his tenderness, the indomitable force of his will.

“Bring it to me when you’re ready.”

“I’m nervous,” she admitted.

“And?” He arched eyebrows.

She blew out a breath. “You seem supremely unconcerned.”

“I am. I’m looking forward to seeing marks on your thighs and buttocks. If you’re fortunate, you’ll feel them for some time.”

Leaving the comfort of his arms was one of the more difficult things she’d done.

Without being instructed, she crawled to the armoire and took down the cane.

“Your vibrator also.” He climbed from the bed.

She rummaged through her purse until she found the small egg and its remote control then returned to him.

Cole pulled his trousers on, and there was something illicit about her Dom being dressed while she was nude.

From her knees a few feet in front of him, she turned her palms up and offered both toys to him.

“I want you bent over the bed. Do you need to be restrained?”

That offer was a small mercy, and she appreciated it. She was honest when she said, “Whatever you prefer, Sir.”

“In that case, no. I want your ass in the correct position because you want this as badly as I do.”

Her mouth dried.

“Spread your legs as far apart as possible.”

Fighting her nerves, she went to the bed and draped herself across the mattress and turned her head to watch him.

He put the bullet in his mouth to lubricate it then pressed it against her swollen pussy. She moaned and swayed, allowing it to slip inside her.

Using the remote control, he turned it on to a slow, frustrating pulse. She generally went straight to the highest setting.

“How’s that?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Irritating more than anything.”

“Distracting?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. I’ll give you more when I’m ready.”

It pulsed again, and she felt it in her belly. “Now’s a good time.”

The dastardly man laughed. “I’m sure it is. Close your legs please.”

When the vibe pulsed again, she moved her hips, trying to stimulate her clitoris. Having her thighs together increased the sensations and prevented her from getting any friction. “This is borderline mean.”

“Nothing borderline about it, sub.” He rubbed her skin.

She squeezed her muscles, dreading the horrid stripes that would follow.

Undaunted, he covered her ass cheeks and thighs with a dozen blazing slaps.

By the time he caught her with the first light smack from the cane she was ready to climb out of her mind.

He gave her numerous taps that she figured were designed to increase her resistance and pain threshold. She wasn’t stupid enough to think he was going to continue to be so gentle.

Suddenly the vibration inside her cunt increased. She murmured in protest.

“Ready?”

Before she responded, he cut into her upper thigh with a brutal strike that only the cane could deliver.

She hissed.

“I take it you felt that one?” He turned the dial.

A long pulse went through her only to gently fade to nothing. “I hate that setting.”

“Because?”

Avery struggled for words. Was it possible for him to understand something she’d never tried to articulate? “It feels as if I’m being wound up. When I reach the pinnacle, ready for more, it’s gone.”

“Ah.”

He made no move to change it, even though she expected that he would. “Sir?”

“I told you to ask.”

She nodded.

“I never promised to give into you. I said you will receive everything you need.”

“That’s fucked-up semantics.” And not for the first time.

“Dominance and submission.” He marked her again.

Avery buried her head into the mattress to ensure she didn’t scream.

“Take it.” Cole laid another nasty stripe above the first.

She exhaled.

The third felt vicious. Combined with the whirling inside her pussy, she couldn’t relax.

“Settle in.”

Easy for him to say when it wasn’t his ass in the air waiting for the evil rattan to be delivered.

Avery heard an intimidating whistle as the rattan sliced the air before it landed on her right buttock. She swayed to the side, and he increased the torment inside her, making her forget the pain.

He moved onto her left cheek, searing it.

In her experience, there was nothing like the cane. It humbled. Its sharp, radiating pain went deep and didn’t dissipate as fast as a flogger’s. To her, it went on and on, worse for a long time before it got better.

But the vibrator changed her relationship with it, helping her disassociate.

“Six more,” he encouraged.

She’d be lucky to take two.

“Unclench your fingers, sub. Just relax.”

Avery hadn’t realized she’d grabbed the sheet, wadding it desperately in her fists. It took all of her concentration to release her grasp.

“Don’t fight. Breathe. It is what it is. In and out.”

She nodded.

This time, he placed one beneath her butt cheeks in that tender, perfect strike zone.

“Damn.”

He massaged the skin he’d tormented, and she felt her muscles soften, allowing her to take more.

“Where would you like the next?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Slow? Red?”

She exhaled. “No.” She knew she’d be proud of herself for getting through this. “On my ass cheeks?”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say.”

He laid one on her, and she gulped back a cry.

Her legs wobbled on her heels. She was grateful to be over the bed. If he’d have asked her to hold the armoire, she would have fallen over.

He gave her some time to process the pain, file it away.

Then he turned up the vibrator.

With the way he touched her, talked to her, massaged her muscles, she began to slip away. She was aware of him talking to her, but as some point, pleasure vanquished every other feeling. The high from the endorphins wrapped around her. Each stripe from the cane only gave her a new feeling of bliss.

Then she was aware of nothing, just a soothing, enveloping sensation, much like being in a warm bath.

“Well done.”

She heard the words but didn’t process them, didn’t respond to them.

Cole moved back her hair and kissed the side of her neck.

When she blinked her eyes open, she was sitting up in bed, the comforter wrapped around her bare shoulders, nestled in the crook of Cole’s arm. He’d even managed to extract the bullet.

“You’re back?”

“Yeah.” Her own whisper sounded loud to her. For some reason, all of her senses seemed heightened.

“How are you feeling?”

“Amazing.” It had to have been her state of otherworldliness that made her confess that out loud.

Everything she’d fantasized about had come true. She’d slipped out of her own mind and into someplace more inviting. Subspace. Words didn’t exist to explain it to someone else, the thrill, the way reality had fragmented, and the way colors suddenly seemed so much brighter.

The journey had been so much more exhilarating than she’d dared hope. She’d seen him care for Gia and had been somewhat envious. But now, the way he comforted her, kissed the top of her head, held her with infinite patience was so tender, unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

He reached toward the nightstand and picked up the bottle of mineral water. “You’ll need this.”

She accepted it, and he kept his hand cupped beneath it, just in case.

After she swallowed a couple of sips, she gave it back, noticing the way her hand shook.

“Did you enjoy being someone different for the evening?”

Avery put her hand flat on his chest and pushed herself away from him as much as possible. “Sir?” She frowned.

“Someone you’re not usually. Bold? Brave?”

Her pulse sped then slowed. “Yes.”

His eyes were dark, steel and midnight, uncompromising. “How difficult was it?”

“I’m not sure I understand the question, Sir.”

“Admitting what you wanted. Asking for it. Did you like it?”

She scowled, confused, his clipped tone making her wary. “Yes.”

“Then it’s time for you to be honest the rest of the way. Take off the mask.”

Avery reached up to hold it in place. She shook her head. “That’s not the agreement.” Her world became quicksand.

“It is going forward. I demand honesty from my subs. Make no mistake, we fit together well. I’d be interested in seeing you again, but on the condition you’re honest with me. I deserve it. I demand it.”

She tried to get away, but he caught her wrist. “That sounds like an ultimatum, Master Cole.” Avery hoped her voice sounded distant, as cold as his eyes now were.

“It is. I tried it the other way. I had a sub who couldn’t admit the depth of her feelings, the magnitude of her need, her inability to cope when I was gone. I knew nothing about it. Since I was clueless and she never opened up to share her thoughts, I never knew what was wrong. She resorted to bratty behavior to get my attention, to goad me. The truth is, I would have given her the world.”

Gia.

“Her inability or refusal to communicate, I don’t know which, destroyed trust. I won’t be involved in a relationship without it again.” Cole let go of her, and she felt the absence keenly.

“I recommend you think hard about what you’re willing to tolerate. A lifetime of hiding? Or taking a risk and being courageous? I’d rather be alone than settle for deception again. Be aware of what choices you’re making and the costs.”

Holding a sheet to her breasts, she bolted from the mattress and snatched up her gown.

With carefully harnessed power, he climbed from the bed, naked, spectacular, and overwhelming.

“The next time I see you, it will be without pretense. No mask. No hiding. Every secret laid bare, exposed.”

What the hell had she gotten herself into? “There won’t be a next time. I only wanted a night.”

“More dishonesty?”

“How dare you?” She struggled to get into her dress.

“Let me.”

“You’ve done enough.”

“I said let me.” His eyes were chilly, like a winter’s day.

Damn him and his domineering ways.

Without waiting for another argument, he took the dress from her and raised it over her head.

Once it was in place, she exhaled and reached back to fasten it.

He brushed aside her shaky hands and raised the zipper.

“Thank you.” This wasn’t ending the way she’d envisioned, with her mysteriously slipping from his bed in the middle of the night. She hated the way they were parting.

Cole picked up her vibrator and remote and offered her the pieces. “You can reach me through Joe or Noelle. Or call the Nyte.”

That won’t be happening. “Thanks for the fuck, Mr. Stewart.”

He grabbed her by the shoulders, eyes dark, stormy, threatening. His fingers bit into her skin. “Don’t you fucking dare diminish this.” He gave her a single shake. “It was way more than a fuck for me. And it was to you as well, and that’s why you’re running scared. I’ll tell you this, you’ll remember tonight, you’ll think about it. You may be with someone else, but you’ll want this. And you won’t be able to have it unless and until you stop being a coward.”

Oxygen seared her lungs, but she refused to let him see that.

She pulled away, crossed the room to grab her clutch then stuffed the two pieces of her sex toy inside.

Without a look back, she left the room, pulling the door closed with a decisive click.

Only then did she collapse against the wall.

She put a hand to her throat and drew a couple of breaths to tamp down the adrenaline. How the hell had the evening gone from something so beautifully perfect to a stunning disaster so quickly?

Avery pushed away from the wall, pulled back her shoulders, and headed toward the elevator. Once in the compartment, she smiled at the couple already in there. And she had a momentary twinge of regret over her behavior when she saw them holding hands.

She exited when the car swished to a stop and held it together as she walked to her room.

Inside, she dropped her clutch on the table and made her way into the bathroom to take off her mask.

The reflection in the mirror stunned her.

Mascara stained beneath her eyes. Her hair was a wild mess. Worse, her lower lip trembled.

She told herself that Master Cole and his opinions didn’t matter. They’d shared a couple of hours, nothing more.

Recognizing the lie, she gripped the vanity.

Those hours had been spectacular. She’d achieved the floating sensation that she’d sought for so many years. She’d taken more than she’d imagined she could. He’d given her orgasm after orgasm that left her shattered, not broken, but somehow more complete.

But at what cost?
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God damn it.

Cole Stewart wasn’t known to be a fuckup with women.

Then again, he’d never been with a woman like Avery Fisher.

After she’d left his suite, he’d been tempted to head down to one of the hotel’s renowned bars and drink a few beers.

Instead, he’d changed into workout wear. He’d deal with his emotions head-on, like he’d demanded from her, whether he wanted to or not. Denial was a much easier place to live, he knew. But reality was worth the fight.

He entered the gym, or Nyte’s definition of a gym. Level Ten took up the entire tenth floor of the hotel and had been named one of the best places to work out in the world. Since he’d been to a lot of those places, Cole was pretty sure the designation was accurate.

Though he appreciated the aesthetics, he was a simple man. All he needed was a place to run and some significant weights. When he had no other options, his own body could be used for resistance, push-ups, sit-ups, planks. But he preferred the satisfaction of curling iron.

He bypassed the cardio equipment and went for the free-weight area. It always surprised him the number of people who worked out at all hours of the night. Not that it should be a surprise, he supposed. Las Vegas was the planet’s playground, and who knew what time zone people were on.

He did squats until his legs burned, curls until his biceps bulged. And still he couldn’t get thoughts of Avery out of his head.

After drinking a bottle of water, he headed for the running track, hoping the mindless repetition would help.

A few miles later, he realized the problem was more with him than with her.

Cole had known that sceneing with someone who wanted to keep her identity a secret was a flawed plan. And he’d done it anyway. Didn’t matter what rationale he’d used; it had been a bad decision.

In his real-world job, that kind of thinking could get him killed.

But what were his choices?

It had been one hell of an evening. He’d been hot for her curvy, submissive body, and he’d enjoyed every moment they’d spent together.

If he’d forced her to take off the mask, she might not have had the nerve to scene with him.

The disguise itself had been the confidence booster she’d needed.

He continued to push himself on the track until his lungs begged for reprieve. And when he began his cooldown, his thoughts were still fragmented.

Despite everything, he was glad they’d spent time together. And more disappointed than he would have believed that she’d fled from him instead of turning to him and trusting him.

His lack of compromise at the end was the only thing he wouldn’t change.

He’d meant it when he’d said he wanted to see her again. There were a thousand things he wanted to do to her, from fucking her ass, to putting her on an iron cross, to sceneing with her in public, to licking her pussy for so long that the only thing she screamed was his name.

Damn it.

Damn her.

In the case he had strapped to his arm, his phone vibrated.

At first thought, he hoped it was Avery to tell him what a horrible mistake she’d made and that she wanted to be real with him. Then he reminded himself she hadn’t taken his phone number.

Dreamer.

That meant it could only be one person.

Nyte.

For once, Cole was glad of it.

Nothing soothed Cole’s dominant beast like focusing on work.

He slowed to a walk and answered the summons.

*     *     *

If Avery had ever been more miserable, she didn’t remember the occasion.

She wanted Cole Stewart, not just his touch, but his possession, every fucking thing about him.

She stood behind a thick velvet rope line inside a popular Vegas BDSM club, and she was restless.

Excitement had laced through her as she’d wriggled into in a tight leather skirt and bustier. But when she’d added a bolero jacket so she looked somewhat appropriate for leaving her apartment, regret had stabbed her.

She’d wanted to be with a man, see his approval, hear what he might do to her later in the night.

Driving across town by herself had been lonely. And she’d felt awkward walking in alone.

And now… She wondered why the hell she’d thought going to a BDSM club would make her feel better.

A Dom approached, wearing leather pants and a black T-shirt a size smaller than it should have been.

“Sub?”

“Yes.”

He swept a glance over her, and he nodded. “Looking for some action?”

Rather than her heart leaping, disappointment that he wasn’t Cole snaked through her. Mentally, she was comparing this man to him. She shook herself. How screwed up is that?

Too late, she realized sceneing with Cole had been a mistake. Every fucking thing about him had gotten to her, and she wished it hadn’t. He’d made her weak, ruined her for other men.

“I’m just watching.” She realized the man was waiting for an answer. Then she smiled to take the sting from the rejection. “Thank you though,” she added when he was slow to take the hint.

Since he didn’t move away, she did.

She wandered past a medical examination table where a sub’s feet were being lifted into stirrups, then toward another station. A woman dressed as a schoolgirl, complete with ankle socks and plaid skirt, was being instructed to bend over a desk. With her was a man dressed in a suit, looking stern, holding a cane.

Fascinated, Avery stopped and stood off to one side.

The Dom flipped up the woman’s skirt, revealing tight, white cotton panties.

“Have you been a bad girl?”

The sub looked over her shoulder with mock wide-eyes. Or maybe the reaction was real. Avery would never be able to face the cane with anything less than complete respect, even in a play scene such as this.

“Oh, headmaster, I promise I won’t ever do that again. Please spare me!”

“You should have thought about the consequence ahead of time, young lady.”

Those words echoed too loudly in Avery’s head. She should have thought about the consequences of sceneing with Master Cole.

She’d suspected he would spoil her for any other man. And he had. But she hadn’t been prepared for feeling bereft without him.

The Dom gathered the material of his sub’s panties and moved it all to her crotch and yanked, lifting her from the floor.

Avery winced in mute sympathy.

The Dom left the undies bunched together, leaving the woman’s butt cheeks bare to anyone who happened past.

The Dom gave her only a few harsh smacks before letting loose with the cane.

The sound, the way the woman flinched, then the terrible thin line on her skin brought it all back for Avery.

Since she ached for Cole, wanted to be naked, sobbing beneath his cane, she couldn’t watch.

She turned on her platform heels and strode toward a rope bondage scene, burning some energy as she went.

While the beauty of Shibari oftentimes relaxed her, tonight it made her more restless.

After a few minutes, she left the club.

She drove around the outskirts of the city for a long time, avoiding the congestion and distractions of the Strip, and allowed the more open space to seep into her.

Since she’d left Cole’s room a week ago, she’d thought of little else but him and their time together.

Her great-aunt had even noted Avery’s distraction and sent her home early one day.

She stopped at a traffic light and dropped her head onto the steering wheel.

Why the hell am I making this so complicated?

No doubt, what he had demanded of her would be difficult. She was accustomed to letting her man—her Dom—be in charge.

Until last week, that had only led to disappointment.

Beneath the mask, she was someone different, but what if she could learn to be that person all the time?

The car behind her honked impatiently, alerting her to the fact the light had turned green. She accelerated, and so did her thoughts and heart rate.

She’d gained confidence from her time with Master Cole. What if he encouraged and supported her growth?

He’d been right when he’d told her she needed to be honest with herself. So she allowed herself to admit she wanted, needed him.

But now what?

It would take a ton of courage to act on her newfound admission, to either show up at his hotel room or ask Noelle for his number.

Unfortunately, Avery wasn’t that brave.

*     *     *

Avery spent Sunday doing chores, working out, and reading. Since she’d tried a couple of books and nothing could hold her attention, she settled in front of the television and binged on an entire season of a home improvement show. To prove to herself that she wasn’t lame, she opened a bottle of expensive, special occasion wine and poured a glass.

It didn’t help.

No matter what she did, she couldn’t escape the fact her cowardice was the major contributor to her unhappiness.

Once she was in her bedroom, she slipped the bullet vibrator inside her pussy and masturbated to memories of Cole. They were a thousand times more potent than her imagination ever had been.

Even more frustrating, she was unable to climax.

Annoyed, she removed the toy, cleaned it, then dropped it back into her drawer.

At work on Monday she heard people talking about their weekend outings, the movies they’d seen, the parties they’d attended. She replied noncommittally when asked what she’d done then got busy on her spreadsheets.

She stayed later than most people, and Miss Scarlet came into her office.

“Darling girl.” Her great-aunt took a seat without waiting for an invitation. “It’s a man, isn’t it?”

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s always a man.”

“You seem to have done quite well without one.”

“That’s because I had dozens. Still do. I like…” She waved a ring-covered hand. “Variety, shall we say. It’s cost me some relationships.” She shrugged. “Some I regret.”

“Do you?”

“I don’t give advice.”

That was true. “But if you did?”

“Live with no regrets. Do what makes you happy. Anything can be undone. Except, perhaps, chances you didn’t take. If you’ll excuse me.” She stood. “Kevin is in town.”

Avery blinked. “Kevin?”

“He was in a few movies or…something on television.”

“Which Kevin?” A couple of famous names sprang to mind.

“Remember, no regrets.” Without another word, Miss Scarlet breezed out, leaving behind a cloud of perfume.

Avery sat back.

Which would she regret more? Being courageous? Or not taking a chance?

Her heart thundered as she reached for her phone to text Noelle to ask for Cole’s number.

It didn’t mean she had to contact him; it just meant she could, if she decided to.

Instead of staring at the phone, waiting for a response, she dropped it into her purse and headed out the door.

The chime sounded while she was driving, and she waited until she was at a stoplight to check her messages.

Noelle had replied with a smiley face. And his contact information was all there, email, social media, and his cell phone. His number showed up in blue, which meant all Avery had to do was touch it to be connected.

That she didn’t dare do until she was home.

Suddenly, she couldn’t get there quick enough.

By the time she arrived, adrenaline was flooding her system. What if he didn’t answer? What if he didn’t call back? Her mind skipped through ten different scenarios before she harnessed her thoughts and took a breath, drawing on the coaching he’d given her when they’d scened.

If he rejected her, she would be no worse than she was right now.

But if he wanted to see her…

She pulled into her assigned spot, parked the car, then grabbed her purse and exited the car.

The pain of doing nothing had become worse than the pain of taking the risk.

As she walked down the hallway toward her apartment, she slowed. A man stood near her door. Not just any man, one who was tall, broad, unshaven, sexy. Stunned, she stopped near him. “Master Cole.”

“Avery.” He pushed away from the wall.

“How do you know my name? Where I live?” She blinked. Then understanding dawned. “Noelle told you I asked for your information.”

“Yes. I asked for your address in return. But I’ve known who you are all along.”

Nervously she tucked her hair behind her ears.

“That’s not possible.”

“I saw you, that night when I was at Joe and Noelle’s with Gia. Then again maybe six months ago. I asked Noelle about you then.” A grin flirted with the corners of his mouth. “I was hoping that you’d come back, that you’d be brave enough to come to me. Or, hell… I was intrigued enough to approach you if you had shown enough interest.”

She lurched, as if the world had suddenly started to spin backwards.

“Your eyes, Avery. They give away the world. The way you walk, your ass swaying? Your body is so damn sexy. Hair length, color?” He shrugged. “Mask? No man would ever forget you.”

Damn, he’d told her he could be counted on to give her what she needed. She hadn’t known that she needed him to come after her. He left her speechless.

“Since you contacted Noelle, I figured I’d meet you halfway, make it easier for you. Cupcake?” He brought out a gorgeous brown box with a festive pink ribbon on the top. “Chocolate.”

“You’re an evil man.”

“I’m holding it hostage.”

It might have been her imagination, but she swore she could smell the frosting.

“I was going to give you another couple of days, then I’d have been all over you. I haven’t stopped thinking about you. I’d have used my connections with Mr. Nyte to get in touch with Miss Scarlet. Or stalked the cupcake ATM, figuring you’d show up eventually. I’d have pretended not to know who you were until you trusted me enough to tell me what you want and need.”

“I’m…” She moved her purse from hand to hand. “Ready.

A neighbor and her two boys who were punching one another, entered the hallway.

“I think you should come in.”

Seconds later, he locked the door behind them.

“Your turn,” he prompted after she’d put down her purse.

He placed her gift next to it.

“I missed you.” Her words were soft. “Terribly. I haven’t stopped thinking about you, either.” This was difficult, but the longer she talked, the easier it got. “Being honest with you is easier than not being with you. I may not always be perfect, and it may take some time, but I want to try.”

He took two steps toward her then had her against the wall, hard. His eyes blazed, the lighter flecks resembling shards of metal. “No mask. No pretense.”

“No mask,” she repeated. “No pretense. I want you to kiss me, Sir. I want to wrap my arms around your neck. I want you to be hard with me. I like it rough. I want you to put your leg between mine so I can rub my hot pussy on you. I’m desperate to come. I’ve been masturbating, but I haven’t been able to have an orgasm. And if you tell me I can’t have all of those things—any of those things—I will say yes, Sir and be happy. Just be my Dom. We’ll sort out the rest.”

“I’m in love with you. Do you know that?” He put his hands on the wall on either side of her head.

She inhaled his spice and the freshness of honesty. His breath was warm on her face, and he moved his thigh between hers, achingly close to her pussy. “I’m halfway there myself,” she told him.

“Halfway?”

His eyes narrowed, and she shuddered.

“I want you all in, Avery. All in. Put your arms around my neck and ride my leg. Then start thinking…”

“Sir?” She wrapped her arms around him and knew there was no place she would rather be.

“About how many stripes you’re going to get from my cane.”

Fear, excitement, doubt, hope all surged through her. “You don’t have it.”

“In the car, I do,” he countered. “I’m thinking three for each day you’ve been gone.”

“That’s twenty-one,” she protested.

“Better idea?”

“No, Sir.”

“Let’s go get my cane.”

In that moment, she knew—knew—he would give her what she needed. She sighed, truly happy, maybe for the first time ever.

The End
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Ava Gibbs climbed out of the quiet taxi only to be met by an onslaught of commotion. Time was money, a fact driven home by the flurry of valets and cab drivers, shuttling luggage as if they were buckets of water meant to put out a fire. Ava knew all about fires. She hadn’t been able to snuff out the blaze that had been roaring inside her for over a week. A smoldering hunger her boss, Quinn MacKinnon, CEO and President of Fusion Productions—the industry leader in concert promotions—had ignited when he’d invited, or rather instructed, her to join him for a night of fun in Las Vegas.

Ava was neither stupid nor naïve. Dating your boss was a cliché at best and oftentimes destined to end in disaster. But Quinn was more than her boss and lover—he was her Master. A fact they kept a closely guarded secret. Even the fellow members of Club Genesis—the private BDSM dungeon where they’d met—didn’t know they were living together much less fulfilling their kinky desires behind closed doors.

She sometimes missed her friends and the club, but it was a small price to pay. The sheer joy and contentment she found with Quinn couldn’t compare. Even after being together for three years, the mere sight of him still made her tingle inside, and she was beyond ready to lay eyes on him again, not to mention have him fuck her senseless.

The cabbie cleared his throat, drawing Ava from her wistful musing. She tipped the driver, then tugged her suitcase behind her and into the hotel. Entering the lobby of The Nyte—Las Vegas’ newest and most exclusive luxury resort—a knowing smile kicked up the corners of her lips. While she’d expected a classy and extravagant hotel, finding herself surrounded in a sphere of cascading crystal and shimmering gold took her breath away. Quinn didn’t skimp when it came to indulgence; the six-foot-four, sexy Scot, with his thick spice-colored hair and intoxicating sage-green eyes, enjoyed pampering her. Ava didn’t complain a bit.

Gliding deeper into the lobby, she felt her excitement blossom even more. In a matter of minutes, she’d be enveloped in Quinn’s strong arms again. A part of her felt like a ridiculous schoolgirl. He’d only been gone from their sprawling estate north of Chicago for five days. Quinn had come to Vegas to supervise the kickoff tour of Splatter—a group of talented young musicians who regularly brought the rock world to its knees. But only a few short hours after he’d left, Ava had felt her focus slip away. The centered, submissive type of focus her Master instinctively bred inside her.

Weaving her way through the people in the lobby, she followed Quinn’s instructions and stepped up to the front desk marked VIP. A dark-blonde-haired man with boyish lips and pewter-gray eyes welcomed her. Darting a glance at his nametag, she flashed a courteous smile at Wesley Tate, Supervisor.

“How can we help you today, pretty lady?” Wesley asked. His tone teemed with gay pride.

“I’m joining one of your guests…Quinn MacKinnon. He asked that I see you first to give you my thumbprint.” Asked my ass. Instructed was more like it, she thought with an inward scoff.

Wesley straightened, tilted his head to the side, and dissected her with a delving stare. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess,” he said, tapping a finger to his pursed pink lips.

“Guess about what?” she asked, feeling utterly confused.

“Which recording artist you are, of course.”

“Oh, I’m not…I…” For crying out loud, don’t tell him you work for Quinn. He’ll think you’re a sleazy gold digger. “Oh, I’m not a musician. I’m just a good friend of Mr. MacKinnon’s.”

“Of course you are, sugar. Why else would you be spending the night with him in our most popular suite? You lucky little thing, you,” Wesley whispered with a conspiratory wink before a knowing grin speared his lips. He quickly guided her thumb to the center of the scanner before nodding toward the lobby. “The elevator is to your right. Carlos will take up your luggage.”

“That’s okay, I only have one—”

“Ah-ahh. No. No. No. We’ll have none of that,” Wesley interrupted with a chastising wiggle of his finger. “No guest of Mr. MacKinnon will carry her own luggage. I pride myself on ensuring special guests and their visitors receive five-star service, and if you need anything at all, ring the front desk and ask to speak to me directly.”

“Thank you, Wesley. I’ll be sure to do that.”

The supervisor’s eagerness was endearing. Ava flashed him a quick smile before she turned and followed the young Latino bellman to the elevator.

Carlos stood at attention in his crisp, tailored uniform as they rode in silence. She settled her gaze on his hands, firmly clasped behind his back and concealed beneath a pair of pristine white gloves. She found it ironic. Both she and Carlos provided a service.

Though they were on opposite ends of the spectrum and some might construe their roles as menial or debased, Ava found comfort and satisfaction pampering Quinn and kneeling at his feet.

Serving her Master completed her, and being adored and loved by him was icing on the cake of her happy life. She didn’t give a fig about those who couldn’t grasp the concept of a power exchange.

As the elevator passed floor after floor, a flutter of anxiety bubbled in Ava’s belly, pelting holes in her self-assurance. During her last conversation with Quinn, he’d made it clear that he intended to push her submissive limits at this Vegas rendezvous. Sucking in a deep breath, she glanced again at Carlos praying that when facing Quinn’s tasks, she could muster the same resolve that the bellman displayed.

When the elevator stopped, butterflies swooped and dipped as the polished metal doors slid open. Placing her thumb on the keypad, Ava squared her shoulders, searched for the peaceful submissive within, and entered the suite.

Her eyes grew wide as she took in the splendor around her. The luxurious surroundings looked more like an extravagant apartment than a hotel room. The décor of soothing creams and rich earth tones did little to calm the nervous energy pinging inside her. As she stepped across the speckled marble entry, the rainbow-colored prisms from the crystal chandelier above her head danced over her feet. Were the sinfully lavish surroundings meant as a message? Did Quinn expect a comparably stunning display of her submission? Ava’s anxiety soared off the charts. She needed to see him…touch him, feel his formidable calming, reassuring Dominance in a tangible way.

Breezing past the sitting area and the inviting designer furnishings, Ava sucked in a ragged breath. “Quinn?” she called, cringing at the sound of desperation in her voice.

But he didn’t respond.

Semi-cognizant of Carlos following behind her Ava stopped and turned. While sliding a tip into the palm of his glove, she thanked him, then gripped the handle of her suitcase as she watched him exit the suite.

“Quinn? Are you here?” she called once more, but again, there was no reply.

A hint of his amber-musk cologne tickled her nose, and Ava followed the scent to a set of ornate pocket doors. Pulling them open, she discovered another exquisitely decorated room. A massive four-poster bed snagged her attention along with a rose, blindfold, and note that lay atop the mattress. Staring at the paper, she instantly recognized Quinn’s familiar bold pen strokes.

Skimming a cursory glance over the thick oak balusters sunk into the carpet, a tiny wave of disappointment flittered through her. She’d expected to find some type of bondage apparatus attached to the bedposts. Ava loved when Quinn tied her up. Being at his mercy, bound beneath his soft, silk rope, was always a treat. He was a master of Shibari—Japanese rope bondage. Every time he pressed the shock of knots between her folds, Ava soared off into subspace. And Quinn would always send her higher by tugging on the rope that bisected her butt cheeks…teasing and toying with her mounting orgasm. Of course, his whiskey-soft, raspy voice wafting over her flesh, forbidding her to come only fueled her sexual depravation even more. A needy, hungry chill undulated up and down her spine.

Biting back a moan, Ava eased onto the edge of the mattress and drew the rose to her nose. Inhaling its sweet fragrance, she picked up the note and began to read.

My sweet princess,

Remove your clothes, lie back on the bed, and bring yourself to the brink of orgasm.

I know you’ll want to come, but you don’t have permission—that treat belongs to me.

When you are done, go to the bathroom and prepare yourself.

While in the tub, bring yourself to the edge once more, thinking of me licking and sucking your sweet, wet cunt.

Do not come.

Return to the bed ready to serve me…naked, blindfolded, and on your back with your legs spread wide. Play with your pretty swollen clit one last time, but remember…you do not have permission to come.

I expect to find you writhing, begging, and out of your mind with need, but you will wait for me, princess. Wait in that blissful suspended state until you hear my voice.

I have incredible pleasures in store for you.

Go. Ready yourself for me, my succulent slut. I’ll be here soon.

All my love, Q.

Ava’s hands trembled in anticipation as she placed the note on the bedside table. Tracing her fingertips over the soft, satin blindfold, she couldn’t wait to get started. Bolting off the bed she quickly unpacked her suitcase. She had no idea when Quinn would arrive, but she wasn’t going to dawdle and disappoint him. Earning his rewards was far more fun than netting his punishments.

After stripping off her clothes, she positioned herself in the center of the bed. As she skimmed her palms over her warm, yielding flesh, goose bumps peppered her limbs. Settling her hands on her breasts, Ava toyed with her nipples. She plucked and pinched the tightly drawn flesh between her fingers and thumbs as a blissful sigh fluttered over her lips. As she tugged at her heavy orbs, ribbons of pleasure tingled up her spine and spooled beneath her clit in an urgent call.

“Mercy, Quinn,” she groaned. “You’re asking the impossible. How am I supposed to keep from going over?”

Ava knew it would take every ounce of self-control to keep from plunging headlong into the sweet abyss. Quinn knew that, too hence his reminders not to come.

Lowering her fingers to their assigned destination, the moist heat of her pussy surged over her hand. And when her cold index finger met her sweltering folds, Ava’s stomach muscles tightened and rippled as she sucked in a gasp. Rubbing tiny circles over her clit, she closed her eyes. Picturing Quinn in her mind, she imagined it was his fingers, tongue, and lips tormenting her throbbing flesh. Strumming fervently over her sensitive nub, Ava dipped two fingers into her clutching center. She arched, moaned, and whimpered as she writhed in a lurid dance beneath her own scuffing fingers.

Reaching the peak fast and hard, she hovered over the precipice. Poised like a ballerina straining on points, Ava craved to pirouette into the inveigling bliss. Thankfully the thought of defying Quinn sent a wave of panic cresting through her. With a groan of frustration, she dropped her hands and gripped the soft cotton bedspread in her fists. Beads of sweat dotted her brows. Her chest heaved as she fought to catch her breath and uncoil from the brink of disaster.

Ava didn’t fare much better in the bathtub. As her need to orgasm grew, so did her irritation. Denying the roiling demand pelting her was far easier with Quinn beside her. She had little trouble holding back while gazing at his sexy green eyes, the slash of his rugged brow, and his raspy tone warning her not to come. But alone in the tub without his Dominant presence, Ava struggled to hold back her release while a bleak and hollow emptiness engulfed her.

She needed Quinn there to help guide her through this daunting battle of self-control. But she was on her own, which stirred a subtle hint of resentment to worm its way inside her. Why was she finding this task so damn daunting? Then, like a bolt of lightning, it dawned on her. Quinn’s conniving Dominance and her overzealous libido were to blame.

“That little sneak,” she groused out loud. “He hasn’t let me come in over three weeks. Quinn, you devious, wicked man.”

And why was Ava just realizing she’d gone so long without orgasm? “Because Quinn is a damn good Master, that’s why,” she chuckled.

He’d also kept her content and in her submissive frame of mind by bestowing heartwarming praise as she sated his desires. At the time, she didn’t feel the need for her own pleasure when she was tending to Quinn’s.

With a newfound awareness, she drained the water and stepped out of the tub. Grabbing a thick, fluffy towel, Ava dragged the plush fabric over her flesh, cringing when it chaffed her hyper-sensitized nerve endings. Patting the moisture from her mound, she feared she might detonate like a Cape Canaveral rocket if the material touched her clit. When she finished drying off, Ava strode back into the bedroom.

Gathering her courage, she yanked the comforter back and flopped onto the mattress. Tugging the blindfold in place before easing back onto the cool sheets, she let her slender legs dangle off the side of the bed. The last thing she wanted to do was touch herself again. She wasn’t convinced she possessed enough self-discipline to keep from soaring over the edge this time.

Her hand hovered over her mound.

He’s your Master and you are his slave. You can do this. Besides, he’d rather you tried and failed than outright gave up, the voice inside her beseeched.

Determined not to fail him or herself, Ava spread her legs wide before inching a trembling finger to her cunt. Parting her pouty flesh, she began slowly circling her stiff, pulsating clit. With her brain already saturated in endorphins and dopamine, Ava didn’t slide languidly toward the heavens—she catapulted like a shooting star.

In a matter of seconds, she was panting and writhing and straining to hear the snick of the door—past desperate for Quinn to arrive and save her…grant permission to satiate the demand clawing within. Holding on by sheer will alone, the only sounds Ava heard were her own panting and pathetic moans.

“Oh, god…oh, god,” she chanted breathlessly, thrashing her head from side to side. “Please, Quinn. Where the hell are you? I…I can’t hold on.”

Without warning, a gentle breeze wafted over the slick, hot juice flowing from her center. It was almost as if someone had displaced the air around her.

Quinn. Thank heavens.

Still strumming her clit, Ava managed to stop thrashing. She held her breath, waiting for him to give her permission. But when no words were spoken, she wondered if her mind was playing tricks on her. No, even with the scorching demand rising inside, Ava’s intuition told her that she wasn’t alone. The air felt heavy, as if weighed with a human aura. But if it were Quinn, he would have touched her or said something to make his presence known.

Fear, icy and cold, blasted through her. The air stilled in her lungs, and she fought the knee-jerk reaction to rip the blindfold free. No, she couldn’t allow her will to undermine her submission.

“Master?” she asked in a whisper laced with fear.

Her question was met with silence. Ava’s heart hammered against her ribs. She inhaled a deep breath, searching for a hint of Quinn’s expensive cologne, but only the scent of her heavy arousal lay pungent and tart in the air. Convinced she was being watched, her mind swam with unnerving images. Had some homicidal maniac bypassed the thumbprint security? Was some deviant gazing at her splayed out and pleasuring herself, or had Carlos returned for some unknown reason, too embarrassed to say anything? Had Quinn ordered room service to be delivered before he arrived?

The thought of some stranger observing her provocative show terrified her, but the image of a man stroking his own cock watching as she masturbated sent a rush of slickness to spill into her palm. Ava swallowed tightly. God, what was wrong with her? A wave of disgust crested through her, and she unconsciously reached for the blindfold. As her fingers met the satin fabric, an inner war between woman and submissive raged.

“Master?” she asked once more, terror rising in her voice.

Silence.

The blistering need within her had now been replaced by cold, unmitigated fear. Still, Ava was unwilling to fail Quinn or succumb to the terror clawing within. Sucking in a choppy breath, she raised her chin.

“Who’s there?” she demanded defiantly. “Answer me. If that’s you, Quinn…say something. Anything…please.” Her brave façade crumbled and her voice cracked.

Through the deafening sound of her heart hammering in her ears, Ava heard a soft rustling of movement. Straining, she listened intently, but the barely perceptible flutter didn’t repeat. Still, the pervasive feeling of another human in the room weighed even heavier in the air and Ava’s fears careened into orbit.
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Quinn stood at the edge of the bed, drinking in the sight of his gorgeous submissive. Ava owned his heart, mind, body, and soul. Watching her struggle so sweetly filled him with unmitigated pride. His chest rose and a lump of emotion lodged in his throat. A part of him wanted to speak…take away the panic and chaos rolling off her in wave after potent wave. But another part of him didn’t want to break the spell. Her determination to please him was an arousing, heady, and erotic sight. A sight that fed his Dominance, like a twelve-course meal.

With his gaze locked on her swollen pink pussy, Quinn unconsciously licked his lips as he watched the glistening, spicy nectar sliding down her busy fingers. She was beyond stunning. Even his throbbing erection agreed as it leapt against the zipper of his trousers, anxious to nudge between her slick, succulent folds. To press past the inviting bow of her lips and drive deep into her soft, slippery throat.

Christ, she was gorgeous, in both body and soul.

A smile tugged his lips when she defiantly called him out, but quickly faded as her voice cracked. Ava had begun to crumble…succumbing to her own fears at Quinn’s drawn-out silence.

“Please…whoever is in this room with me…say something,” she begged in a desperate whimper.

Ava was strong and he savored her tenacity and courage. It was only part of what made her submission such a raw and unique gift. And he drank in every drop she willingly gave, like a fine aged whiskey.

As he bent in close to her glistening pussy, her intoxicating fragrance filled his senses. Quinn’s mouth watered and he grew light-headed. Every cell in his body longed to latch his lips over her freshly waxed mound and lap up every drop of her hot, spicy nectar. Tongue-fuck her into oblivion before driving balls deep inside her wicked cunt until they were both sated and unconscious. Instead, he gritted his teeth and blew out a feather-soft breath over her wet sex.

“Oh, god,” she cried in a moan of defeat. “I’m scared.”

Quinn’s heart sputtered as he watched Ava curl into a fetal position, then burrow her face beneath her arms…hiding from the embarrassment and fears that consumed her. The sound of her sobs filled him with a potent sense of Dominance. Her tears were the ultimate treasure. A gift he coveted more than when she knelt at his feet. When Ava stripped away the exterior shell and opened her submissive soul in such a way, it filled him with hope that all aspects of the lifestyle could be attained with his alluring slave.

Quinn knew it was time to rescue his love.

Bending, he gripped the back of her neck and hauled her upright before latching a fist into her soft, brown hair. Ava cried out, struggling and fighting as he firmly guided her face to his crotch. Forcing her to inhale his scent, Quinn pressed her nose tight against his trousers and his straining cock. After drawing in the first breath, Ava instantly relaxed and wrapped her arms around his hips, fisting his pants in a death grip of salvation.

“Oh, Quinn,” she murmured. “Thank god it’s you. I was so scared.” Her warm breath leached through the material of his pants and he bit back a growl.

“Who?” he thundered. With a fist full of her silky hair, he forced her chin to tilt upward. He smiled at the perfectly shaped O of her lips and the blindfold blocking him from her view.

“Master,” Ava whispered. “I thought you were—”

“Do you have permission to speak?” Quinn barked.

Taking a step back, he regretted cutting off her lifeline, but he’d given her a taste of contentment and couldn’t gamble giving her more. Drawing his free hand back, he landed two stinging blows upon the insides of her buttery-soft thighs. Quinn clenched his jaw as Ava jolted and sucked in a startled breath. Even the miniscule touch of her flesh played havoc with his control. He’d only just started putting her through her paces, and already he ached to throw all his plans aside and sate his own thrumming desires. But he couldn’t. Too much was at stake. If he didn’t cement their Master/sub relationship here and now, Quinn feared she might slip through his fingers. He loved her too much to allow that to ever happen.

He’d started planning this with Ava over three months ago, after realizing she’d come to expect a predictable play routine. Their sessions had grown stagnant. Something had to be done in order for them to press forward and explore a deeper level of the power exchange.

Quinn had no one to blame but himself. He’d allowed work to consume his every waking thought. He’d lost focus from where it belonged—on Ava and pushing her submissive limits.

He aimed to give her both guidance and control…something they both craved. She’d expect the usual, and for that reason alone, Quinn had to stray far from the norm. If he didn’t, she’d readily hand over her power. Though that’s exactly what they both wanted and needed, Quinn wanted to forge a deeper, more meaningful relationship with Ava.

In order to do that, he’d have to keep her on her toes and throw her off-kilter. She’d likely fight him most every step of the way. But the reward for them both when she finally ceded her control would make it even more delicious, for him and for her.

Her body heat surrounded him in an enticing blanket. He had to put some distance between them before he fucked up and lost his head and tossed his plans to the wind. He took another step back.

“You disobeyed me.” His tone was flat and cold. She winced. “My directions were clear, were they not?”

“Yes, but I—”

“You were afraid. I know.” He cut her off and watched her lips begin to tremble. “But your fears were unfounded, weren’t they?”

“Yes, Master,” she whispered guiltily. “I didn’t mean to fail you. I simply wasn’t sure who was in the room with me. My mind wandered to scary places it shouldn’t have.”

Quinn inched forward and fisted her silky hair. Ava straightened and sat as still as a statue as he drew a thumb over her tempting bottom lip. “Do you think I’d let anyone have free reign over you in any way?”

“No, Sir,” Ava answered quickly.

“Oh, you don’t, huh?” he taunted. “What if that’s what I wanted? Hmm?” Quinn felt a barely perceptible tremor skitter through her body. She opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out. “What if I wanted to sit and watch while another man…or woman used you? Would you allow that? Allow some stranger to take their pleasure with you?”

“I—I don’t…is that what you want?” she gasped. Her body tensed as if on high alert.

“Answer me.”

She swallowed audibly. “We’d have to discuss…negotiate a situation like that, Sir.”

“Yes, we would,” he replied. “Tell me, princess…the minute you realized you weren’t alone any longer, why the sudden gush from your pussy?”

A quivering breath fluttered past her lips. Her body grew more rigid as a pink hue rolled from her chest and settled on her cheeks. “I—I don’t know,” she answered, slightly dropping her chin.

Quinn knew she was lying. He didn’t like the fact that she wanted to keep anything from him, especially her fantasies. “I think you do. I think we both do. Remember all the times I’ve pressed you up against the glass in my office and fucked you from behind? All those times I whisper in your ear…I wonder who’s watching us, princess. I wonder who’s getting hard and wet watching me fuck your sweet, dripping pussy. You come like a goddamn freight train, my love. You like the idea of some stranger watching you at your most vulnerable and uninhibited state. It turns you the hell on, doesn’t it, princess?”

Her blush turned a deep crimson but she still remained silent. Quinn clenched his jaw and cinched her mane even tighter. “I asked you a question, Ava.”

“Yes,” she replied in a murmur so low he almost didn’t hear her.

Quinn bent and pressed a feather-soft kiss to her lips in reward for her sharing what he knew was an embarrassing secret…at least to Ava. For him, it was a clearing of the path he intended to forge with her, later.

With a flick of his wrist, he released her hair. “Present your ass to me, girl. Hands and knees. On the bed. Now,” he snarled.

As Ava scrambled into position, he watched her tremble while she lowered her cheek to the sheet. With her smooth, milky-white orbs raised to cock level, Quinn wanted to howl. She would surely be the death of him if he didn’t get inside her soon.

“I’m sorry, Master,” Ava whispered.

“For what?”

“I—I don’t know,” she mumbled.

“Allow me to help you then, princess,” he scolded with a grin, grateful she couldn’t see his delighted expression. “Are you sorry for failing to follow my instructions? Or perhaps you’re wanting to apologize for trying to weasel out of answering my last question. Or is it for something altogether different, Ava?”

Her shoulders sagged. Quinn was indeed keeping her off-kilter. Dangling her over the cusp of submission by calling her princess, yet keeping her from fully submerging into the right headspace when he called her by her given name. Again she didn’t reply. He’d either disarmed her with his knowledge of her private fantasy or she was trying to devise the answer she thought he wanted to hear.

Both were unacceptable.

With a shake of his head, he drew back his hand and landed a loud, firm slap over her soft butt cheeks. Her body jolted as she let out a short yelp of surprise.

“If it’s pain you want, princess, all you have to do is ask,” he whispered close to her ear. “But if it’s pleasure you’re seeking, you’re going about it the wrong way.”

“No, Master. I want pleasure…I mean, I want to give you pleasure,” she quickly amended.

He chuckled softly. Yes, he wanted that, too…eventually. “You’ll please me by answering my questions without hesitation.”

“I’m sorry for both,” she blurted out.

“Very good,” he praised, skimming his palm over the fiery red imprint left by his hand. When she purred, Quinn couldn’t help but grin. “I want you to share everything with me, princess. Not just your body but your fantasies, your secrets and dreams.”

He reached down, lightly tapping the insides of her thighs. Ava obliged his wordless command by inching her knees apart wider, granting him a stunning view of her swollen, wet pussy and tightly puckered rosebud. Quinn ached to ruthlessly plunder both openings, but instead he swiped a finger though her glistening folds, coating the tip with her sultry-hot slickness. Ava moaned and slowly rolled her hips as he painted the moisture over the opening of her gathered rim. Goosebumps erupted over her flesh, and a delightful shudder quaked through her.

Moving of their own accord, his other fingers delved into her hot, slick core. He closed his eyes, savoring her heat and the quickening rising inside him. “You feel like silk, princess…soft, luscious silk,” he murmured in a voice rife with hunger.

Ava whimpered. Her tunnel clutched around his slowly stroking digits. His cock was howling to be enveloped deep within her liquid walls. Grudgingly he lifted both hands away, watching with an inward growl as her passage grasped at nothing but air.

“Count for me, princess.” Her entire body tensed. He wanted to chuckle. “Surely you realize you’ve earned a punishment.”

“But I’ve learned my lesson, Sir,” she replied with a wheedling tone.

Ah, the little minx. Wanting to forgo pain and try to coax him into giving her nothing but pleasure had Quinn wishing he’d had the forethought to hide a nice, thick paddle under the bed. But then again, he always preferred a more hands-on approach when it came to doling out Ava’s punishments.

As she began counting each slap, her voice carried out loud and strong. But by the time he’d landed six and seven, her voice quivered. Quinn wanted her tears. He knew he wouldn’t have to wait long. Without a proper warm-up, Ava’s tolerance for pain was virtually nil. There wasn’t any familiarity for her to cling to, and that’s exactly where he needed her. Even before he drew his hand back for number ten, Ava was crying. Her sobs stoked that primal, visceral need to mold her even more infinitely beneath his firm and loving hands.

The sting on his palm served to sharpen his focus like a well-honed blade. His psyche shifted into a deeper level of Dom space. Nothing existed now except Ava and the beauty of her struggling to process the pain.

Up until a few weeks ago, Quinn would have stopped the punishment and sipped her tears, and softly caressed her reddened flesh before taking her to the heavens. Of course, that’s exactly what she expected him to do, but Quinn couldn’t relent. This was new ground…new territory for both of them, and Ava held the key to their future. If he couldn’t entice her to hand over her power, all Quinn’s plans would evaporate, like smoke on the wind.

Sucking in a hopeful breath, he landed his hand over her angry red backside five more times in rapid succession. Ava lifted onto all fours, her body taut and rigid as marble. Tossing back her head, she unleashed an ear-piercing scream. Quinn issued an inward curse…he’d lost her to the pain. Every fiber in his being wanted to wrap his arm around her waist, draw her flush against his chest, and whisper praises in her ear. Instead, he placed his wide, hot palm at the small of her back, and pressed her into position once again.

Her pitiful sobs echoed in his ears, made his cock jerk, and forced him to clench his jaw. Quinn wanted to yank off her blindfold and sip the tears as they spilled down her cheeks…drink in the life force that fed his Dominance.

*     *     *

Unaccustomed to this new side of Quinn, Ava tried to analyze his harsh and uncompromising demeanor, but the blistering fire crawling down her legs and up her spine made focusing impossible. The searing pain of his spanking engulfed her and blocked out all rational thought.

She felt lost. Cast out in a furious typhoon of uncertainty on a flimsy inflatable raft. Clutching her fists in the sheet, desperate to feel his rugged body draped over her while he whispered words of praise in her ear, Ava wondered if or when she’d find solid ground once again. Any hint of reassurance would be a godsend, yet Quinn seemed determined to withhold even a sliver of security, opting instead to continue his barrage of unrelenting punishment.

Ava was consumed by the faltering feelings and an unfamiliar sense of panic swelled inside her. And for the first time ever, she contemplated using her safeword. No. Quinn was only leading her into unfamiliar territory. That wasn’t enough to warrant her calling a halt to the punishment…a punishment she’d patently earned.

And if she were truly honest with herself, he wasn’t giving her more than she could handle, either. The fact that he hadn’t warmed her up prior to administering the punishment was what made the pain seem unbearable. In the past, he’d used paddles and, on occasion, a crop. Ava hadn’t folded and sobbed the way she did now. She’d ridden the pain, encompassed by the sublime and euphoric subspace floating in her mind.

Waves of displeasure rolled off him and seemingly crackled in the air, but the choking sobs burning the back of her throat made it impossible for Ava to offer up an apology.

Suddenly, Quinn smoothed his hand over her ass. She jerked in surprise and tried to will the taut muscles to turn to liquid so she could savor his benevolence. But his light, adoring touch felt as if he were scouring the raw nerve endings of her flesh with sandpaper. Inwardly screaming in protest, Ava longed to crawl away from his touch, but that would only add to the punishment she hoped was finished. Gritting her teeth, she panted through the pain and attempted to ride the blistering waves zipping through her body.

Only when Quinn bent and began trailing tender kisses over her enflamed orbs did Ava relax. She even sighed in relief as his firm, soft lips worked their magic, assuaging the pain and turning her bones to melted butter. Yes, the worst was over; she’d paid the penance and atoned for her disobedience. And just when she thought she’d endured all the pain Quinn wished to dispense, he sank his teeth into her throbbing flesh, like a rabid dog attacking its prey. Agony exploded, rolling up her spine; her brain begged her to flee.

“Goddammit, Quinn,” Ava hissed as she blindly scrambled across the bed. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” The hateful question launched out of her mouth before she knew what she was saying.

“Excuse me, princess?” Quinn asked in a tone ripe with indignation. “Do I need to shove a big, red ball gag between those pretty lips of yours? Or maybe I should fill your mouth with my hard cock to curb any more of your recalcitrant remarks. Hmmm?”

She swallowed tightly. Though his question was rhetorical, Ava opted for his cock over the nasty, ball gag. The damn thing made her jaw ache and caused her to drool like a dog salivating over a steak. If she was to earn a sore jaw, she’d rather achieve it by worshiping his cock.

“I’m sorry, Master. I—I didn’t mean to lash out like that.”

“Then why did you?”

His question came from right beside her. Ava swiveled her head toward his voice, completely unaware that Quinn had moved to this side of the bed. “It’s… You’re doing different things to me.”

“I certainly am.”

The humor in his voice both perplexed and ticked her off. “I don’t understand, what you’re doing. What do you want from me?”

“Everything,” he chuckled before his tone turned stern. “Do you trust me?”

“You know I do.”

“Hmm, I’m not totally convinced that’s true, sweetheart.”

Quinn stroked his fingers over her cheek. Ava nuzzled into his touch. Suddenly, the questions and worries that had been pinging through her calmed and leveled out.

“It is the truth. I swear. It’s just that I can’t seem to find my place…my center. The feeling that I’m connected to you.”

She felt his fingers slide to the edge of the blindfold before he lifted the fabric and peeled it away. Ava blinked at the harsh light as his face came into focus. His dazzling green eyes were brimmed in pride and lust but, most of all, reflected an unconditional love. All at once, her heart swelled, and the contentment she’d sought enveloped her in a blanket of peace.

“I told you I was going to push you farther than you’ve ever gone, didn’t I?”

“Yes, Sir, but I didn’t think that I’d feel so…”

“So what, my love?” he prodded.

“Lost…struggling to find my submissive place.”

“But that’s exactly how I want you to feel. Do you know why?”

“No.” Ava shook her head.

She sat quietly, waiting for him to explain. Explain why he aimed to shake the foundation out from under her in such an unusual and disquieting way. Tendrils of self-doubt began to web through her system. Was she lacking to provide him with the type of submission he craved? Had the failure to follow his task been as much of a disappointment to him as had been to her? Questions cluttered her mind. Ava’s anxiety mounted as she patiently waited for him to say…something.

As if gathering his thoughts, Quinn pursed his lips, then flashed her a devastating smile. His eyes twinkled as he eased onto the bed beside her. Ava exhaled the boulder of tension from her lungs, and her heart sputtered. The heat of his body and masculine scent—a mixture of woodsy cologne and soap—surrounded her like a blanket of reassurance. Ava wanted to climb into his arms, curl up against his steely chest, and stay there for all time.

“A Master pushes limits, princess. It’s his job. I’ve been neglecting my duty to you…to us. But I intend to make that up, starting here and now.”

“You’ve not been neglecting me. You’ve been busy… We both have. Besides, I like the things we do. I…” Did she dare say it? “I know where I stand…what my role is, and where my place is in our BDSM relationship.”

“And therein lies the problem, princess. It’s time to move past the things you like, and push to another level to find more fulfillment than we’ve experienced thus far.”

Ava’s heart sank. In a backhanded way, Quinn confirmed her biggest fear—she wasn’t meeting his expectations. What if she never attained the level he desired? What then? Would he kiss her good-bye and seek out another sub…one with more experience, who could make him happy?

The thought made her want to throw up.

Quinn cupped her chin, forcing her gaze. Studying her with his moss-colored eyes, he sliced her open like a scalpel. Quinn had always possessed an almost freakish ability to read her thoughts. The slash of his brow told her he’d picked up on the guilt and shortcomings that wheedled their way into her brain.

With a frown settled over his mouth, he stood and extended his hand. She stared at his wide palm and capable fingers before accepting his invitation as he helped her from the bed. His skin was hot, setting off a familiar current of electricity that tingled up her arm and sent a low vibration humming through her system.

He moved his hand to the small of her back. A ripple of delight rolled up her spine as Quinn led her across the room to a nondescript wooden door. Funny, she hadn’t even noticed the portal when she’d unpacked. Of course, her mind had been focused on other things.

She watched as he lifted a small key from his pocket. With a tiny snick, the lock disengaged and the door swung open. Peering inside, Ava sucked in a gasp.
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A hidden dungeon unfolded before her. The scent of leather permeated her senses as she skimmed a gaze over the numerous paddles, crops, and whips suspended by individual hooks along the wall. Every type of BDSM implement, from innocuous to frightening, was at Quinn’s disposal. There were several pieces of dungeon furniture, as well. A thickly padded table, spanking bench, and sturdy-looking suspension frame, but Ava’s eyes stilled on the massive St. Andrews cross, situated in the middle of the room.

Her mouth went dry. While she’d experienced some of the implements in private play with Quinn, like the flogger, nipple clamps, and crop, she’d only seen some of the other toys, like whips and quirts, used on other subs at Club Genesis.

A palpable wave of Dominance rolled from Quinn’s body, lending an air of formality to the atmosphere. Ava knew he’d purposefully acquired this special room for more than a relaxing session with a thuddy, heavy flogger followed by hours of lovemaking. He aimed to make their time together in the private dungeon serious and memorable.

A tiny shudder passed through her. Did she have the mettle to buck up and venture into the unknown without leaving claw marks on the drywall? She wasn’t sure, but she knew she had to try to meet his Dominant needs.

“Before we begin,” Quinn stated, placing his strong hands on her shoulders and turning her to face him. “I am pleased with you, princess. You bring me much joy and happiness, and the power you give me…well, I couldn’t be a prouder Master.”

She leveled him with a wide-eyed stare. Yes, he’d read every one of her insecurities as if she were an open book.

“This isn’t a test of your submission, my love. It’s simply an exploration of fantasies…yours and mine.”

His words were laced in wicked promise. A flutter of confidence began to bubble inside her. “I’d love nothing more than to make all your fantasies come true, Master.”

“Let’s see if we can do just that then, my precious princess.”

Quinn’s wide, satisfied smile sent her heart racing and a sense of triumph warming in her veins. He pressed a sweet kiss to her forehead, then led her across the room to the big, polished cross. Without a word, he wrapped her wrists in fleece-lined leather cuffs. Ava’s body trembled in anticipation. While he bound her ankles to the cross in another set of cuffs, she slightly mourned the loss of being bound by his soft rope. The ability to move her torso freely felt strange, and would take a bit of getting used to, but Ava sucked in a deep breath and focused on her cuffed limbs.

Peeking over her shoulder, she expected to see Quinn stripping out of his dress clothes, but instead she watched as he plucked several toys from their hooks. Stealing glances beneath her long lashes, she watched him place several items on the table beside her before he arched a brow in her direction.

“Eyes toward the front, princess. You don’t need to fret over the toys I’ve chosen. Your job is to relax and savor the pleasure I give you.” An eager smile kicked up the corners of his mouth. Moving in close, he cupped a hand to her nape, then softly massaged her tense muscles. “What is your safeword, my love?” he asked in a low, buttery voice.

“Bats.” Ava had chosen that specific word based on her phobia of the nasty, winged rats.

“Very good,” he praised in a loving tone. “I want you to close your eyes and relax while you open your mind. Focus on the sound of my voice and hand over your control to me, princess. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

Ava issued a resolute nod, wondering when he was going to get naked. But Quinn simply remained behind her, kneading the knots from her neck and shoulders. She quickly realized he had no intention of following the patterns of the past… the systematic progression she’d grown accustomed to. She suddenly felt overexposed and uncomfortably vulnerable in a prickly way.

Relax and open your mind, he’d instructed. With an inward nod, she exhaled a calming breath. But when he stepped away, a palpable hum sang though her as she restlessly lingered…waiting for him to begin. Not knowing what he planned to do was driving her out of her mind.

*     *     *

Quinn trailed a long, slow gaze up and down Ava’s naked body. She was a vision of absolute beauty. He could have stared at her luscious body cuffed to the cross for the rest of his life. But then they’d both miss out on the pleasures he planned. Still, he found he couldn’t look away from the view of her stretched out…all that inviting pale flesh was a tempting canvas. She even still bore a hint of pink upon her supple ass cheeks. He found it impossible to keep from touching her again. Drawing his wide palms up and down the length of her back, Quinn began reinforcing the Dom/sub connection. Soothing and centering his girl, he branded her trust, absorbed her love, and treasured the power she relinquished all the way to his soul.

The musky scent emanating from her pussy filled his senses, making him edgy with need. Quinn continued to massage Ava’s shoulders and spine, feeling her tension melt beneath his fingers until she slumped against the wooden frame.

A tiny smile tugged at his lips. He was already losing her to the lure of subspace. He was often amazed how she tumbled off so quickly, but then most everything about Ava blew his mind. No other woman understood him the way Ava did. Quinn had been around the block enough to know this gorgeous creature splayed out before him held his future in her soft, slender hands.

Leaning in, he pressed a light kiss at the base of her neck. Closing his eyes, he savored the steady pulse of her heart upon his lips. Ava exhaled a soft and blissful sigh as she seemed to further float away. It was time to bring her back to the surface, at least for a little bit, before he allowed subspace to pull her away once more.

Plucking up the paddle lined with rabbit fur, Quinn weighed it in his palm. The wide, polished wood was heavy…heavy enough to snag her attention but not vicious enough to make her climb the cross. Drawing the paddle back, he landed a quick slap to her pink cheeks. With a gasp, Ava jerked before snapping her head his direction and pinning him with a wicked glare.

He bit back a grin and gave her another swat. “Is there a problem, princess?” he asked in a taunting, lyrical tone as he petted the fur side of the paddle over her orbs.

“No. You, uh, surprised me is all,” she replied nervously.

“And I thoroughly intend to keep surprising you, my love.”

“So you’ve said,” she mumbled under her breath.

“Oh, my sassy little minx,” Quinn chuckled. “That attitude will cost you.”

Ava groaned and turned her head back to the cross. While he loved her feisty, cheeky personality, he knew he’d been far too lenient with her in the past. Quinn didn’t bother trying to hide a grin as he watched her tighten her butt cheeks in anticipation of another swat. No doubt Ava was trying to gain a foothold, but she had no idea he intended to make that an impossible feat.

With the flick of his wrist, Quinn landed the paddle against her flesh once again before assuaging the burn with the soft, silky fur. In the past, he would have slowly warmed her up before setting her free to languish in subspace. He would have untied her from the stunning Shibari knots and made passionate love until they both drifted off to sleep…sweaty and sated. But not today. Quinn planned to ride the razor’s edge and push past her comfortable plateau.

Unbeknownst to Ava, the many meetings he’d attended outside the office over the past four weeks had instead been training sessions. He’d arranged for Mika LaBrache, owner of Club Genesis—the private BDSM club where Quinn had first laid eyes on Ava—to teach him how to throw a single tail. Mika had offered up his beautiful slave, Emerald, to bottom for Quinn once he’d learned to control the whip. That he’d put that much faith in Quinn’s abilities made him respect the dungeon owner even more.

Quinn continued caressing her backside with the fur. Reaching over, he lifted the thick, heavy flogger to remove the single tail hidden beneath it. Gripping the cool, plaited leather, he quickly inspected the new threaded popper at the end. Rolling his wrist, he swished the long leather tongue through the air, gaining a feel of its nature. Mika had taught Quinn on several different whips, explaining that each one had its own unique and individual demeanor. Once confident with the reach and temperament of the whip, Quinn raised his shoulder and flicked his wrist, causing a deliciously wicked crack to fill the air.

“What the fuck?” Ava screeched as she jerked her head toward the sound, sending the metal couplings of her cuffs to clank and clatter against the cross.

“What did you say?” Quinn asked in a low, menacing growl. “Did I give you permission to curse me?”

“No, Sir, but…what in the he…heavens are you planning to do with that?” she sputtered.

“Why, I’m going to use it on your ass. What else would I do with it?”

“Oh, no.” Ava shook her head adamantly. “I don’t do whips.”

“You do now,” he chuckled before clearing his throat and addressing her in a formidable and authoritative tone. “Unless you use your safeword. Is that what you want to do?”

Ava took several long seconds to ponder his question then pinched her lips together and shook her head.

“Good. Now face the front. Not another word unless you need to safeword out. Understood?”

Ava shot him a curt but resigned nod. Her eyes danced with the struggle to hold on to her sense of self versus relinquishing her power. The internal tug-of-war made his blood boil with pride. Quinn ached to coax every drop of her submission.

Damn…he was crazy in love with this woman.

A visible tension had returned to her body, and her subtle shiver told him that she was scared of the whip. And that was exactly where he wanted her…unsure and taken in by her own preconceived notions of pain the toy was capable of inflicting. Of course, she didn’t know any better, and it was up to him to enlighten her.

Shifting the whip to his left hand, Quinn reached back and gripped the heavy flogger from the table. With a loud thwack, he landed the wide leather tails across her ass. Ava jumped. No, that wasn’t what she’d expected, and it filled him with delight. As he rhythmically slapped the soft fronds over her shoulders, back, and butt, Ava once again slumped against the cross as kitten-like purrs slid from her lips.

Guiding Ava deeper and deeper to that serene place inside her, Quinn felt himself shift into a more compelling level of Dom space once more. Everything around him began to blur and disappear, everything except Ava. He settled his focus solely on her, watching as the recoil of the flogger nudged her onto her toes. Studying every breath she inhaled and exhaled while his arm directed the leather tassels like a conductor’s baton.

Once he had lured her into a false sense of security, Quinn replaced the flogger with the whip. Moving in close behind her, he snaked the cold, plaited leather between her shoulder blades. Ava sucked in a quick breath, and her body jerked as he yanked her out of her reverie. He leaned in against her back and nuzzled his face against her slender neck. Rubbing his jaw over her smooth flesh, he abraded her skin with the prickly scruff adorning his face. Her squeal of laughter echoed in his ears as she crimped her shoulders, trying to ward off his ticklish assault.

With a grin, Quinn cinched a hand in her hair, then jerked her head back. As he bathed her neck in soft kisses, biting and nipping his way up her silky flesh, Ava purred in delight. Her sweet sounds of surrender vibrated over his lips, making his eager cock jerk once again. It would be nothing short of a miracle if he didn’t come in his pants like a horny teen before this session was through. Gripping the flogger once more, Quinn landed the heavy tails over and over again, leading Ava back into the blissful depths of peace.

*     *     *

Lulled by the rhythmic thud of the flogger, her anxiety over the frightening whip bled from Ava’s system. She found comfort in the relaxing tempo, but every time Quinn paused, she held her breath. Poised to feel the cold, evil whip slide over her flesh again, she hoped he’d settle a sweet, enticing kiss upon her neck instead. Hands down, she preferred his kisses, but Quinn had her so off-balance she wondered if he intended to use the whip at all, or if he simply wanted to mind-fuck her to death.

You’re not thinking like a sub, her inner voice scoffed.

Ava truly wanted to settle into a proper state of mind. She could, too if Quinn would simply warm her up like he usually did and take her to the heavens. Unfortunately he had other things in mind, and dammit, she wanted to know what he planned to pluck out of his bag of tricks.

Suddenly, his warm breath breezed over the side of her neck. Ava closed her eyes. Yes. Yes. This is what she wanted…Quinn’s tender, loving, passionate side. She breathed in his reassuring masculine scent, and the ground beneath her grew stable, solid, and secure. Turning her head, she offered him her lips. But when he didn’t kiss her, Ava lifted her heavy eyelids. He stood staring at her. His sage-colored eyes had turned dark and permeated with a clit-throbbing hunger she wanted to satisfy.

“Expecting something, princess?” he taunted as a wicked smile of delight lit up his face.

“I need a kiss, Sir.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

“Please,” she begged, hoping he would oblige her request.

“No.” He shook his head, effectively plucking the hope from inside her. “Let go, Ava. Take what I give and stop trying to top from the bottom. You’re not in control of this session: I am, and you’re making my job harder than it needs to be.”

“I’m not topping from the bottom,” she argued with a disgruntled pout. “You always kiss me when I need it.”

“Ah, but do you really need a kiss, or simply want one?” His cinnamon brows furrowed.

All right, so she wanted one. When had that become a crime? “I’m not trying to be difficult. It’s just that…I’m struggling here…Sir.”

“I know you are, but I’ve no intention of submitting to you while you try dictating my Dominance.”

Though his words were spoken softly and filled with love, Quinn’s message came through loud and clear.

“I know. I’m trying. I really am.”

He pressed a feather-light kiss at the corner of her mouth. It technically wasn’t even a kiss. But it would have to suffice since she knew better than to ask for more.

“Try harder for me, princess,” Quinn whispered before placing his palm on the top of her head and directing her to face the cross once more. “Trust me, Ava.”

“I do. You know I do,” she murmured.

“Prove it,” he challenged.

Closing her eyes, she drew in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, repeating the process over and over. She hoped it would calm the riotous anxiety spinning through her while giving him the level of trust he desired. Ava knew in her heart she had nothing to fear, but her brain wasn’t cooperating. While he’d dragged her outside the box of their usual D/s play, Quinn had long ago proven himself a capable Master. His command over her and the aftercare he bathed her in after each session completed her. His sublime affection made her heart constantly soar. Still, she struggled now to let the submissive inside hand over her staunch control.

She’d been conditioned to lead. As senior vice-president of Fusion Productions, Ava juggled a tremendous amount of responsibility. Not only did she secure multimillion-dollar contracts, but Ava had earned a reputation as a cutthroat negotiator. Only Quinn knew which buttons to push to release the pressure her VP role created. And he was the only one she’d ever let put her in such a vulnerable position. His Dominance offered her freedom. Quinn could effortlessly remove the burdens from her shoulders while providing a net of safety in the process. Ava longed for that…longed to feel both small and treasured…ached for the revitalizing and invigorating rebirth he never failed to grant her. So why was she balking at that now?

Hand it over to him, a little voice inside her pled. Let him take it all away.

Inwardly repeating the words of her subconscious, Ava turned them into a mantra while Quinn compelled the same motivation with the flogger. It wasn’t long before the grip on her control lessened. The rhythmic falls landed harder against her flesh, lifting her higher off the floor with the force. A scrumptious burn warmed her ass as she slipped further and further into the familiar abyss of serenity. Her breathing turned shallow. Thick, feminine juice trickled from inside her and clung to her aching, swollen folds.

“That’s my sweet slave,” Quinn crooned in a low, coaxing whisper. “Give me your control, princess. I’ll keep you safe.”

Time and space seemed to slow. Even her thoughts processed like slow-churning molasses while the sounds of the flogger fell distant and muffled. The scent of her own spicy arousal hung in the air like a moist and heavy blanket of need. Suspended and floating like a rowboat lost at sea, Ava slowly realized the flogging had stopped. Forcing herself to rise up from the depths, she didn’t get far before Quinn’s capable fingers dipped between her legs, spreading her slickness over her pulsating clit. Ava rolled her head to the side with a mournful whimper.

“Yes. This is this what you want, isn’t it, princess?” Quinn asked in a tempting whisper as he pressed a tender kiss beneath her ear.

A shiver slithered up her spine, and the heat of his body enveloped her. “Yes,” she moaned, arching her back to rub against his crotch. He stood perfectly still…didn’t reward her with his thick, hard cock plunging deep inside her empty tunnel.

“Such a needy little minx,” he softly chided before pulling away, taking his alluring heat, captivating lips, and enticing scent.

Ava wanted to cry out in frustration, but before she could open her mouth to protest, a feather-soft kiss brushed the left cheek of her ass. Immediately another stroke whispered upon her other orb. Wading through the fog suffusing her brain, Ava realized the absence of his body heat told her Quinn’s lips weren’t anywhere near her. Some type of toy she’d never experienced was responsible for the wispy sensation. But she had no idea what. Surely the soft, soothing kisses weren’t coming from the whip…were they?

Darting a daring glance over her shoulder, Ava’s heart clutched, then began to thunder in her chest as Quinn raised the long, braided leather into the air and flicked his wrist. The whip coiled like a slithering snake before the thin threaded end whisked over her flesh with barely a sigh. The indulgent sensation clashed with the sight of the wicked whip. Ava couldn’t wrap her head around the incongruent impressions warring within.

Quinn pinned her with an unhappy expression before dropping his arm. Eating up the distance between them, he gripped her chin, forcing her gaze. “Were you instructed to watch me, princess?”

“No Sir.”

“Then why are you?”

“I—I wanted to see what you were using on me.”

“Should it matter?”

With an inward curse, Ava shook her head. Dammit, why did she continue to challenge him? Why couldn’t she simply accept what he gave and float away once more? Her own hardheadedness irritated her. She could only imagine how annoyed Quinn must feel. How long would it be before he uncuffed her and called an end to their session? Probably not much longer. The thought filled her with dread.

No. She wanted this…needed to prove to them both that she could give more than she had in the past. Needed to prove that she trusted him. Quinn’s warm breath at her ear drew her focus back where it belonged.

“The whip is nothing like you expected, is it, princess?”

“No, not at all.” She shook her head. “I was afraid it would rip my skin open.”

“I have no desire to be a sadist, my love.”

“Thank god,” she replied on a grateful sigh.

“Now that you know how I intend to use the whip, do we need to discuss this further?”

“No, Sir.”

“Good. Then close your eyes and let me take care of you.”

As she complied, Quinn landed a sharp slap over her ass. She arched back in surprise, and he plucked her nipple, twisting it with a low growl, sending a sensual burn to spread through her. The opposing stings collided in Ava’s midsection to throb in time with her aching clit. Quinn snaked his fingers between her legs and toyed with her sex once again. As he assuaged the sting, Ava felt the burn merge into a hungry quickening she wanted prolonged. Plunging two fingers inside her quivering tunnel, he rubbed her distended clit with his thumb while skimming tender kisses along her neck. As he nibbled on the lobe of her ear, Ava rocked against his hand, soaring high in a matter of seconds.

“Yes…yes,” she moaned, hovering on release.

“You don’t have permission,” Quinn warned with evil delight.

“Please…I need…need to come,” she panted breathlessly.

“Oh, you will, gorgeous. When I decide it’s time. Unfortunately that time isn’t now.”

His denial echoed in her head as he removed his fingers. When he took a step back, irritation clawed through her. “No. No. No,” she whimpered only to have her pitiful sounds of despair met with Quinn’s soft chuckle.

Ava frowned. He enjoyed the fact that she was suffering…enjoyed it far too much.

Suck it up, cupcake. He can’t keep you cuffed here forever.

The thought flittered through her mind, followed by a feeling of sadness that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She wanted to please him, not brood and sulk because he wasn’t giving her exactly what she wanted. The cuffs might be chaining her body but not her mind. It was past time she set her inner submissive free.

When she felt the whip feathering over her backside once more, Ava’s eyes slid shut. Let go. You’re safe. Treasured. Loved. As she repeated the mantra in her head, she slid back into the peaceful darkness, lulled by the rhythmic whisper of the whip.
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Quinn felt frustrated that Ava fought her surrender, though it wasn’t a total surprise. Unlike him, she’d not had time to prepare for any of this. He’d purposely kept his plans a secret, wanting to both gauge and absorb her unguarded and honest reactions. He wanted to see just how far she was willing to go in order to grow.

Ava didn’t like change all that much, hence her struggle now. But Quinn had an even bigger surprise in store for her, one he hoped she would ascertain at dinner. This session was but a precursor…a small stone on the road. She’d soon be scaling a mountain if all went as intended. But first he had to annihilate the barrier she slid between them before his grand plan was revealed.

Summoning all the patience he could muster, he remembered how she’d fought his Dominance in the beginning. Ava hadn’t been a member of Club Genesis long when he’d first met her. She hadn’t scened with any other Dominants, only gained an understanding of the lifestyle by watching others. It wasn’t until he’d managed to give her a taste of subspace that she’d finally handed over her control. And her power was a heady, delightful gift.

He wanted to kick his own ass for not pushing her limits all along, but like a fool, he’d let work commitments rob him of his Dominant focus…Ava. He meant to fix that here and now.

Though she obviously hadn’t yet grasped his design, Quinn held out hope that before the night was through, she’d comprehend the meaning of his strategy. He’d continue to reinforce his presence and command in order to show her how epic their journey could be together.

Quinn didn’t give credence to the little voice inside his head warning this could all backfire in his face. Clenching his jaw in determination, he set the whip down and eased his chest firmly against her back. He felt a slight quiver ripple through her as he drank in the enticing heat pouring off her slender body. Quinn closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath. The scent of her spicy, slick cunt toyed with his senses. Parting his lips, he could almost taste her on his tongue…sweet, warm, delicious. He wanted to groan in frustration but instead pressed his lips against her shoulder as he reached between her legs. Liberally coating his fingers with her fiery essence, Quinn trailed fragile, soft kisses down her shoulder blades as he inched his way to his knees.

Ava’s beguiling purrs and moans spurred him on even more. Mesmerized by the sight of her red-stained orbs, he dipped lower still. Peppering kisses over her crimson flesh, he paused and parted the cheeks of her ass with his thumbs. The sight of her tiny, puckered rosebud made his cock scream. Every fiber in his being shouted for him to release his dick and drive balls deep into her sinful, puckered passage. Denying himself the wicked pleasure of squeezing his throbbing crest through her gathered opening was sheer torture.

But the poor bastard was at the mercy of Ava’s submission. A fact that had him briefly wondering who was submitting to whom.

Leaning in closer, he extended his tongue before flicking the tip over her crinkled rim. Ava issued a mournful groan that morphed into a whimper of approval as she melted against the cross. Quinn issued an inward curse of frustration. Replacing his tongue with a thumb, he craned his neck, spreading open her slippery labia with his other hand before extending his tongue and lapping at her dripping nectar.

With his thumb pressing through her tiny opening, Quinn felt the muscles in her legs tremble against his wide shoulders. And when he extended his tongue to focus on her clit before sliding two fingers into her quivering pussy, Ava cried out in ecstasy.

*     *     *

The feel of his tongue, lips, fingers, and heated breath engulfing Ava’s sex set her ablaze. The conflagration of sensations lit her up brighter than all the lights in Vegas. Demand clamored up her spine and spread like lightning through her limbs. The decadent tingle splintered the ethereal clouds of subspace. But Ava didn’t mind…didn’t mind one damn bit. She tried not to focus too keenly on the overload of pleasure he capably gave, but the blistering need rising inside her was more than she could contain. She prayed Quinn would grant her permission. But the quickening buzzing inside flooded her system. The familiar numbness spread from her core and down her thighs.

“I can’t… hold—”

“Come for me, princess,” Quinn snarled against her pulsating pussy.

The vibration of his words over her flesh combined with his luridly thrusting fingers and invading thumb ignited her toward the heavens like a rocket. Ava screamed out his name as ecstasy had her splintering into a million convulsing shards. Her cunt clutched and milked at his fingers as her cries echoed off the dungeon walls.

Before she could begin to slide back to earth, Quinn stood and moved in close behind her. The metal teeth of his zipper sent a new wave of relief to spread through her.

“Beg for it, baby,” Quinn demanded in a hoarse and needy tone.

“Please…fuck me, Master,” she panted, breathlessly.

“Louder,” he growled.

“Fuck me. Fuck me hard,” she screamed. “I need your cock slamming deep inside me…please.”

Quinn exhaled a curse. He gripped her hair roughly with one hand while he aligned the fat head of his cock against her quaking pussy with the other. With a feral, unmerciful thrust, he drove himself deep inside her. Pain fused with pleasure, and Ava cried out as she worked to accept his invading girth.

“How hard do you want it, princess?” he whispered in an animalistic tone. His warm breath cascading over her ear and down her neck sent a shiver through her. “You feel so goddamn perfect…so hot and silky. I could stay inside your tight little cunt forever.”

“I don’t care,” she panted, needing him to move…needing to feel the friction of his shaft sliding in and out of her sweltering core. “I just want to please you, Master. Take me any way you’d like, but please…I need it now.”

Though he’d pinned her whole body against the cross, Ava rocked her hips, bumping her pelvic bones against the unyielding wood. She’d probably be wearing bruises by morning, but she didn’t care. The only thing she wanted…no, needed, was for Quinn to drive his delicious hard cock in and out of her and relieve the blinding pressure burning inside.

“You need it? Need what?” he taunted, nipping at the fluttering pulse point at the crook of her neck.

Ava issued a mournful groan as she rocked her ass against his steely abs.

“That’s not an answer, princess. Do I need to get the whip back out?”

“No,” she cried. “Oh, god. Help me, Master. I’m dying here.”

“Help you with what?”

His derisive tone and maddening mind games were driving her insane. “Fuck me, goddamnit,” she barked. “Move.”

“Who makes the rules here, girl?” he asked, sinking his teeth into the tender flesh below her earlobe.

The frustration of the moment tried to yank her from where she wanted to be, but Ava clawed her way and held on. “You do, Master,” she whimpered as a tear trickled down her cheek.

“Then tell me what you need…the right way, slave.”

His whiskey-rich inveigling tone dripped over her flesh like thick, warm honey. Ava closed her eyes as a needful whimper rolled over her tongue. “Please…fuck me, slow and deep. The burn is too much. I’m going up in flames. I need you to put this fire out. Please. No one can make it better except you.”

His satisfied hum tickled the rim of her ear as he eased, inch after agonizing inch, from inside her. Ava issued a sigh of relief only to suck in a gasp as Quinn drove himself deep once again. Mewling, she met his thrusts as a new kind of burn enveloped her. A magical, mystical heat that melted her bones and engulfed her in a fiery blaze.

Ava’s head swam. Her body sang. And Quinn pumped past her quivering muscles with a tantalizing and demanding rhythm. He claimed more than her body…he claimed her soul. And she was more than happy to give him that…give him her all. Gone were her reservations, insecurities, and doubts. They’d been replaced by a glorious completeness—a euphoria that only Quinn could give.

“Yes. Oh, god…yes,” she gasped, gripping the edges of the cross.

Ava held on tight as he drove her back up with each rhythmic, feral thrust. His hot breath spilled over her neck. Quinn’s woodsy cologne mingled with the heady tang of sex in the air, driving her need high and hard. Even the fact that Quinn was still fully clothed and the metal of his zipper that chaffed her enflamed orbs didn’t distract from the euphoria suffusing her. The symbolism of her being stripped bare didn’t escape her, either, and understanding seeped into her lust-filled haze.

Quinn wasn’t making love to her, at least not in his usual way. No, he had a purpose for this raw, animalistic act of sex. She simply didn’t know what it could be. Ava’s body began to tense. God, she didn’t want to fail him…not again. Sensing the change in her, Quinn drove deep inside her, then stilled. He burrowed his face against the slope of her neck, dragging his whiskers over her flesh, before trailing his tongue up the side of throat close to her ear.

“Come back to me, princess. Get out of your head. Follow where I lead you,” he murmured in a patient and loving tone.

Lifting her chest from the cross, Quinn wrapped both arms around her and pulled her tight against his rugged body. Surrounded in his decadent heat, she was disappointed by the barrier of clothing separating them. Still, Ava took refuge in his strong arms. He silently held her for several minutes before reaching up and releasing the metal carbine that bound her to the cross. Quinn then clasped each of her wrists and drew her arms down to her sides. Slowly withdrawing himself from inside her, he bent and released the cuffs at her ankles. A wave of panic crested through her. She’d done it…failed to surrender her all to him. Tears stung the backs of her eyes, and Ava desperately tried to blink them away.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice cracking with remorse.

“Shh,” Quinn instructed. “You have nothing to be sorry for, princess. You’ve pleased me, immensely.”

“But…you didn’t finish, Master.”

“No. Not yet, at least.” Smirking, he spun her around to face him and began removing the cuffs from her wrists. “We’re just taking a little break.”

“A-a break?” she stuttered, utterly confused.

“Yes. If we continue playing, we’re going to miss our dinner reservations,” he explained, still wearing an evil grin. “Go into the bedroom. There’s a present for you under the bed. I’ll meet you there after I clean up the dungeon.”

Quinn’s words slowly sliced through the pool of raging estrogen and angry endorphins plowing through her system. A break? Dinner? Is he fucking kidding? Forcing a nod while trying to mask her irritation, Ava turned and marched into the bedroom. Tossing a glance over her shoulder, she watched as Quinn zipped his trousers and gathered up the toys before depositing them into a dark, cloth bag. She was unable to fully process what had just transpired, and an oily film of defeat settled deep in her bones while his words of praise rubbed her raw.

With the conflicting emotions warring, Ava knelt beside the bed and pulled out a large white box with a huge pink bow. After setting the gift on the bed, she carefully untied the ribbon and lifted the lid before peeling back several thin layers of white tissue paper. When the contents came into view, she sucked in a gasp and fell in love with Quinn all over again.

“Mercy,” she whispered as she lifted the breathtaking, champagne-colored evening gown from its box.

Her heart raced with excitement. She darted a glance at Quinn still tidying up the dungeon and couldn’t help but smile. How had he known she’d been coveting this exquisite creation for months? The amazing man had spent a small fortune on the gown. With a trembling finger, she traced the tip over the delicate lace embroidery, caressed the rippling beadwork. She sighed with delight at the feel of the silky satin draped and elegantly tucked upon the seductive sweetheart neckline.

Turning toward Quinn once more, she found him leaning against the doorframe across the room. His eyes sparkled, and a devastatingly handsome smile adorned his sensual mouth. A palpable current of lust rolled off his body, drawing her attention from the dress to the lingering desire still thrumming inside her. While she didn’t completely understand the rules of the game Quinn was playing, Ava had a bit of reciprocal torment to share. Easing off the bed, she strolled toward him, rolling her hips with each languid step. Quinn’s smile grew wider as he pushed off the doorframe, meeting her in the middle of the room.

“Thank you for the amazing dress, Master. It’s gorgeous,”

Quinn cupped her face and pressed a raw, hungry kiss on her lips. “Spoiling you is a treat, my beautiful girl. I can’t wait to see you in and out of it. I plan to peel it off your sexy body later…with my teeth.”

“I can put it on right now, if you’d like?” she countered with a playful smirk.

Kissing her again with a low growl, Quinn slid his hands to her stinging butt cheeks, then lifted her, pressing his bulging erection against her. Ava purred into his mouth, then ground her mound over his luscious hardness. She knew her playfulness would cost her. And it did. He raised a hand from her ass and landed a reprimanding swat as she clenched her cheeks together. The burn spread over her flesh like hot embers in the wind. Yet, still meshed with his mouth, Ava couldn’t help but giggle. That only earned her another spank, but this time she didn’t laugh, she moaned.

“That’s more like it,” he growled with a smile before dipping his head and latching on to one of her nipples.

“Mmm,” she moaned. Arching her back, she lifted her breasts in offering.

God, she loved him more than life itself. And when he took control of her—well…when she let him—nothing on earth could compare to the unadulterated bliss he so effortlessly gave.

He drew his tongue around her areola in slow, languid circles. Ava could feel her nipples growing impossibly harder. And when he sank his teeth into the taut berry tip, she sucked in a gasp and tangled her fingers into his soft, thick hair, basking in the sweet ache spreading over her chest. He released his mouth with an audible pop. She followed his gaze and dropped a stare at her red and distended, glistening wine-colored nipple.

“Take that sexy red ass of yours to the tub while I grab a shower. We need to leave the room in forty-five minutes.”

“Yes, Sir.” She smiled. “Thank you again for the beautiful dress.”

“Anything for you, my princess,” he replied in that low, rough voice that never failed to send a shiver down her spine.

Drawing her bath, Ava sat on the edge of the huge whirlpool tub, watching as Quinn stripped off his clothes. She wanted to weep at the beauty of his thick-corded muscles rippling from his shoulders, down his back, and all the way to his strong, thick arms. But as soon as he stepped out of his trousers, his beautiful engorged cock snagged all her attention. It was long, hard, and lined with thick, throbbing veins, and Ava wanted to crawl to his feet, rise to her knees, and suck him deep into her watering mouth.

“I know what you’re thinking, my love. The answer is no,” Quinn said with a chuckle. “If you behave during dinner, I might have a special treat in store for your dessert.”

“Oh, trust me, Master. I’ll be a perfect angel.”

He chuckled harder and shook his head. “That remains to be seen,” he teased.

With a playful pout, Ava flipped on the jets and stepped into the tub as Quinn turned and made his way into the shower.
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Beneath the hot spray and the billowing steam, Quinn issued a low curse. After forcing himself to pull out of Ava’s snug little cunt, he suspected his throbbing cock wouldn’t forgive him for a couple of centuries. Alone behind the frosted glass of the shower, Quinn found his own private hell. He desperately wanted to wrap a tight fist around his screaming dick and relieve the pressure before his skin split wide open. With a shake of his head, he denied himself once more, opting to let Ava eventually sate the fire churning in his balls.

After stepping from the shower, he wrapped a towel around his waist before peeking into the bedroom. Ava stood in front the mirror, skimming a slender hand over the dress and down the sensual flare of her hips. The gown clinging to the sinful curves of her body looked erotic as hell. Still unaware she was being watched, Ava tugged the matching evening gloves up past her elbows, and he smiled.

“Why on earth did he buy me gloves?” she muttered. “They’re as soft as velvet, but I can’t wear my rings.”

Quinn cleared his throat, grinning as she started and spun toward him. “It’s a test.”

“A test?” Her brows furrowed.

“Yes. You’ll under­stand…event­ually, I hope,” he answered cryptically on purpose. Moving in behind her, he held her gaze in the mirror. “You look alluring…stunningly enchanting, my love.”

A blush climbed up her chest and settled on her cheeks. “Thank you, Master. This dress…it makes me feel like Cinderella. It’s gorgeous. I can’t thank you enough.”

He smiled proudly before pressing a sweet kiss on the back of her neck. Only then did he realize she’d tucked her long chestnut curls up on the back of her head. Only a few swirling tendrils spilled from the elegant arrangement. They tickled his nose as he breathed in her sweet scent.

“Seeing you in the gown is thanks enough, and trust me—you’re far more gorgeous than Cinderella, princess.”

Drinking in a long, zealous look at his girl, Quinn grudgingly stepped back and began to don his black tuxedo. He could feel her eyes boring into his back as he made his way into the dungeon once again. With a grin, he snagged the items he wanted, hiding them behind his back as he turned and strolled into the bedroom.

“Would you like to wear this to dinner for me, princess?” he asked, holding out a fat latex butt plug and a tube of lube.

Ava’s eyes grew so wide Quinn nearly burst out laughing. Instead, he bit the inside of his lip to maintain a somber expression.

“Do I have a choice?” she choked out, eyeing the plug dubiously.

“Of course. You always have a choice, Ava. This aspect of our relationship will never work if it isn’t consensual.”

A pensive expression crawled across her face as she darted several glances between him and the toy. He could almost hear the thoughts stampeding through her head…see the indecision flickering in her pretty hazel eyes.

“I will wear the plug to dinner if that’s what you want, Master.”

“Ah, but I didn’t ask what I wanted, girl. I asked what you wanted.” He watched her mouth open and close as if afraid to give him the wrong answer. Quinn frowned and pinned her with a steady gaze. “And I expect you to give me the truth.”

As if he’d driven a sledgehammer through a frozen lake, the tension drained from her body, and she quickly licked her lips.

“The truth is…no. I don’t want the plug anywhere near me. And I especially don’t want to try and enjoy a romantic dinner with you with that…thing shoved up my butt.”

“Very well.” Quinn nodded as he placed the lube and plug on the nightstand next to the bed. “We’ll save it for after dinner then.”

Ava paled but nodded as a look of anxiety skittered over her face.

“I’ll help keep your mind off the plug, princess. I promise.” Quinn couldn’t hold back a smile any longer. He’d keep her thoughts occupied…very occupied. “Shall we go?” he asked extending his arm.

Inside the posh elevator, he noticed Ava rubbing the tips of her glove-covered fingers together. Reaching out, he threaded his hand through hers. Being unable to touch her skin felt foreign to him, and no doubt to Ava, as well. What he planned next would be equally alien for them both, but Quinn was dying to see how she would respond.

As they made their way toward the restaurant, he spread a wide hand at the small of her back. The Dominant inside him roared at the purely possessive claim, and a confident smile tugged the corners of his mouth as they stepped to the maître ’d podium. Quinn watched as Ava skimmed a glance over the empty tables. Her delicate brow furrowed as she realized they were the only customers in the place.

“I reserved the entire restaurant for us tonight, princess.”

“You what?” she gasped as her eyes grew wide. “Why?”

“I wanted all your attention to myself, love.”

Ava nodded numbly as Dominique, a short, portly man in a well-tailored suit, greeted them. “Ah, Mr. MacKinnon. It’s a pleasure to see you again. The table you requested is ready. If you’d please follow me.”

“Thank you, Dominique.” Quinn nodded.

As he slid his arm around Ava’s waist, they followed the maître ’d up three low stairs to a large, round table situated in the center of the room. All the surrounding tables had been removed per Quinn’s request. He darted a quick glance at the long white tablecloth that hugged the carpet, as a sly smile played over his lips.

He helped Ava into her chair, and he leaned down close to her ear. “Make me proud, pet.”

She snapped her head in his direction, gazing up at him with a quizzical expression, then banked her confusion with a courageous nod. A rush of hope filled him. Ava seemed to be coming around quite nicely. He was already proud of his girl, but her real test was about to begin.

No sooner had Dominique turned to leave than the young waiter, Brice, appeared with an icy-cold bottle of champagne. Quinn had been very specific with his instructions when he’d met with the two employees the day before. Discretion was the better part of valor, and he felt confident his unusual requests would be honored. Without a word, Brice filled their glasses and retreated.

Quinn raised his flute and flashed her a broad smile. “A toast, to the single most amazing, and beautiful woman on the planet. My sweet, succulent Ava.”

A shy smile curled at the corners of her mouth as she tipped her glass to his toast and took a sip. The sweet effervescence fizzed on his tongue and tickled the back of Quinn’s throat as he swallowed.

Ava then raised her glass with a mischievous smile. “To the most handsome and loving Master on the planet.”

A breathless quiver fluttered over her lips before she clinked her glass to his. Quinn tossed back a healthy gulp and set the empty flute on the table. He studied her for a long minute as his Dominant desires smoldered hot and deep.

“Come stand next to me for a minute, princess,” he instructed with a wicked smile.

*     *     *

Quinn’s low, decadent command slid over Ava’s skin. She swallowed tightly as she set her glass on the table. The tips of her gloved fingers still held the chill of the crystal, and she struggled to keep from peeling the material down her arms and off her hands. Being unable to feel any texture at all was curiously maddening.

Rising to her feet, she was all too aware of Quinn’s feral gaze. As she made her way around the table, she paused, unsure if she was to kneel or remain standing. Butterflies took flight in her belly as she awaited his instructions.

Without a word, Quinn slid his hand down the satin fabric of her dress. Bending, he pinched the hem between his finger and thumb. “You look simply edible, love,” he whispered before fully lifting the front of her gown.

In a rush of embarrassment, Ava reached out to grab his wrist but paused and squeezed her hand into a fist. Her heart slammed against her ribs as Quinn continued bunching the front of her dress around her waist. Panic rose like a flooding river as she quickly darted a nervous glance over her shoulder.

“I have you facing me so that no one can see what I’m doing, princess,” he murmured, gazing up at her. “So you can wipe that look of terror off your face.”

The hint of annoyance conveyed in his tone filled Ava with regret.

“Have I done something that’s caused you to take back your trust…your submission, girl? If I have, I demand to know what it is.”

Ava blinked in surprise. “No, Master,” she answered vehemently as she shook her head. “You’ve done nothing of the sort. I trust you…trust you with my life. I’ve not taken back my submission…not at all.”

“You act as if you have.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to disappoint you or make you think I’m unhappy. It’s just that…I’m floundering here. I know I’m fighting my submission, but it’s not intentional. I swear.”

“What do you need me to help you with, girl?” he asked, smoothing his free hand up the insides of her thighs and making her quiver. “What’s it going to take for you to hand over all that feisty power?”

Ava tried to concentrate, but Quinn’s warm caress, coupled with her fear the waiter would return and find her dress bunched to her waist with her bare pussy exposed, made it impossible. He’d definitely kept his promise to push her further.

Closing her eyes, she drank in the soothing warmth of Quinn’s wide, capable hands, desperately searching for a fragment of submissive peace. But her thoughts were consumed with visions of the waiter tiptoeing up beside them, watching as Quinn touched and fondled her bared flesh. A heightened sense of arousal took hold of her, successfully snuffing out all hint of the embarrassment she’d felt earlier. What is wrong with you? the little voice in her head scolded. Being watched can’t seriously turn you on…can it? Where’s your sense of decency?

Obviously it turned her inside out, because Ava’s modesty had suddenly left the building. She whimpered as Quinn’s fingers inched higher up her thigh. His knuckles wisped over her aching folds in a feather-light brush. Her whole body quivered from his torment, and she held her breath, waiting for him to plunge his fingers deep inside her wet center. Why had she vacillated back in their private little dungeon? And why did it take the thought of being watched to break her from the inner chains that bound her?

Because you’re a kinky little freak who’ll break Quinn’s heart if he suspects you’re turned on by others watching you being aroused, her conscience volunteered, uninvited.

Suddenly Quinn landed a hard slap on the mound of her pussy. Ava’s eyes flashed open wide in alarm before she quickly darted another glance over her shoulder.

“I’m waiting for an answer, girl,” Quinn barked, frowning as he followed her line of vision. “I told you no one could see you, princess. Do you think I’m lying?”

“No, Sir,” she hastily replied. “I—I don’t know what it’s going to take, Master. But I don’t want to fail you.”

“Oh, I think we both know exactly what it’s going to take, my precious slave.” Quinn’s eyes held a mischievous, knowing glint. “Should I call our waiter, Brice, out to join us for a bit…hmmm?”

Ava’s mouth fell open and her heart clutched before pounding in triple time. Without a word, she shook her head vehemently.

“Aw, pet. Don’t be embarrassed. You like being watched, which is a good thing, because I do enjoy showing your stunning submission off.” Quinn slid a finger to her clit and rubbed ever so gently. “The only way you can fail me is by not trying. Now, spread your legs for me, gorgeous. I want to see my pretty pussy framed by your dress…framed by all that satin and lace.”

Ava automatically spread her legs as shock recoiled through her brain. How in the hell had Quinn known that she’d been fantasizing about the waiter watching them?

“And who knows, maybe Brice will return and you can show him how breathtakingly beautiful my sweet sub can be.”

A wave of excitement rushed through her veins. Quinn wasn’t angry over her naughty little fantasy…he encouraged the insanity. God in heaven, what on earth was she doing? The mortifying thought rolled through her brain as she stared, slack-jawed, at Quinn.

“You can do this for me, Ava. But most of all, you can do it for yourself…for us. This is just the first step I have planned for you. Trust in me, love. I won’t fail you. I won’t fail us.”

The passion and promise in his voice struck a place deep inside her…a part of herself she hadn’t known existed until now. Filled with a sense of self-assurance, Ava felt tears sting the backs of her eyes, felt her heart expand, and felt a sense of peace warm every cell in her body. Determination bubbled to the surface. Quinn wanted her unadulterated trust, her power, her heart, mind, body, and soul. Come hell or high water, Ava was ready and willing to hand all she was and could be over to him.

Ava tossed away all doubt and suffused herself in the glory of being Quinn’s slave.

Suddenly, she realized she didn’t need or even want the waiter returning to witness the things Quinn was doing to her. He’d fulfill all her fantasies. Quinn would protect her, keep her safe, and treasure her in all ways.

“I give you all of me, Master,” she whispered as she reached up and cupped his chiseled cheek.

“That’s my girl,” he murmured. The tips of his fingers continued to toy with her folds, making her tremble. And when he pressed harder against her clit, Ava cried out. She didn’t care if there were one or a thousand people in the room—her focus was on Quinn, and only him. Repositioning his hand, he delved two fingers inside her clutching tunnel. Sparks ignited and burst behind her eyes as he used his thumb to tease and torment. Ava clutched the hem of her dress and closed her eyes, basking in the tingles that skittered through her.

“So hot. So soft. So fucking silky,” Quinn uttered before bending to glide his warm lips up her thigh.

Ava released one hand from her dress and sank her fingers into his hair. Inwardly cursed the gloves that kept her from feeling the texture of his thick cinnamon mane.

“The scent of your cunt is the sweetest perfume on the planet. Everything about you turns me into a howling beast. You make me feel invincible, my love.”

His praise not only vibrated over her flesh but also filled the deepest recesses of her heart.

“Would you like for me to bring your appetizers now, Sir?”

The waiter. Jesus Christ! Panic flooded her system as her eyes flew open wide. Ava tried to jerk away, but Quinn’s embedded fingers held her in place. As the air in her lungs seized, she closed her eyes while her cheeks caught fire.

“Yes. That would be fine, thank you, Brice,” Quinn replied without lifting from her thighs.

“Certainly, Mr. MacKinnon. However, I suspect the item you selected will pale in comparison to the delicacy you’re enjoying now.”

Ava swallowed back an irrational laugh as she listened to Brice retreat. Through half-lidded eyes, she gazed at the top of Quinn’s head, savoring the sensations he granted.

Slowly, he raised his head and eased from inside her before locking eyes with her and licking her slippery nectar off his fingers. Pride twinkled in his moss-colored eyes. She felt treasured and adored, and a rush of peace flooded her soul. She’d never known the kind of love she and Quinn shared…the kind that encompassed every aspect of her being.

Her heart tripped when Quinn stood and placed his napkin on the edge of the table. A hungry look of longing flared in his eyes. Without a word, he gathered the entire bottom half of her dress, bunching it behind her back as he lifted her and set her butt on top of the table.

“Lay back for me, princess,” he instructed before reaching down to lightly pet her pussy.

He wanted to have sex with her here? Here? Now? A flutter of excitement hummed inside her. She wanted to please Quinn in every way, but the indescribable thrill of being watched had slithered back into her veins.

“Hurry, pet. Unless you want me to wait until Brice returns before I devour your luscious pussy.”

The slight smirk on his face told her Quinn intended to taunt her fantasy to the hilt. Her pulse quickened. Suddenly Ava realized being watched wasn’t at all what she wanted. Her lurid fantasy was simply that…a fantasy. Living it out…well, she wasn’t sure she could follow through with that.

Ava darted a quick glance over the restaurant.

“This isn’t for you, princess. It’s for me,” he reminded, watching her keenly with a perceptive gaze.

Quinn had gone to great lengths to orchestrate this scene. Ava knew he wanted to seal the commitment and pledge of their Master/slave relationship. No way was she going to disappoint him. With a smile, she stared at his erotic features and blocked out the rest of the world. Ava centered her mind on Quinn and making all his kinky fantasies come true.

Ava eased her back onto the table, careful not to knock over the champagne glasses or disturb the gold-rimmed china place settings. The tips of her toes rested on the rich, earth-toned carpet as she watched Quinn’s chest expand. His eyes sparkled with stark approval as he gazed down at her.

“So fucking beautiful,” he murmured as he shoved the hem of her gown up over her chest that now heaved in anticipation.

Cool air wafted over her heated pussy, and her tunnel involuntarily clutched. Quinn tapped his fingers on her bare mound.

“Lift up for me, beautiful.”

As she arched her hips, he tucked his napkin beneath her. Ava lay splayed out, totally exposed from the waist down. Her body rippled as a shiver raced up her spine. But the look of pride and love etched over Quinn’s features pushed all her reservations aside.

“You make me so proud, princess,” he cooed. “I love you, Ava.”

“I love you, too, Master,” she whispered with a brave smile.

She watched as Quinn lifted his glass of champagne. Expecting him to take a sip, she was startled when he tipped the flute and spilled the icy-cold bubbly over her sweltering folds. She yelped and jolted, but when he dipped his head between her legs and started lapping the chilly liquid from her pussy, Ava closed her eyes and moaned.

Lost in the sensation of his masterful tongue, flattened and laving the champagne-mixed-juices from her core, she marveled at his strong hands that gripped her thighs. Quinn held her open for his pleasure…and hers, and Ava didn’t care if the waiter returned. Hell, she didn’t care if the Dallas Cowboys football team sauntered in and circled the table to watch. All that mattered was pleasing Quinn.

Again, a trail of frigid liquid trickled down her sex, followed by the searing heat of his wicked tongue. As he licked and slurped the bubbly trail, her flesh warmed quickly from the heat of his mouth. Helpless, Ava rocked and writhed, whimpering pathetically as he ate at her like a madman. He thrust his tongue inside her fluttering tunnel while his thumb circled her pulsating clit. She issued a cry, then gripped her fists in his hair. Ava’s eyes rolled back in her head. All she could do was hold on while Quinn tongue-fucked her to oblivion.

As he drove her to the edge, hard and fast, she arched her hips. Her breathless pleas echoed all around her. Quinn greedily imbibed her cunt and her control as he flung her headlong toward the peak of release. And as the familiar tingles of orgasm prickled outward, engulfing her limbs, Ava screamed out a plea for help.

But instead of granting her permission, Quinn stopped and raised his head.

Her eyes flew open wide as she watched him stand. A look of command lined his face as he licked her slick cream from his glistening lips. His eyes were glazed in need, and beneath the zipper of his dashing, formfitting tux, Ava spied his massive erection all but bursting to be free.

“No…oh, god. No. Please, Master. Please. You can’t leave me like this,” she whimpered.

Quinn arched a brow as he pinned her with a dubious stare. “Oh, but I can, my love. And I just did.”

A string of obscenities lay on her tongue. Ava clenched her jaw to keep them from rolling past her lips as Quinn tugged the sodden napkin from beneath her. After folding the front of her dress back over her wet and throbbing sex, he extended his hand and helped her off the table.

Ava’s entire body trembled as unmet demand careened through her veins. When she went to stand, her knees nearly buckled out from under her, but Quinn snaked a strong arm around her waist before helping her back to her chair. He sat down across from her once again, and Ava dropped her gaze to the white linen tablecloth. Tears of frustration stung the backs of her eyes as she sucked in short, quivering breaths. How could he be so heartless…so mean…so damn tormenting? Where had his warm, loving, compassionate side gone?

“Look at me, princess.”

Ava balked. She knew the minute her eyes locked with Quinn’s he’d see the ugly emotions swirling inside her. It was at that instant that the waiter chose to return. She was thankful that he’d not reappeared a few seconds earlier, but also for the reprieve of Quinn’s scrutiny. She needed a few quiet moments to wrangle her unsubmissive attitude.

Seemingly oblivious to either her or Quinn, the waiter kept his head tucked down while arranging a platter of plump, pink shrimp in the center of the table.

“Ava. Look at me,” Quinn demanded in a sharp, stringent tone. “Or I’ll invite Brice to stay and observe all that I have planned to do to you next instead of stealing glances of you from the kitchen.”

She jerked her head upright. Darting a startled glance between the two men, Ava watched a slight, guilty smile tug the corners of the waiter’s lips. Quinn studied her reaction with a laser-sharp eye before leaning back in his seat and crossing his steely arms over his wide chest. Damn him. Even his movements held a masculine kind of gracefulness she found arousing. Still, it did little to soothe the dejection and anxiety humming inside her, nor erase the embarrassment warming her cheeks knowing that she’d been watched.
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Quinn was miffed that she chose to remain silent still, but the pink hue rising on her cheeks and the flicker of lust dancing in her eyes told Quinn that Ava was both mortified and turned on. While he had no idea if Brice had spied or not, Quinn honestly didn’t care. Ava’s conflicted reaction divulged how deep her exhibitionist streak truly ran. He arched his brows and held Ava’s gaze while Brice refilled their glasses with champagne, waiting for her response. But she said nothing, only blushed a deeper shade of crimson.

Quinn waited until the waiter turned and walked away before issuing a heavy sigh. “Your submission shouldn’t embarrass you, love. The desire to please shouldn’t be hidden away like a dirty little secret, but worn proudly for the whole word to see. Hopefully before dinner is through, I can somehow convince you of that.”

Ava nodded, nervously eying Brice until he was out of sight. “I know, I’m just afraid of what—”

“Of what people think?”

Quinn knew what insecurities lurked in her psyche. Over the years, he’d managed to vanquish many of her fears—most of them unrelated to the lifestyle—but now he wanted to eradicate the ones that held her prisoner from basking in their power exchange. He had to be certain she was with him for the long haul before the rest of his plans could be carried out.

“I’m not afraid of what people will think of me, Master,” she declared, lifting her chin. “I’m afraid to inadvertently embarrass you and fail you in public. We’ve gone to great lengths to keep our relationship under wraps. I’d hate to do or say something to reveal our secret.”

“Have you let it slip yet, girl?” he asked, ready to erase the worries she offered. “Have I ever once had to reprimand you for your behavior or comments?” She softly shook her head. “No. Have you ever failed me? Absolutely not. Do I think you might someday? Maybe, but I seriously doubt it. Do you want to know why?”

A glimmer of hope sprang over her face. “Why, Master?”

“Because the first night I saw you at Club Genesis—which, by the way, we are going to start visiting again, weekly—I saw the deep level of submission glowing inside you. Even when that prick, Kerr, tried to coerce you into scening with him and Mika stepped in, you held yourself with poise and grace,” Quinn praised as he forked a shrimp from the plate and bit it in half.

A wry chuckle slid from her lips. “I wasn’t exactly poised or graceful when I stepped into your office that following week, thinking I was interviewing with a stranger. The minute I realized it was you, I turned nearly turned tail and ran from your building.”

Quinn threw back his head and laughed. “That was one of the biggest oh my god moments of my entire life. I nearly swallowed my damn tongue when you came through my door. But when I saw how flustered and nervous you became, I could only focus on taking control and calming your fears.”

She flashed him a wide, sexy smile. “And you’ve never stopped, Master. I think I fell in love with you a little bit that very day,” she confessed shyly.

“It took you that long?” he asked in feigned shock. “I fell in love with you the first time I saw you at Genesis, my pet.”

“You did not,” she laughed.

“I did, too,” he protested with a laugh, loving the playful banter between them. “I knew the minute I felt the overwhelming urge to rearrange Kerr’s face that you’d instantly climbed inside my heart.”

A flattered smiled curled her lips, and her eyes sparkled with happiness and pride. All through the scrumptious meal, they laughed and talked the way they used to when their relationship was new. It was a welcome respite for Quinn. He’d set aside all the pressures from work that loomed over his head and simply relaxed. He realized not only how easy it was to love Ava, but also how much he missed spending quality time—like this—with her. Proving even more that he needed to take charge and include this type of freedom to decompress with her each and every day.

When Brice returned with the dessert tray, Quinn watched as Ava’s eyes lit up when she spied a decadent mountain of chocolate-black cherry cake.

“I’ll take a cup of coffee and a slice of the chocolate cake, please,” Quinn ordered.

The waiter turned to Ava. “And for you, ma’am?”

Just as she opened her mouth, Quinn, shook his head, then glanced back at the young man. “She’ll take her dessert under the table, and we wish to not be disturbed, if you please.”

Ava sucked in a tiny gasp, but Brice didn’t even acknowledge her reaction. Instead, the young waiter held Quinn’s gaze and issued a professional nod. But as he turned to leave, the poor lad couldn’t help but smile before striding away.

Ava sat nervously nibbling her bottom lip. Quinn could almost feel the wheels spinning in her mind. Good. He wanted her thinking…but on something other than embarrassment or her own self-confidence. He wanted her to string the meaning he’d intended behind the gloves engulfing her hands and her confinement, soon, beneath the table. She was a smart woman… She’d figure it out. At least he hoped she would.

Quinn cleared his throat. Ava lifted her eyes, leveling him with a pensive stare. His veins filled with the warmth of command knowing he’d ripped all semblance of security out from under her. Yes. That’s what it was going to take for her unequivocal trust in him.

“Leave your gloves on and climb beneath the table. Position yourself on your knees at my feet, then release my zipper. You will take my fat cock into your sweet, hot mouth and worship it with every submissive cell in your body until you suck me dry.”

Her moist, pink tongue slowly slid over her bottom lip. Quinn nearly embarrassed himself before she’d even had the chance to crawl under the table. God help him, the sultry minx would test his resolve to the nth degree, but he’d denied himself the pleasure of her velvety mouth long enough.

Ava stood, her body stiff and filled with apprehension. Quinn flashed her a lurid grin.

“Enjoy your dessert, my love. If you please me…as I have all the faith that you will, I’ll save you some cake.”

She gave him a jerky nod before sweeping a long, nervous glance around the room. Ava sucked in a deep breath. Pride and lust pumped through his veins as he watched his brave and beautiful sub disappear beneath the table.

*     *     *

If Quinn had told her, while she was getting dressed, that by the end of their meal Ava would be on and her hands and knees beneath the table of a five-star restaurant to give him a blow job, she would have laughed in his face. But now, on her knees with her eyes quickly adjusting to the light filtering in from under the tablecloth, staring at the slab of cock packed within his trousers, Ava didn’t find an ounce of humor in her predicament. Nothing but a calm sense of serenity and purpose filled her.

Quinn spread his legs as she rested her butt on her heels. “You may begin,” he instructed.

She hated the fact that she couldn’t gaze up to see the hunger etched in his face…watch his eyes darken as she slid her tongue over his bulbous crest. He rocked his hips. Yes, Quinn was obviously running out of patience. And why wouldn’t he be? He’d granted her permission to orgasm earlier. Quinn had been suffering now for hours and must be nearly bursting at the balls to come. Ava wanted nothing more than to put him out of his misery.

As she placed her gloved hands on the tops of his knees, his body heat leached through the fabric. She found the barrier between them cold and callous, making her feel almost alienated from him. She didn’t like it. Ignoring her longing to actually feel his calming heat against her fingers, Ava leaned in and gently pressed her lips to the insides of his thighs. She slowly began working her way up both sides of his legs as she savored his heat against her lips.

“Your kisses are sweet, my pet. However, I don’t remember instructing you to dawdle, did I?” Quinn asked in a low, sexy drawl.

“No, Sir, Ava replied with a smirk, weighing the thought of planting one more kiss before she got down to business. She loved tormenting him whenever she had the chance. Unfortunately with Quinn’s Dominant mien, she rarely got that chance.

Reaching up, she released his leather belt and the top button of his trousers before carefully easing the zipper down. Holding her breath, Ava cupped his shaft in her gloved palm and eased his swollen erection past the metal teeth as his blood-engorged cock burst free. With a soft sigh of appreciation, she sat back on her heels and took several long seconds to simply gaze at his mouth-watering member.

It was hard, thick, and ribbed with copious veins, and his need reflected in the glistening bead poised at the tip of his wide crown. His pungent masculine musk hung so heavy within her shrouded cave Ava could almost taste him on her tongue.

Wrapping a gloved fist around his ready erection, she bit back a growl. The inability to feel his flesh irked her. With an inward groan of disappointment, she lifted her other hand and cupped his heavy sac, easing his balls from their confines as well. Heat rolled from between his parted legs like the summer sun, but it wasn’t enough. Ava ached to feel his hot flesh in her hands.

“Your coffee and a nice thick slice of our trademark Chocolate Sin cake, sir.”

Ava froze when the muffled voice of the waiter seeped under the table. Suddenly Quinn’s words came thundering through her brain: The desire to please shouldn’t be hidden away like a dirty little secret but worn proudly for the whole word to see. A wicked notion popped into her head, and Ava forced down the evil giggle bubbling up inside her. She planned to show him exactly how proud she was to be his submissive.

Opening her mouth wide, she plunged over his wide cock, taking his massive length all the way to the back of her throat in one big gulp. Quinn jolted, and a noise that sounded like a cough mixed with a moan rumbled from deep inside his chest, seemingly strangling in his throat. Ava released his cock with a soft snicker.

“Thank you,” Quinn stated to the waiter, recovering quickly from her surprise attack.

“I’d extend an offer for you to enjoy your dessert, but I have a feeling you already are,” Brice quipped with a chuckle.

“Like you can’t fucking imagine,” Quinn replied wholeheartedly.

Pride suffused Ava all the way to her toes as she opened once more and engulfed his glistening shaft. Quinn reached beneath the table and cupped the back of her neck, pressing her lips to the base of his cock. The cropped pubic hair tickled her nose, and long seconds passed as the breath trapped in her lungs began to burn. Silently alerting him to the fact she was running out of air, she gently rolled his balls in her palm, wishing she could feel his thin, soft skin there ripple as it grew taut.

As Brice’s footsteps retreated, Quinn loosened the grip at her nape. Ava slid back and inhaled a great gulp of air before sliding the tip of her tongue up and down his rippled veins. She could feel his thundering heartbeat pulsating on her tongue. Her pussy clutched as if jealous over his attention directed to her mouth. Licking him from stem to tip, Ava marveled not only at his addictive taste but at the power contained beneath the skin of his steely cock.

Flattening her tongue, she curled it around his bulbous crest, pausing to nibble and suck the sensitive spot beneath the heart-shaped flange. His clear, free-flowing emulsion dripped past her lips and onto her tongue. Lost in the velvety slick textures, Ava issued a contented sigh.

“Be aware, the more you toy with me, girl, the longer I’ll make you suffer once I get you back to our room. Trust me. You won’t like it, either,” Quinn warned with a growl.

Several seconds later, a tempting moan vibrated through his body and reverberated over her busy lips.

“This cake is sinful, pet. Of course nothing can compare to your sweet mouth. However, if you don’t stop taunting me and suck the come from my aching balls, I won’t leave you a damn morsel.”

Ava couldn’t care less about cake at that moment. She was too enthralled with pumping her mouth up and down and swirling her tongue over every inch of him. All she wanted to do was feel his hot seed erupt down her throat.

Her pussy wept and her body tingled. Flames of desire licked up her spine and singed her veins while the stupid gloves distracted her more with each passing second. She hated how they stole her connection to Quinn. Yes, the sensation of him on her tongue was euphoric. Still, worshiping his cock this way felt muted and dulled, taking from her enjoyment. Why did he insist she wear the damn things anyway? They were stifling and confining like the veil of linen encasing her in this private tomb.

Ava longed to strip the irritating fabric away, toss the glove aside, and lay her bare hands on him…drink in all his familiar and exotic textures. She wanted to throw back the tablecloth, as well. The fact that she couldn’t watch the pleasure flutter over his face only increased the growing chasm disconnecting her from him. Though disenchanted, she didn’t stop servicing his cock with gusto even while the act felt sterile and void of their loving and sensual bond.

Quinn had spent a great deal of time and money planning their special time together, but why? What did he seek from her? What did he expect to gain from this impersonal, near public display of her submission? As a litany of questions careened through her brain, she dutifully sucked and swirled, determined to bring him all the pleasure she could give.

“Deeper, princess. Take me down that silky throat of yours.” Ava complied as Quinn groaned. “Swallow around me…oh, yes. That’s it.”

His gravelly tone left no doubt in her mind that she was indeed pleasing him, but without seeing the visible rapture on his face, shards of isolation pierced her heart.

The linen cloth separating them felt like a solid wall of marble. If Quinn wanted her to wear her submission proudly, for the whole world to see, why had he hidden her beneath the table? His words and actions clashed, like enemies on a battlefield. How could she openly bask in her submission while keeping their professional reputations free from jeopardy? It couldn’t be done.

So why had Quinn so brazenly splayed her out on the table and devoured her for the whole world to see? Technically there’d only been a skeleton crew to service their meal; still, his actions made no sense. Ava could still feel the cold champagne and Quinn’s warm tongue lapping at her cunt. A shiver of delight tore through her musings, but only for a few short seconds. Her brain engaged once more, trying to analyze the strange Dominance Quinn had displayed over the past several hours. As she split her focus between the task at hand—or rather mouth—and the need to bend to an unfamiliar submission, the puzzle pieces slowly started coming together.

Quinn had purposefuly remained silent when he joined her in their hotel room. He’d wanted her to think she was giving a lewd masturbation show to some unknown stranger. Why else would he have remained quiet? But why? Was it all some kind of test to see if she’d freak the hell out? Which she had. Even after failing him, Ava had willingly accepted his punishment—the harshest Quinn had ever doled out. She thought she’d paid her penance. So why did she feel as if he’d extended her sentence?

“You’re not focusing, princess. Do I need to drag you onto the table once more?”

Quinn’s low grumble drew her from her thoughts. Ava directed her attention to his cock, working her mouth up and down with renewed vigor. She was rewarded with his guttural moans of pleasure and soft-spoken praises. Still, her mind continued to search for the meaning behind his peculiar Dominance. Her thoughts spooled once more to him blatantly putting her on display. It wasn’t like him to openly fondle her in a public setting, let alone drink champagne from her pussy on top of the table.

Suddenly, a light bulb illuminated her brain.

Quinn wanted to cast off the cloak of secrecy and expose their relationship.

The blindfold, the gloves, the table linen that concealed her…they were all symbols of their relationship. Exposing her to an imaginary stranger, then doing so again, for real, here in the restaurant, Quinn was asking her if she was ready to reveal not only her submission but their love and commitment to the whole world.

Yes. Yes. A thousand times, yes.

Ava’s heart soared. Throwing caution to the wind, she stripped off her gloves. Tossing back the edge of the tablecloth, Ava boldly raised her eyes. Meeting Quinn’s startled gaze, she placed her bare hands on his naked flesh, and her whole world righted itself once more.

A slow, lazy smile spread over his luscious lips as Quinn reached down and caressed the hollow of her cheek with his knuckles. Unadulterated pride etched his face, and Ava felt as if she were melting like a snow cone in August.

Nuzzling into his touch, she savored the heat that engulfed her palms and enveloped her fingers. Staring up at his heavy lids, she drank in the smoldering reflection of love, lust, and need as she cradled his tightly drawn sac. Worshiping his steely cock, Ava strived to convey to him all the love she felt exploding inside her.

The connection she’d desperately longed for beneath the table blossomed like a living electrical current. The energy pulsed between them, igniting every cell in her body and filling her with a renewed warmth and deeper kind of love.

“My beautiful Ava, you’ve figured out my motives, haven’t you?”

“Mmm,” she moaned around his shaft while nodding her head.

“Are you ready for the world to know you’re mine, princess?”

Ava nodded once more while pride and passion swamped her.

“We’ll now have the freedom to be who and what we are from here on out. Is that what you want, as well?”

Ava released him just long enough to whisper a desperate “yes” before drawing his glistening, hot shaft into her mouth once again.

“Thank god,” Quinn exhaled loudly.

Without warning, he gripped his hands into her hair. Ava’s scalp tingled, and her body quivered as Quinn took control. Rapidly pumping past her lips, he drove demandingly all the way to the back of her throat. She felt his shaft swell even larger over her tongue before he jerked free. With a sense of urgency, Quinn shoved away from the table and stood. Ava’s lips and mouth mourned the loss of his hardness, but his familiar taste remained branded on her tongue. With a feral growl, he bent and lifted her from the floor before plopping her onto the table. All the while, she kept her eyes locked with his as he hastily reached beneath her dress. Running his wide, warm hands up her legs, he skimmed his palms up her thighs, dragging her dress along with them. Quinn didn’t stop until he’d uncovered her wet and ready pussy. Only then did he break their gaze to settle a stare on her sex.

With a feral growl, he clutched her thighs and spread her legs wide before gripping a hand on her hip. Fisting his other around his cock, Quinn aligned the dripping tip to her folds. Like a man possessed, he drove into her slick, quivering tunnel as a roar rumbled from his chest.

“Mine,” he bellowed as he began maniacally pumping into her. “My sweet princess… My brave slave… My beautiful, glorious, Ava. Mine…all mine.”

His eyes blazed in a fire of possessiveness she’d never seen before. Quinn resembled an animal, wild and untamed. But Ava wasn’t afraid. No, she was too consumed by the fire rising inside to do anything but cast her inhibitions aside and rut with the beast who owned her heart…her soul.

Pride burst inside her as the air in her lungs constricted. “Yes. Yours. All yours,” she breathlessly cried.

Quinn’s eyes narrowed as he slid his palm to the back of her neck and slanted his mouth over hers in a raw, spine-bending kiss. Ava whimpered and wrapped her legs around his narrow waist, locking her ankles at the small of his back while their tongues dueled in passion and desire.

He ate at her mouth with the same fury that matched his thrusts…as if he wanted to climb inside her soul and stay there for all time. And that’s exactly where she wanted to be, as well.

Ava writhed against his pubic bone as it ground against her clit. The wide crest of his cock stroked the sensitive bundle of nerves buried inside her, fueling her need to a desperate level. Soaring higher and higher, Ava prayed she’d never come back down.

Heat poured off his body, surrounding her in a blanket of warmth and safety. Everything around her fell away except for Quinn and the mounting need to please him. Peeling off the layers that had encased their love felt liberating. All Ava wanted to do was meld herself to him…mesh her body, heart, and soul to Quinn’s for now and forever.
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Quinn’s head spun at the feel of her arching and meeting his thrusts, and the sound of her soft gasps spilling from her lips. He wanted to slow down and make love to her tenderly, but the beast inside seemed to possess him with a single-mindedness. He couldn’t let up…couldn’t hold back the rush of joy and pent up demand surging through him.

The friction of her tight cunt burned his cock, and the seed churning in his balls singed his flesh from the inside out. Quinn struggled to contain the blistering fire, but once Ava began whimpering in her familiar kitten-like moans, he was gone.

“Now, princess. Come for me. Come hard. Now,” he roared as his cock expanded and his vision blurred.

Desire and demand coalesced in a blinding explosion, his eruption so powerful Quinn felt the vibration blast up his spine, buckling his knees as they shattered in unison. Spasms sent his seed jettisoning and surging as Ava’s velvety tunnel clutched and milked around him in a sublime and brutal grip. Blinking through the haze that enveloped his brain, Quinn stared at Ava as she splintered beneath him and screamed out his name. A sight so thrilling and heady he vowed to spend the rest of his life coaxing her to one glorious crescendo after another.

As her quivering cunt continued to suck him dry, Quinn wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to his chest. Their hearts pounded in a thundering rhythm, as aftershocks rippled and jolted through their bodies. Ava’s panting breaths licked at his neck as she wrapped her arms around him. Quinn closed his eyes, savoring the sweet bliss of her in his arms as they slowly floated back to earth.

After several long moments, their breathing leveled out, and Quinn gently eased from inside her. Tucking his cock away, he drew a handkerchief from his back pocket and gently wiped her wet, swollen folds. Ava stared up at him beneath heavy eyelids wearing a dazed and sated expression. And when she sent him a shy, sweet smile, he leaned over and pressed a soft kiss on her ripe lips. Pulling back slightly, he dragged his cinnamon-colored whiskers down her neck. Ava giggled and hunched her shoulders to ward off his tickling scruff.

“Can we go back to the room and do that again?” she asked on a dreamy sigh.

“Not yet, princess. There’s still one surprise I have in store. That is, if you have the strength to stand and walk with me,” he teased.

“You’re good, MacKinnon…err, I mean Master,” she corrected with a tiny giggle. “But as you can plainly see, I am still conscious.”

“Then let’s go, so we can get back and I can make love to you until you’re no longer conscious.”

Ava purred in delight as he extended his hand and helped her from the table. With his arm around her waist, he escorted her toward the door.

“Wait. We didn’t pay for dinner,” Ava stated with a worried look.

“It was paid in full before we ever arrived.”

She gave him a sideways glance and narrowed her eyes. “So Brice wasn’t going to come back to our table after he delivered dessert, was he?”

“Nope.” Quinn grinned. Pulling her to a stop, he delved deep into her eyes. “Did you want him to?”

“No.” Ava shook her head. “You’re the only man I want watching me…touching me…loving me. I love you.”

“I love you, too, my beautiful Ava.”

Quinn splayed his hand over the small of her back as he led her to the elevator. A blast of anxiety washed through his veins as he pressed the button that would take them to the final surprise he had in store. Brushing aside his unease, he pulled Ava snuggly against his side while he slipped his other hand into the pocket of his tux.

When the doors opened, Quinn led Ava to a small fountain in the center of the room before helping her take a seat on the white marble ledge. As he cupped her chin, she stared up at him, happiness sparkling in her hazel eyes. Unable to resist the tempting bow of her lips, he bent and brushed his mouth over hers while plucking out the blue velvet box from his pocket.

Pulling back, he stared at the contours of her face, drinking in her exquisite beauty. Gliding his thumb over her bottom lip, he swallowed the lump suddenly lodged in his throat. “I love you, Ava. You not only make me the proudest Master on the planet but the happiest man, as well. Still, I’m not yet fully satisfied.”

He watched as the glowing smile vanished from her face. A look of panic flashed in her eyes, and Ava suddenly grew tense.

“What more can I give you, Sir?” she asked in a soft, worried voice.

Quinn paused and sent her a reassuring smile wishing he felt as confident as he appeared. For the first time in his life, doubt and fear had him in a stranglehold. If Ava wasn’t ready, he wasn’t quite sure what he would do. How he’d react. Of course, he’d had plenty of conversations with himself over the past few months…wanting this, but not one hundred percent sure Ava did. Dammit. This wasn’t the time to start second-guessing…not now. He’d come too far, brought her into the light where he wanted their relationship to be…well, almost.

Ava’s bottom lip quivered, and Quinn silently cursed himself for his extended silence. With a shake of his head, he brushed his hand over her cheek and gave her a nervous smile. “There’s only one thing more that would make my life complete.” He lifted his palm, noticing that his hand was shaking, and opened the lid on the little blue box. As she dropped to one knee before her, Ava sucked in a startled breath as she stared dumbfounded at the shimmering diamond ring. Tears sprang from her eyes as she glanced up at him with a stunned expression.

It was now or never.

“I’ll only kneel this once before you, my love…as this is your place…at my feet, by my side, and bound to my heart…forever. You complete me in ways I can’t begin to put into words. But I will spend the rest of my life showing you, in every way possible, the depth of love I hold in my heart for you. I want you in my life, sweetheart…as my slave, my lover and friend, but most importantly, as my wife. Ava Gibbs, will you marry me?”

Tears streamed down her face. Quinn held his breath. It seemed an interminable amount of time before she began nodding, and even longer before a strangled “yes” bubbled from the back of her throat.

All the tension exploded from within. Blinking back his own tears, Quinn thought his heart was going to burst from his chest as he slid the three-carat diamond ring onto her trembling finger.

“Oh, Quinn,” she sobbed. “It’s so beautiful. I love you…love you more than you’ll ever know.”

Ava threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. Kissed him with a fiery passion that both calmed his fears and boiled his blood. She had the unique talent to do that to him, but then, it was only one of the many reasons he was so damn in love with her.

“Then let’s do this.” He winked with a laugh, nodding toward the tiny wedding chapel beyond the fountain.

“What? Here?” She blinked. “Now? Are you serious?”

His heart clutched and he sobered, staring down at her intently. “Unless you’re having second thoughts or reservations… Are you?”

Please don’t let her say yes. He sent up a silent prayer as he tensed and waited for her reply.

“Are you kidding? No. Not a one,” she laughed. Sniffing, she blotted the tears from beneath her lashes.

With an inward fist pump, Quinn bit back a cheer. Cupping her face, he drank in the happiness sparkling in her eyes, lighting up her smile, and glowing on her cheeks. Pressing his lips to hers, he kissed her…kissed her with the promise to keep her on her submissive toes while guiding and protecting her, but most of all with a vow to love her unconditionally until the end of time.

“Oh, my… I can’t believe this is happening,” she giggled.

“Believe it, my love. I’ve been waiting for this moment longer than you can imagine.”

She cocked her head and gaped at him. “How long have you waited?” she quizzed.

“Since the first time I saw you at Club Genesis,” he confessed.

Ava’s eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open. “You’re teasing, right?”

“Nope.” He laughed, then wrapped his arm around her waist.

“Quinn MacKinnon, you are full of surprises,” Ava mockingly scolded.

“Oh, princess…you have no idea the surprises I have in store for you tonight.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist as his chest expanded with pride. Stepping onto the red carpet that led to the quaint chapel, Quinn couldn’t wipe the smile from his lips.

“Okay, but if you plan to claim me in the lobby or anything like that, I’m going to have to call my safeword,” she whispered as they stepped inside.

“No, princess. From now on, you’re for my eyes only.”

The End
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Business trip or trip of a lifetime?


Talia Perizkova has been working for this moment her entire career. Now, she finds herself sandwiched between two of the most eligible bachelors in the country and can barely focus on the task at hand. And that’s fine by Drake Newland and Fletcher Ford. They’ve been all business around the office, but when they get Talia to themselves off the clock, things really heat up. Now if they can just convince her a three-way relationship could really fit into her world…

Will Talia take a chance on her newly discovered feelings, or is their weekend of passion destined to end them before they have a chance to begin?
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My rolling luggage beat a steady click-click-click on the pavement breaks as I walked up to the VIP security checkpoint at the terminal of San Diego’s Lindbergh Field. I knew this trip would be a turning point in my career, but a funny feeling nagged at the back of my head, predicting it would be more than just that.

I’d been feeling stagnant for a while, wanting so desperately to move forward, though continuing to be anchored in the same place. This trip, while only a few days, was the change I needed. Our cosmetics line at Stone Global Corp. was finally ready to take flight. Consequently, so were we—to launch the new line and all its products at Cosmetics Con, the internationally-attended trade show that took place each year in the city of sin. What better place to get out of a funk than nonstop Las Vegas?

The team, consisting of Drake Newland, Fletcher Ford, and me, were taking SGC’s corporate jet from San Diego to Las Vegas. A thirty-five minute flight would take us right to the bright lights of the neon strip in the Mohave Desert. I’d been to Vegas a few times before with my family—Auntie Maisie’s fondness for dollar slots was the stuff of in-jokes for us all—but I had a feeling this trip would be much different than hanging out with my parents, siblings, three uncles, three aunts, five cousins, and baker’s dozen of nieces and nephews.

That premonition didn’t have a thing to do with my travel mates.

Okay, maybe a little something.

Drake Newland.

Fletcher Ford.

Oh God.

It was all Claire and Margaux’s fault. They were the ones responsible for the anxiety practically eating me alive. We’d had a girls’ night last week at my place, and once they learned I was taking this trip with Drake and Fletcher, the taunting advice and playful jabs had begun in full. They’d teased me with all the love in their hearts, but I still couldn’t erase their words from my frontal lobe.

“Those two can smell a girl like you coming a mile away.” That was the only G-rated dig I could recall. By the end of the night and a good amount of Patrón, I was getting advice on what lingerie to pack—and not to pack. I was certain my usually olive-colored skin had gone three shades of rose after that one, but Claire and Margaux were good at doing that to me on a regular basis. I hadn’t been sure if they were truly serious or just trying to see how crimson they could make me.

“Good morning Miss Perizkova. You look lovely today.”

I looked up at the uniformed steward who appeared just as I cleared security, not quite sure how to react.

“Stop flirting with my girl, Martinez.”

As the man chuckled, heat crept across my cheeks. Fletcher Ford appeared by my side, swiping my rolling bag before it left the TSA belt. The SGC board member, innovator, and creative taskmaster—not to mention dead-on Justin Timberlake lookalike—who’d helped start up this new wing of the company fell in step with me as we headed toward our flight.

“Mr. Ford.” I tried to give his physique, perfectly fitted in Armani today, as discreet a onceover as I could. “Good day.”

“Well, it’s a good day now,” he murmured in return.

Time for a new subject. Pronto.

“I can handle my own bag, thank you.”

I snatched at my roller. He moved the luggage just out of my reach. “Darling, I’m sure you can handle a lot of things for yourself, but would it kill you to allow me to be a gentleman now and then? Come on, now. Let all of my mama’s hard work do some good.” He laid on the killer smile that had earned him the devil’s own reputation. My resistance turned to dust.

“Where’s Drake? Err, I mean Mr. Newland?”

And I’d asked that…why? The two men made me almost speechless when I was with them one-on-one. When they were together, which was damn near all the time these days, I became a bumbling fool. I should’ve been grateful for the reprieve.

Fletcher smiled again—though this time a bit of sadness seemed to flicker in his blue eyes. “What’s wrong? You don’t like just me?”

“That’s not what I meant at all.” Now I felt like an idiot. “Really, I didn’t—”

He put me out of my rambling misery with a steady hand on my forearm. “Easy, Tolly. I was just yanking your pretty chain.”

“Why do you call me that?”

“What? Tolly? It’s your name isn’t it? Talia?” He said my full name more dramatically—before adding that damn grin again. Thankfully, we were nearing the plane and I could get away from the uneasiness of having to worry about witty chit chat. While we were interacting professionally I could hold my own, but this personal stuff was so far out of my league. I was never really good at it with normal guys, let alone a smooth, gorgeous god like him.

He opened the door to the tarmac, and the San Diego sunshine instantly warmed me. A grin spread across my lips. We were having one of the mildest winters I could remember, and it was wonderful. I really loved living in Southern California.

“Of course,” I finally answered him. “I’ve just never been called anything but Talia.”

“Maybe it’s time for things to change then, hmmm?” Before I could generate something cute to volley back, he nodded toward Stone Global’s private jet, sleek and white, waiting across the pavement. “And there’s the other subject of your wonderment—already getting on board the plane, I see.”

I followed his line of vision to the top of the jet’s entry stairs, where Drake Newland was ducking his tall frame to fit into the doorway. His short hair was spiked in its usual perfect fashion, his tight, muscular body molded into his custom-fit, buttoned-down dress shirt.

Not that I noticed the fit of his clothes.

Okay, I noticed. But it was hard not to—with either of these men. They were tall, handsome, and very well-defined. I’d been working with them on the development of the cosmetics line at SGC for many long months, over many long hours. I would had to have been dead not to notice their jaw-dropping physical appeal.

And their flirtatiousness.

Oh, yeah. That.

As in, flirtatiousness. All the time.

In the beginning, I told myself they simply behaved that way around all females, until Claire and Margaux insisted that wasn’t the case. It wasn’t long before Taylor Matthews, my girlfriend from the tech division’s sales department, added her own agreement with that theory. After that, I began to watch Drake and Fletcher a little more closely. For research purposes only, of course.

And what had that research told me?

At the moment, the only female I could pinpoint their pulling out all the blatant charm and urbane behavior around—was me.

So what did I want to do with that recognition?

I had no idea.

The truth of it thrilled me.

But really, it terrified me.

*     *     *

We were airborne and on our way in short order. The stress of the project’s culmination, as well as the importance of the task ahead of us this weekend, was catching up with me in the form of a tension headache. Luckily this smaller of the two Stone Global jets was as luxuriously appointed as the large one, allowing me to rest my head on a plush cushion in the sofa while we climbed to our cruising altitude.

The men were bent together over some documents at the galley table across the aisle, engrossed in a debate over whatever they were reading. Both Drake and Fletcher were passionate about everything they did, a fact I’d quickly learned over the months we’d been working together, although each man expressed his drive so differently.

Drake Newland was quiet and somewhat brooding, but if an issue came to a head, he turned into an erupting volcano. He’d simmer beneath the surface for a long period, not giving anyone any indication of his thoughts, until he finally blew—often with catastrophic results. But that also translated to his unadulterated enjoyment of life, which he grabbed with the same gusto. He loved his family with a fervor that matched my affection for my own. On a number of occasions, I’d been guilty of eavesdropping on his phone calls to his sister, brother and even his mom. It made me happy to hear people who still valued family the way I did.

Fletcher Ford was a huge contrast. He always and immediately voiced every single thought running through his head, telling you what he thought, whether good, bad, or indifferent. He laughed a lot more than Drake, but it was deceiving. He had a distinct pit of sadness in him, just under the surface. I wasn’t sure where that stemmed from, but he dipped into it on a regular basis. Fortunately, he bounced back from the darkness easily. At least most times.

“Tolly?” I recognized Drake’s deep voice, even with my eyes closed. Great. He was in on the nickname now too.

“Hmmm?” I kept my head back, not opening my eyes.

“Are you thirsty? Hungry?”

“No, thank you.”

“Are you sure?” Fletcher chimed in now.

“Why are you two playing mother hen?” I chuckled, but still didn’t open my eyes.

“You’re quiet,” Fletcher explained. “You haven’t talked to us. Or even opened your eyes.”

“What’s wrong?”

I sighed. There was no point in blurting out how I was so stressed about the cosmetics division launch being a gigantic failure, thereby dragging my career down the pipes right behind it, not to mention the hot man sandwich I was closed into this tiny tube of a plane with. No point, and no method. There simply wasn’t a tactful way to broach either subject.

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m just a little tense and I’m working on a headache. No worries.”

Suddenly, the sofa dipped on both sides of me. My eyes shot open and I bolted upright, all notion of relaxing gone. Drake sat to my left, Fletcher to my right. Both their chairs had been pushed out and left in a flurry. And I hadn’t heard one damn second of their movements. Well, that settled it. The bastards had to be part ninja and part cat.

Without a word of warning, Fletcher grabbed my hands between his large, warm ones. “Why are you tense? What’s wrong?”

“Oh, sheez.” My ire was gawky and fake, even to me. “I already told you—”

“It’s not the launch, is it? Talia. We have this nailed. You know that, right?”

“Fletcher, really—”

“You’ve been working too hard.” Over my head he made eye contact with Drake. “I told you she’s been pushing herself too hard. We should’ve sent her home earlier.”

Drake pushed in closer. “Turn around. Let me rub your shoulders.” Holy…wow. I could feel the heat coming off of his hard, huge body like microwaves. I literally pictured waves floating from him to me…and it was intoxicating.

The effect was intensified when mixed with the warmth of Fletcher’s hands. He still held both of mine, though he had begun to stroke from my wrists to fingertips with slow, caressing motions. “Let Drake rub you.” His voice dropped in volume…and by several octaves. “We can help you relax.”

So soft. So seductive. My heartbeat quickened. I was flustered that Fletcher might feel my excitement through my pulse, if he kept touching my wrist. But when I tried to pull back, he held me tighter.

“What are you two up to?” I couldn’t help but be skeptical. We were work associates. Suddenly, this really didn’t feel like work.

“You’ve been working too hard, and it’s our fault.” Drake’s voice was quieter too. “We should’ve taken better care of you. Let us do that now.”

Ohhhh boy, these two were dangerous. My belly flip-flopped with—I didn’t even know what. I’d never felt like this in my entire life, and nothing had really happened other than one man stroking my hands while the other massaged my shoulders. It felt…good. And nice. So very nice…

Every single warning bell of self-preservation pealed through my brain.

“Listen. Your jobs aren’t to take care of me. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself. It’s nothing some Motrin and a nap won’t fix.”

“Talia.”

Something about the way Drake said my name, with that particular cadence and tone, made me forget all the reasons why I should fight the notion of them taking care of me, and just let it happen. “Okay,” I relented. “So a shoulder rub would probably feel pretty good.”

“Good girl.” It was a low, satisfied growl, bringing a new flurry of tingles through strange places in my body. “Can you move your hair out of the way?” Without waiting for me to reply, he gathered my hair in his thick fingers, twisted it into a ponytail, and handed the rope over my shoulder. I held the end while he started kneading my shoulders.

Fletcher took the ponytail from me, a dazzling smile lifting his generous lips. “Now, just relax. After all, I’ve wanted to feel your hair for so long. Now I have an excuse. Relax, Tolly. Let Drake work his magic.”

Drake let out another growl. It was deeper this time…damn near a masculine sigh. “We should be ashamed of ourselves, brother.”

My head shot up. “You guys are brothers?”

Fletcher turned on the lethal version of his smile. “In the ways that matter. But no, not blood relatives. Now close your eyes and relax.” His next comment went to Drake. “Why are we ashamed of ourselves this time?”

“She has knots worse than I’ve ever felt. I’ll bet at least half this shit is because of SGC.” He dipped his head, brushing my nape with his next words. “Why doesn’t your boyfriend rub these out at night, little Tolly?”

Gone was the growl. Now his voice was a guttural hum, joining with the magic of his hands to unarm me of the natural instinct against his fishing expedition. Down I fell into his trap, like the naïve girl they were convinced I was.

“I don’t have a boyfriend. And my turtle refuses to do anything for anyone but himself. Selfish bastard.”

They both openly laughed. I rarely joked. About anything.

Fletcher continued massaging my hands, now kneading my forearms as well as my wrists and fingers. All of the daily abuse from using a computer and mouse suddenly flowed out of my muscles and nerves, turning my body into a bowl of Jell-O.

I was in heaven. They both worked quietly, tirelessly, relieving my exhausted body, moving from one side to the other, eradicating the tension that had accumulated in my muscles and tissues. In that moment, I would’ve told them any secret I knew, confessed to any crime I’d never committed, agreed to any wild hypnotic suggestion, if only they agreed to continue.

I was on the verge of falling asleep when Fletcher gently laid my hair back over my shoulders. I laid my head back on the sofa again, a smile spread across my face…or at least I thought so. I would thank the men in a few minutes, after I enjoyed the glow awhile longer.

All too soon, the pressure in the plane shifted. I could feel our descent, especially as my ears popped. I would’ve loved the massage to go on for hours, especially since I’d accepted a rational excuse about why they had touched me like that. They were right; we’d all been working so hard, and it wasn’t such a big deal that they just wanted to take care of me for a bit. No harm, right? Coworkers cared for each other. That was what teams did. Made them stronger.

That’s a load of shit and you know it.

So the minute—the second—the plane landed in Vegas, this “taking care of each other” would be back on the inappropriate list. While we were in the air, no one would be the wiser.

When I finally cracked open my eyes, the men were back at the table, leaning toward each other once again. They were already so deep in conversation, they didn’t notice I’d even looked. Still feeling limp and lazy, I slid my eyes shut once more, resting while we made our way toward McCarran.

“Where do we go from here?” The quiet rasp belonged to Fletcher.

“We still follow her lead,” Drake rumbled. “She had a hard time just letting me rub her shoulders. But my God, touching her was a fucking dream come true. She’s perfect.”

“I hear you. Her hands…they’re so soft.”

“And she’s smells really good.”

Fletcher growled. “Yeah. Reminds me of mornings at that cabin we used to go to in the mountains. Clean and crisp and—damn, I don’t know. Sure as hell made my dick stand at attention. Not like it doesn’t always when she’s around.”

“No shit. Thought I’d have to hit the head before we landed. Luckily, things settled down.”

I swallowed hard and focused on breathing right. Was I really hearing this? They’d definitely flirted over the past few weeks, but this was more than I thought I’d ever hear from these two men—about me.

A memory flashed, clear and stunning, of Margaux’s claims about the way they had sex with women. They liked doing it at the same time! No. Just…no, no, no. I couldn’t do something like that—and even if I did, if my family ever found out, I’d be the disgrace of our entire bloodline. Black sheep? I’d be the black elephant. At the very least, I’d be disowned.

This one—these two—would have to be passed over.

But what if their massage was just a little appetizer of what things could be like…of what it felt like to go to bed with two men at the same time? With those two men, a girl just might die from pleasure overload. Fletcher and Drake would definitely pile on the enjoyment too. Their hands alone were skilled, magical…and likely just the tip of the iceberg when it came to their bedroom prowess.

The sofa dipped again, but I really didn’t want to face them after what I’d just overheard. I focused on not moving. After a moment, I felt the seatbelt being fitted and clicked into place around my lap. I gave up the fight and opened my eyes. Fletcher was leaning over me, his face no more than six inches from mine. Blue eyes. Proud jaw. Luscious lips. The man was intoxicatingly handsome.

“Thank you.” The whisper popped out, almost of its own volition. Well, I’d been raised to have good manners—just not to deliver them in a rasp worthy of a porn star. But what the hell. We were still on the plane, which meant all of this still didn’t count. And I was really grateful to him…for so much more than helping me relax during the flight.

Again, Mr. Sexy broke out the smile that would melt a nun. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“What are you talking about?” My voice was still sleepy, helping with the keep-things-casual angle. Hopefully.

“For letting me take care of you a little bit.”

“Well, you were right. It wasn’t hard. The massage was wonderful. And you too, Mr. Newland.”

I didn’t have to look to know Drake’s brows jumped. “Mr. Newland?”

“My headache is completely gone.” Ignoring him was probably the best strategy. “That really was the best massage I’ve ever had.”

“We’re happy to be at your service whenever you need it, beautiful.”

I went ahead and rolled my eyes. “You guys lay it on pretty thick, don’t you think?”

Suddenly, there was a powerful finger beneath my chin. Then “Mr. Newland”’s storm-filled gaze consumed my vision. Past tight lips, he stated, “We’re not ‘laying anything on’, girl. We mean every single word we say.” A pulse ticked in the center of his hard jaw. “We may be a lot of things Talia, but bullshitters isn’t on that list. I’ll thank you not to make that mistake again.”

Just as quickly, he released me. Rose to his full, imposing height. Stomped his way to the small door leading into the bathroom.

“I think I made him angry,” I mumbled.

Fletcher clasped my hand again. “He has issues with being called a liar.”

“Yikes. I guess so. I didn’t mean to upset him.”

“Well, it’s not like you know all of our buttons yet.”

“Of course not.” I slid him a sardonic side-eye. “Because we’ve only been working intensely together for how many months now?”

“I meant other kinds of buttons.” When I didn’t respond, deciding not to approach the subject mentally, let alone verbally, he went on, “Some insider baseball? A heartfelt apology goes a long way with Drake.”

I eagerly accepted that part of things, before waiting in silence for Drake to leave the bathroom. The whole time, I felt terrible. I certainly hadn’t meant to be insensitive, especially after he’d been so kind to me. I ran over different ways to apologize to him.

Finally, he reemerged.

“Drake?”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry I offended you. It was the last thing I meant to do. Please accept my sincere apology.”

His face softened, which made me feel worse and better in the same two seconds. “I overreacted, Tolly. I have some issues with people doubting my sincerity, as you can see.” A laugh warmed those chiseled features a little more. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. I hope you can forgive me.”

“Hey,” I patted the seat beside me, “let’s call it even, okay?”

“Okay.” He sat down and buckled in for the landing. Fletcher did the same on the other side, and we all watched out the windows as we dipped in over the mountains of the Las Vegas Valley. The landing strip at McCarran International appeared ahead.

“Perfect,” Drake said, as soon as we taxied to the private charters terminal. “The driver is already here. We’ve got work to do—and we need to get this little one something to eat.” He unbuckled and stood up as soon as the pilot flashed the lights to tell him he could.

“Agreed.” Fletcher was up and moving with the same palpable impatience. “Something healthy. She usually likes something light in the afternoons.”

It was my turn for exasperation. “Please stop talking about me like I’m not right here. And surprise, surprise, I can decide when and what I want to eat all on my own.” I braced both hands to my waist. “What’s gotten into the two of you? We’ve been working together for months. We left San Diego for Vegas, not Zimbabwe. A few hundred miles doesn’t put you in charge of my wellbeing. And news flash number two: I’ve been away from home before.”

Drake waited with forced patience, his expression plainly conveying the are-you-finished-yet vibe, before softly explaining, “I thought low blood sugar might be contributing to your headache.”

“I told you it was gone.”

“And it would suck if it returned.”

I squirmed, suddenly sheepish. If it was due to his obvious concern, his domineering tone or both, I couldn’t tell. “You’re right. It would.”

“We have a lot of work ahead of us tomorrow. The trade show’s going to be insane. Besides, Fletch and I want to treat you to a celebration dinner afterward.”

“If you’ll allow us.” Fletcher’s interjection came with a pointed look at his friend. They’d clearly discussed this plan already, as well as my role in it. The knowledge brought on a thrill—and a shiver. “The hotel we’re staying at, The Nyte, has some amazing chefs at their house restaurants.”

“We’re staying at The Nyte?” I didn’t hide my astonishment. “I checked out their website when they announced the show would be there, but…well, you two really travel in style, don’t you?”

Fletcher shrugged. “It’s where the show is taking place. Doesn’t it make the most sense?”

“Sense or not, I’m going to have some explaining to do when I turn in my expense report. One night there will blow my entire month’s allotment.”

“It’s all taken care of,” Drake assured. “We reserved a suite, so I don’t want to hear another word about expenses or costs for the rest of the weekend. Clear?” He’d turned to address me while we waited for the plane to be secured, a move that trapped me tightly in the aisle between Fletcher and him. But that wasn’t what started my stammering.

“A—s-suite? As in—we’re all staying together? I-I’m not so sure that’s a good idea, you guys.”

“What’s the problem Tolly?” Fletcher’s response vibrated into my hair. “There are two bedrooms and two bathrooms, separated by a living space. The suite’s probably bigger than your whole apartment in UTC.”

Drake nodded, never taking his eyes off me. One side of his wickedly full mouth kicked up. “I’m sure we won’t get under each other’s skin too badly for one weekend.”

Before I could say anything, he pivoted back around, ducking to clear the doorway of the plane, pulling his sunglasses down from his head to shield his eyes from the desert sun. Could he look anything more like some flawless hunk from a fashion ad?

“Wait!” Only shock brought back my voice. I hurried after him, blurting as we descended the stairs to the tarmac, “How—how do you know I live in UTC?”

He laughed. “What are you talking about, sweet thing?”

“Stop calling me those kinds of nicknames.”

Fletcher was right behind me—until we reached the Cadillac Escalade, when he jumped ahead and opened the door, despite the driver waiting right next to the vehicle. He looked absolutely edible in his Wayfarers and dark gold, wind-tossed hair. How had both of them managed to get better looking since San Diego?

“Does baby suit you better?” he teased, motioning me into the car.

“No.”

“Hop in,” he directed. “It’ll take just a few minutes to get all the bags off the plane. Honey?”

“No way.”

I slid into the Escalade. Of course this model had a bench seat in the back instead of captain’s chairs. I was sure the men would sandwich me in as soon as they entered. I noticed their habit of capturing me between them whenever they had the opportunity. The realization made butterflies battle in my stomach like kamikaze pilots, especially as I spied on the two of them through the windshield.

So powerful. So commanding. So gorgeous. So perfect.

What the hell was going on here?

I needed to get a grip on myself and this situation before I did something really dumb. First step had to be insisting on my own room at the hotel—but I already knew I couldn’t afford even a broom closet at The Nyte. It made even “upscale” places look like hobo shacks. With Cos Con in town, and on such short notice, I’d be lucky to get a room at a budget special down the street.

I closed my eyes, deliberately not tormenting myself with the sight of those two gods anymore. As I leaned my head back, I tried to settle my thoughts back down. My Jell-O limbs from the plane were definitely gone and forgotten.

Something had to be done, and quickly.

“Love.” Drake slid in on my left.

“Are you kidding me?”

“I like that one best.” Fletcher folded his tall frame in on my right.

“It really rolls off the tongue.” They bantered back and forth over the top of my head.

“Please stop,” I snapped. “Please stop…all of this. I’m serious.” I was freaking out, and needed to let them see that. Their new frowns told me I’d finally gotten through.

Drake cupped the back of my neck with a big, warm hand. “Talia. Settle down. We’re playing around. As for the situation at the hotel, it’s just a box in a building with places to sleep, not a marriage proposal. Let’s just check in, take a look around, and if you’re still worried, we’ll make other arrangements. The last thing either of us would do is put you in a position you aren’t comfortable with. Can you trust us on this?”

His touch worked its magic all over again, soothing my tension away in seconds. Fletcher added to the effect with his easy laugh.

“I’m pretty sure that when you see the place, you’ll be fine with it. You won’t even know we’re there if you don’t want us to be. Angel?” Out came his killer smile again, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

Dammit, these two were trouble.

Big, dangerous, sexy trouble.
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The Nyte was just as magnificent as I’d heard.

“Wow,” I whispered, as the driver circled the Escalade into the glittering porte-cochere, then hopped out to get our luggage. He was assisted by a young man with boy-band hair and an equally dazzling grin, attracting the attention of at least six teenagers, a trio of cougars, and a couple of sugar daddies, while performing his duties.

“Welcome to The Nyte, Mr. Newland and Mr. Ford.” he greeted. “How was your flight in from San Diego?”

Drake nodded deferentially, as if they received this kind of reception at hotels all the time. “Enlightening,” he answered the youth. “Thank you, Tripp.”

“Perfect,” the kid answered, eager as a puppy as he handed Fletcher an embossed business card. “I’ve already checked. Your suite is ready. I’ll have the bags taken up right away. Just hit my number on either of your cells if you’ll be needing the car again.”

“Outstanding,” Fletcher answered. As he extended a tip, he asked, “How are things going at UNLV?”

“Right on track,” Tripp answered. “I’ll have that diploma in no time; then I’ll be ready to move up to Mr. Beckett’s management program here.”

Fletcher clapped him on the back. “Good job, man.”

During the exchange, Drake tipped the driver then leaned in to help me out of the car. The desert air hit me, dry and warm but hinting at the chill it would bring after sunset. The exotic flowers blooming in the planters added a touch of sexy spice to the balmy breeze—so not what I needed for thinking clearly at the moment. I had to focus on alternate lodging ideas. Just the thought of it was torture, especially following the men who’d succeeded in pulling the cougars’ attention off of Tripp. I fought the urge to hasten my pace, curl my hands beneath both their elbows, and shoot a possessive glance at the giggling women.

Instead, I chose to take in my surroundings. The hotel was breathtaking. Gold and silver trimmed every surface while crystal accents created tiny rainbows on every reflective plane. I’d read there were sixty floors in the hotel, and secretly hoped our suite was nowhere near the top. Admitting my irrational fear of heights to these two would be mortifying. I already felt so small and insignificant in their presence.

At the front desk, another handsome young man greeted Fletcher by name. I couldn’t help being impressed and proud that I was here with him. He was a force to be reckoned with, that was for sure, but was also greeted with affection and respect, in line with a reputation that he had clearly earned.

“Wesley. So good to see you again.” Fletcher shook the clerk’s hand while motioning Drake and me closer. “You remember my very good friend, Drake Newland?”

“Indeed! Mr. Newland, it’s wonderful to see you again. How are you?”

“I’m well, Wesley. Thank you for asking. May I also introduce our business associate, Talia Perizkova? She’ll be staying with us in the suite this weekend.”

“Very good! Well, we are all at your service, Ms. Perizkova. Please make my staff or me aware if you require anything to make your stay more enjoyable. At the Nyte, we strive to make your every desire a reality.”

I didn’t say a thing. Just stood and smiled like an idiot, wondering if adorable little Wesley really wanted to know my deepest desire at that moment—especially as Drake pressed his hand against the small of my back. His touch seared through the layers of my dress, making it impossible to think clearly. I blushed, instantly and profusely. Wesley didn’t seem to notice—but ohhh boy, did both men at my sides.

“Everything’s set with your account information.” Wesley slid an elegant key packet across the marble counter. “Here are your keys and suite number. I understand Tripp and his team are already handling your bags. Again, welcome to the Nyte.”

We headed from the lobby, through the casino, and toward the elevator bank to find our suite. The elevator was full of other guests, stopping at least three times before we picked up speed and soared higher and higher. My stomach rolled as I watched the numbers quietly dinging. Finally, the doors slid open—

At the fifty-third floor.

Drake held the lift’s door open. As soon as I realized the outside wall was dominated by huge glass panes, I grabbed Fletcher’s hand. So much for keeping my “little secret” any longer—though with Fletcher returning my grip, silently assuring my safety through the strength of his fingers, I was able to get in a centering breath and admire the luxury as we entered.

The hotel’s décor was stunning, even here. My heels sank into plush gold carpeting, and all the sconces on the walls were made of crystal. The windows were also framed in gold, as if the view itself were a work of art. I couldn’t argue. Once the sun went down, the view of the Strip would be amazing.

I let Fletcher lead the way to the end of the hall where one door stood alone, taller than the others we had passed. Drake swiped the key over the reader off to the side. He pushed open the door and stepped aside, letting Fletcher guide me inside the suite. I had to hide a smile as an image flared to mind, as shocking as it was fleeting. I actually pictured Fletcher carrying me over the threshold as Drake looked on, glowing with love and pride.

Whoa, baby.

Sheez. Wherever that had come from, it needed to return right now, to its rightful place—wherever the hell that was. I was here to do my job, not get lost in the fantasy seeming to unravel from me faster by the minute.

Or maybe it was me who was unraveling?

“You don’t like it?”

Fletcher’s voice, sounding so let down, jerked me back to reality. “Huh?” I snapped my head up. He was staring at me with the same intent as Drake, watching as if I were damn near prey, gauging every nuance of my reaction.

“I asked if you liked it.”

Drake stepped over. “Tolly…you look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s up?”

Crap. Where was a quick comeback when a girl needed one? I couldn’t possibly tell them about my—what had that been? A fantasy? A yearning?

A freaking pipe dream?

“No. I love it!”

Drake shifted closer. Even closer. There I was, standing in the gilded foyer of the most incredible hotel suite I’d ever seen, toe-to-toe with an even more splendorous sight—Drake Newland’s carved, perfect, archangel face.

With one finger under my chin, he brought my gaze up to his. “But what?”

I gulped. He already knew I was lying, The set of his eyes, so dark and determined, said as much. “There—there is no but. I was just—I was thinking—”

“Spit it out, girl.” Fletcher backtracked in order to crowd in behind me. No tight private plane spacing this time; just him deliberately pressing close—and sending shivers down to the ends of my toes.

“All right, all right.” Just move away. Just stay. Oh God, what am I doing here? “I’m…afraid of heights.”

Darn it! I hadn’t wanted to spill it, but right now, it was the safer of two truths. Like I could even consider the alternative. So I just had this vision, as we walked over the threshold…You guys are never going to believe this…

And they wouldn’t.

No matter how anything turned out over this weekend, conjugal bliss was far, far from the equation.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Drake was gentle, but firm about it, adding a second finger in order to hold me in place.

“Excuse me?” I was glad for the tiny surge of ire, helping me step from his numbing grasp. I paced deeper into the suite, motioning around the room with a small twirl. “You can see all these windows too, right? This view must include even the Hoover Dam, I’m sure of it.” I dropped my arms while backing away from the big window. “But you can also see all the way down to the street. And yeah, that scares me…a little.”

“Not an issue.” Fletcher demonstrated his point with a shrug. “We’ll just get a room on a lower floor.”

He made it all sound so simple. I just wondered why I wasn’t convinced.

“But we’ll have to warn you, sweet girl, the hotel doesn’t have many suites below this level. If we move to a lower floor, we’ll likely be sharing one room.” Drake watched me with careful eyes.

“And one bed.” Fletcher dropped the bomb. I snapped a stare to where he stood, hands in pockets, smugly grinning. Dammit, he already knew we’d be staying in this suite. I could barely keep my cool with these two in a mausoleum of a room like this, let alone something more…intimate.

“Okay, so this is fine. Yep, just fine. I mean, look around! It’s more than fine; it’s amazing. I’m just going to stay back from the windows, and everything will be fine, fine, fine. See? I’m better already. It’s fine.”

Drake dropped his head. Fletcher wasn’t so subtle about his gloating chuckle. “So, do you always babble when you’re nervous?”

“I’m not nervous.”

His hands came up, palms out. “Whatever you say, sugar.”

“Stop that. And I’m not nervous. Why would I be nervous?”

“Right. Got that. Everything’s—what was the word, bro?”

“Fine.” Drake’s single syllable shook with laughter.

“Exactly,” I snapped. “It’s fine. This is just the three of us, making it all fine, in a lovely and gigantic room. I’m going to take the bedroom on the right, if the two of you are good with that?”

“Yep.” Fletcher smirked. “That’s just—”

“A dead horse now.” I pivoted and marched toward the bedroom. “Can you just put my bag by the door when it gets up here? I’m going to go freshen up a bit.”

Not a minute too soon, I reached the bedroom and almost slammed the door behind me. As I leaned against it, my heart thudded in my ears like a hunted animal’s.

That was a close call. Too close. My stupid daydreams. I couldn’t entertain any more like that around these two. Between the pair, they didn’t miss a single detail about what I said or how I acted.

This was going to be the longest weekend of my life.

Or the best weekend of my life.

A soft tap came from the other side of the door. I jumped out of my deep thoughts and wondered how long I had actually been standing there. Minutes? An hour?

“Sweetie, your bag is right outside here. Can I get you something from the bar?”

I answered back, almost too quickly. “You guys are leaving?”

Fletcher’s chuckle was warm and enticing, even through the barrier. Against my better instincts, I opened the door.

He greeted me with a smile. “We have a full bar out here in the sitting room.” Gracefully, he extended a hand. God, he even had gorgeous hands. “Come join us. I promise we’ll keep you far away from the windows.”

As I hesitated, the devil returned to his smirk. The look was rapidly turning into my favorite, and I think he knew it. His eyes began twinkling too, but his mouth curled up more, a continued promise of delightful, sinful things.

Which meant I really needed to turn his offer down.

“Okay.” Dammit. I was so lost. The pitiful thing? I was pretty damn sure he knew that, as well. He reveled in what he was doing to me, though his touch was respectful as he gently reached out and twined my hand against his.

As we walked down the small hallway leading back to the suite’s main space, he looked down to where our hands were entangled. “Is this okay?”

Annnnd, melting of bones officially commenced. Now he was asking permission? It was so Southern and boyish…and so different from the bossy, never-take-no-as-an-answer approach of Drake’s. I couldn’t decide which enticed me more—or if I even wanted to decide. Maybe it explained why they always bedded women together. The combo had something to please any and every woman. They would never miss with this angle. Well, angles.

I couldn’t really coax sound out of my throat, so I just nodded. Fletcher smiled again. “Good. I rather like touching you.” He said it so quietly, I almost couldn’t make out the whole sentence. I envisioned pulling on his collar to make him come back and repeat it.

Oh, God. Me and my runaway fantasies. Again.

In the living room, Drake was behind the bar, looking very much at home. But of course, he was an expert at artisan cocktails too. Both of these men seemed to master everything they took on.

“What can I fix you, beautiful?”

I leaned against the dark wood counter. “Can you make a margarita? On the rocks, please?”

With one deft move, he yanked down a rocks glass from the shelf. “Can I make a margarita, she asks!” He shared a hearty chuckle with Fletch before drawling, “Sweet girl, you are looking at a mix master. And my personal favorite poison?”

I slid a smile out. “Tequila?”

Fletcher waggled his brows. “Such a quick study.”

I held up both hands. “Well, take it easy on me. We still have a lot of work to get through today, then there’s all day tomorrow. The last thing I need is a hangover.”

Fletcher nodded. “Not to worry. We’ll have one drink, then go downstairs and check out the booth setup in the meeting hall. I want to make sure the positioning is exactly what we specified, and confirm all the power got dropped to the right spots, too.”

I expanded my smile. When we talked business like this, the three-way flow was easy, even energetic. If I could only keep steering things in that direction…

Like a margarita in my hand was going to help.

Nevertheless, I accepted the drink from Drake and raised my glass to them both. “To the three of us, and success!” After they echoed the words and we all sipped—perhaps I did a little more than sip, because Drake really did concoct an amazing margarita—I went on. “Tomorrow is the start of a much-needed new beginning for me—in more ways than you can imagine.” Considering all the kindness they’d shown me today alone, compared to the year of hell at the hands of my last boyfriend, Gavin, pricked heat to the backs of my eyes—and a slightly buzzed boldness to my lips. “I’m so thankful I was partnered with the two of you.”

God. Had I said too much?

“Here here!”

We all clinked glasses, but I noticed I was the only one taking a second sip. Both men were staring at me with utterly unreadable expressions. Uh-oh; maybe I had said too much.

“Hey. No fair. Why aren’t you drinking?”

Fletcher ran a finger around the rim of his copper mug. “Just taking it all in. Taking you in. I could watch you for hours, Tolly.”

“I’ll beat you to it.” Drake looked wistful with his admission. Wistful? Ohhh, yeah. Wistful.

Oh man, this was weird. And wonderful. But mostly weird. No…mostly wonderful. I had no idea anymore.

“Would you two stop?” I gestured angrily at their drinks in hand. “Seriously! Drink your beers—and whatever that thing is—so we can go downstairs.” I really didn’t have any idea about how else to react to their declarations, so I went for the irked ostrich approach. I jammed my head in the proverbial sand, and kept pretending our dynamic wasn’t changing so drastically.

“It’s a Moscow Mule,” Fletch offered, finally taking a sip of his drink.

“A what?” It had been a-while since I’d gone clubbing or to a bar, so I wasn’t familiar with the drink at all.

“A Moscow Mule. They’re the thing right now, I guess.”

I pointed at my glass, now half-drained. How had that happened? “Whatever you say. I’m going to stick to the old standby. But I really like the pretty copper cup.”

“Only a female would appreciate the cup and not the drink inside.” His words, still quiet, were joined by teasing lights in his eyes, dancing over the mug’s rim as he took another taste.

“Who said I didn’t appreciate the drink? I’ve never even tried one.”

“Well, then. Let’s remedy that.”

He stepped closer to me, the mug still clutched in his hand. Something about him, an energy I didn’t dare deny, forced my gaze up to his face. I couldn’t tear my eyes from him as he slowly raised his drink to my lips. Out of instinct, I put my hand on top of his, though let him tilt the cup until ice cold liquor wet my tongue. A riot of tastes bombarded. Ginger and lime and vodka, tangling in a mix of smooth and zesty, making my nose tickle and my blood warm.

The drink…was just like him. A thousand different things blended beneath one sleek copper-and-gold package.

More, please.

I watched his pupils dilate as I let the sip slide in, then started to pull away. Despite my thirst, for the drink and the man, I’d had enough.

Our hands lowered the cup back down, but our gazes never parted. In a brazen move, I dipped my tongue out to taste the sweetness left behind on my lips. Fletcher’s eyes grew wider—just before a sharp inhalation broke our woven spell. We both turned, to see Drake watching us with fascination. His mouth was partly open, his stare enraptured…probably a mirror image of my own.

“That was fantastic,” he growled.

Fletcher echoed the low snarl. “You read my mind. I had a few other words in there, but yeah—fantastic.”

Warning bells sounded in my subconscious. Ohhhh, man. We were dancing, and not in a good way. Or maybe jumping. Back and forth. Appropriate. Inappropriate. Appropriate. Waaaay inappropriate.

“Is it warm in here?” Drake, clearly trying to lighten the sensual aftermath, stepped from behind the bar and stalked to the climate control pad on the wall. As he adjusted the temperature down by a few degrees, I investigated the rest of the suite. There was a small kitchenette with a breakfast bar, and a sitting area with the wet bar and small conference table, as well as a beautiful sectional sofa facing a fireplace and a huge, wall-mounted monitor. The suite’s two bedrooms were off to each side.

“Hey, guys?” I pivoted back toward them. “If I’m in the one room, and there’s only one other room left, does one of you have to sleep on the couch?”

They shrugged in unison. I instantly saw they hadn’t given it a moment’s thought.

“Ohhh, no. That’s not going to work. At all. I should take the sofa and you guys should take the rooms. I’ll move my bag out into the foyer.”

Drake blocked my beeline back to the room containing my things. “You will do no such thing.”

“The heck I won’t. It’s not fair, Drake. Your expense account is taking the hit for this palace. I’m the third wheel. I’ll take the sofa”.

“Talia.”

Crap. There was that tone again. How did he manage to freeze my thoughts by just intoning my name? It was starting to tick me off. I wasn’t some child getting into mischief. This was something altogether different.

But dammit if I didn’t just stand there, staring at him with wide eyes.

“I’ve done two tours in the Middle East. I’ve slept on dirt, sand, and steel. Sleeping on a very plush sofa isn’t going to be a hardship. Now no more arguing.”

He didn’t wait for a retort. Just headed back over to the bar and finished his beer in silence.

Okay, then.

Stewing a little, I plopped down on the sofa with my margarita and rested my head back on the low cushions. He was probably right. This thing would be great to sleep on. I was totally talking myself down so it didn’t feel like I had just been chastised like an errant teenager. My inner independent woman roared at me to go stand up for myself and push the issue. But the tired, overworked girl said just let it go. I finished the rest of my drink in one gulp.

“Ready when you are.” I smoothed my dress as I waited for the guys to grab their wallets.

“Let’s go see what we can find out.”

Drake and Fletch each put a key card in their wallet. When I stretched out a hand for my own and was met with a pair of blank stares, my expression turned into a glare.

“Tolly?” Drake arched both brows. “Problem?”

“A key?” I prompted. “For me?”

“I only asked for two.”

“Excuse me?”

“Good idea.” Fletcher winked. “Now you can’t wander off.”

“Really? Because I seem like the wandering type?”

Drake’s brow furrowed. “She has a point.”

“Yeah. She does.”

I openly fumed. “She is also still here.”

“Another good point.” Fletcher tucked his wallet into his jacket. “But…you never know. You may just get tired of our asses and want to go off on your own.”

“Again…really?”

“Oh!” A lightbulb practically appeared in the air over his head. “I hear they have an amazing spa here, too. Maybe we should check that out while we’re downstairs. Schedule some services for the day after the show?”

“Great idea, brother. Since we have the jet and don’t have to worry about making a flight, we can stay all day. We could even spend the night again, if things go well—at the trade show.” He added the last of it as if Fletcher had kicked him from under an invisible table.

“I don’t know.” Unbelievably, I still sounded like the wet blanket. “I just can’t ever justify spending that kind of money for nothing.”

“Nothing?” Drake rebutted. “When was the last time you had a full body massage? I’m not sure I wouldn’t pay money for that. Or a facial? Or you could get your nails done…or whatever shit women do.” He waved a hand in the air to encompass the “shit” he was referring to. It pulled a little laugh out of me. He had so many adorable behaviors hidden under his tough exterior.

“Still seems like a waste of hard-earned money to me,” I persisted. “I can paint my own nails.”

I wasn’t completely filled in on their upbringings, but I came from a large family, where money was a constant topic at the dinner table. Or, should I say the lack of it, as in making what we had stretch for everyone. Massages? Pedicures? They weren’t part of my reality then, nor were they now.

The elevator ride was quiet. The guys both seemed wrapped up in their own thoughts. I wasn’t much for chatter, so I busied my attention with the hotel’s digital reader boards, discreet reminders of everything happening at the Nyte. The list was long, but a good portion of it was dedicated to events in conjunction with Cos Con. When those appeared, a thrill raced through my system. We’d worked so hard for this event, so I savored the excitement.

Once we were back on the ground floor—the only level that made complete sense in my book—Drake led the charge through the throng of guests and casino players. Fletcher was his wingman, but held my hand tightly, as he had in our suite. The action never even crossed my mind as being inappropriate until we got to the conference center entrance, and were back among our industry peers.

As soon as I pulled my hand back, Fletcher’s stare sharpened. “What?”

“What, what?”

And yet more sharpness, the azure glints turning to ice. “You really going to try that?” His hands slammed to the lean hips that made his torso a perfect V. “Why’d you pull away?”

I jabbed up my chin. This wasn’t like the dispute about the couch. We were back to real life now. Back to the shit that really mattered about this weekend. “I just don’t think this is the place. People will misunderstand.”

“Will they?”

“Why do you answer everything with another question? It’s infuriating.”

“There’s something I’d like to see.” His eyes glimmered with heated thoughts.

“What’s that?” Drake finally realized we were no longer right behind him and doubled back.

“Our little one,” Fletch clarified, “all fired up.”

“First of all, I’m not anyone’s ‘little one’. Second, you really don’t want to see the whole ‘fired up’ thing. I’m serious. You need to get that through your skulls, okay?” Your really gorgeous, very… “You guys just don’t understand what it’s like for a woman in the business world.” I lowered my voice so only they could hear me. “If people think we are together in any other way than we actually are, as business associates, all of the hard work I’ve done will be for nothing.”

“I can sense you’re serious about this, but I’m sorry, I still don’t get what you’re talking about.”

“You know damn well how people whisper about the girl in the office who slept her way to the top. I refuse to be that girl. I’ve worked so hard on this project for the past few months. Way too hard to have it all thrown away because a rumor started spreading that I didn’t earn whatever success we may have coming.”

I imagined myself stepping down off a soapbox and it “poofing” into thin air. A crazy giggle erupted from my throat making both of the guys look at me like I was losing it.

“Okay, okay. I see where you’re coming from and I apologize for making you uncomfortable. I won’t slip again.”

“It’s not like that—” The thought of either one of them no longer flirting or sneaking in little touches here and there instantly made me sad.

Fletcher cocked his head to the side, trying to read me, while Drake just looked frustrated.

“I’m so confused right now.”

“It’s cool, D. I’ll explain in man-speak later. Let’s check in at the registration table and find out where they put us.”

While Fletcher spoke with the attendant at the desk, Drake grabbed a map showing the booth layout for the event, and I picked up our ID badges.

“Looks like we are in booth twenty-five in the “On the Rise” section. I don’t think I like that they have all of the new product lines in one spot. They should’ve put us throughout the hall.”

“I agree. I guess if we ever run a trade show we can do it better. In the meantime, twenty-five it is! According to the map, we’re just inside the east entrance to the hall. That makes up for the lumping us all together mistake, I think. We’ll either be the first thing people see when they come in or the last thing as they leave. I like it.” I lowered the map to find both Drake and Fletch just staring at me, grinning with approval.

“What?” Suddenly I felt self-conscious.

“Just appreciating your brilliance.”

I rolled my eyes and headed toward the east entrance of the hall. I could hear the guys talking to each other right behind me, so I knew they were in tow. The booth was just what we’d hoped for. The size was perfect and I really was pleased with the location. Drake checked to ensure we had electrical power routed to the area and we did a quick run through of the display.

When we finished in the exhibit hall we wound our way back through the casino to the spa. The men insisted we all schedule massages for the day after the show, knowing that standing on a concrete floor all day would take a toll on our bodies. My lower back was already hurting at the thought of it.

Back out in the casino, we wandered by a few banks of slot machines.

“Let’s test Lady Luck, what do you say?” Fletcher parked himself on the stool in front of the machine. “Lucky 7” was in red, white, and blue across the top and the promise of jackpot payouts lit up all around.

“How much is this per try?” I was never one for gambling—again, wasting money on skewed chance games just didn’t strike me as prudent.

Drake explained to me how you could play just one dollar, or up to three on each pull. Fletcher fed the machine a twenty and gave the big handle on the side a dramatic pull.

“I should’ve rubbed on you for luck first,” he said with a mischievous grin. The reels came to a halt, and just like that, three dollars were gone. He repeated the process, but before pulling the handle, stroked my hair for luck. Again—nothing.

“So much for me being a lucky charm.”

We stood by and watched twenty hard-earned dollars become nothing within five minutes. I just shook my head thinking “better him than me.” What was crazy though was the number of people within eyesight doing the exact same thing: pumping machines full of their hard-to-come-by cash in hopes of a bigger dream. I was amazed, and confused about what, exactly, I was missing.

“See, once you win, you want to keep going. You hope just for the chance that you might hit it again. It becomes addictive pretty fast.” Drake easily rested his hand on my lower back as we strolled and he tried to explain the fascination with gambling to me.

“Maybe you would like 21 more. Or maybe roulette?”

“I can’t see losing money, no matter how it happens. I just don’t think gambling is for me.”

“Fair enough. Do you want to get something to eat? Or look through the shops while we’re down here?”

“I’d really like to go to the room and prepare for tomorrow. I want to run over some key talking points a few times and maybe lose myself in that enormous tub I have in my bathroom. Do you have that on your side too?”

“You know what they say, Tolly? All work and no play—”

“Give her a break, Fletch. If she doesn’t want to gamble then so be it. It’s not for everyone.”

“Okay, okay. Let’s head up to the room then and we can order room service.”

“If you guys want to stay down here and play some more, I can go up to the room myself. I am an adult, after all.” I gave them a little smile, letting them know I wasn’t being ungrateful that they wanted to see to my every need, but that they should do what they wanted, too.

“That’s a decent idea actually. Dude, let’s play a little roulette and then head up for dinner in the suite. Here, Tolly, take my key and we’ll see you in a bit, okay?”

Drake was looking at his best friend like he’d just sprouted another head. Clearly he wasn’t on board with the plan, but could tell Fletcher had something on his mind. He leaned in to me and very slowly gave me a whisper of a kiss on my cheek. He smelled so good standing so close to me, I wanted to grab onto his thick bicep and hold him in place for a few more seconds.

Not to be outdone, after I took the key from Fletcher, he repeated the process, but on my other cheek. One soft, easy, butterfly kiss ignited my blood stream like a branding iron instead. I swayed on my feet as he stepped away, already missing them both as they turned and walked deeper into the crowd of people.

I spun on my heel and headed to the elevators. Luckily, a car stood with its doors open and I was able to quickly escape to gather myself. What just happened back there? Of course they had been sneaking in little touches here and there, a brush of my hair off my shoulder while I spoke, the brief hand holding, standing so close I could feel their heat. But those were just kisses. Two of them to be exact. And my cheeks still burned where their lips had touched my skin. This train barreling down the tracks was about to be derailed. If I didn’t put my foot down soon, trouble would follow. Every little step over the line was going to add up to one gigantic mistake.

So why were my panties wet?

A flush spread across my face again at the realization of how turned on I was. Maybe I needed a cold shower instead of a warm, soothing bath.

I reached our suite and slid the key into the reader. With a small green light and a click of the lock, I was safely back inside and blissfully alone.

I ran a bath in the small-pool-sized tub. I took advantage of the products on the ledge and added some lavender bath salts to the flowing water. The amazing, calming scent filled the room in pillows of steam. It felt so good to get out of the clothes I’d been wearing all day as I left everything in a heap on the floor where I’d undressed.

So unlike me. But this whole trip so far was so unlike me. From the massages on the plane, to standing up for myself in the convention hall, only to be swept away again by two innocent kisses on my cheek.

They just hadn’t felt that innocent. My thoughts in the moment certainly weren’t innocent either. As I soaked in the tub, I could still smell their colognes, feel their body heat, imagine what their touches would feel like on my body. I hadn’t been with a man since the disaster called Gavin and my body had grown lonely. And needy.

I floated in the tub and let a myriad of fantasies run through my mind. What would it be like to be with two men at one time? I’d never given it a moment’s thought before, but suddenly it was something I wanted to discover for myself. If only they weren’t the men I worked with. That in itself put the whole scenario back into focus. What on Earth was I thinking? The reality of the situation came crashing in unwelcomed. We could not keep crossing well-defined professional lines. My career was the most important thing in my life at the moment, and I was on the precipice of a huge leap forward. If the launch went well tomorrow, the sky would be the limit for me. I needed to keep my head in the game and my libido out of it. I just needed to get through dinner with them and then I would excuse myself and stay locked in my room for the rest of the night so I wouldn’t be tempted any more.

With a mental game plan in place, I lifted the drain with my toes and hopped in the shower to rinse off and wash my hair. I grabbed the fluffiest robe I had ever seen off the hook on the back of the door and wrapped myself in it like a baby. I combed out my long, dark hair and twisted it up into a makeshift bun on top of my head, tucking the ends in so it would stay in place.

I laid back on the bed, sinking into the down duvet and perfect pillows. Hotels always seemed to have the best pillows. My eyes grew so heavy I just couldn’t fight it anymore. I drifted off contently for a nap, wrapped in a sea of goose down and cotton.

I had left the door to my bedroom open when I fell asleep, so the sound of deep voices shook me awake. The sun had gone down outside, leaving the suite dim and peaceful. I didn’t want to wake up; my body felt like a lead weight, so calm and serene in that glorious bed. I knew I should get up, but I laid there with my eyes closed, listening to the men out in the living room.

“She’s sleeping like a goddess, all fuckable and amazing in nothing but a robe. It looks like every fantasy I’ve ever had of her.”

Drake must have come to my door and gone back again to report his findings. A smile played on my lips. He thinks I’m a goddess? That I look fuckable?

Warning! Keeping it professional. Right.

Those things shouldn’t have made me happy to overhear, they should have made me bound to my feet and set them straight about our relationship.

“I think she was freaking out earlier though. I could see it in her eyes. When you surprised the hell out of both of us with that kiss in the casino, she looked dizzy with lust, and then immediately at war with herself about it. I figured if I followed it up quickly with more positive, she would see it was what she wanted too.”

“Yeah, I can tell we have to go ever so slowly with her or she’ll spook on us. She’s like a little fawn out on its own for the first time. The innocence in her mannerisms—makes my dick hard enough to pound nails.”

“That’s really poetic man.” Fletcher’s laugh at his own joke filled the suite, making me smile again, even while I was processing what they were saying. They were definitely putting the moves on me. It wasn’t my lonely imagination. Now, to figure out a way to make them stop.

Even though that was the last thing I wanted.
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Chapter Three


[image: ___]

Drake hung up the phone as I padded into the living area of our suite. Having overheard the “feedback” from him and Fletcher about the robe, I decided to pull on some joggers and a loose tank top rather than flitting around in the garment that was already inspiring them to wickedness again. Best to defuse the situation now, with something more appropriate.

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty.” Fletcher sat next to me on the sofa. “We just ordered some dinner. They said it should be about thirty minutes. Are you hungry?”

“Starving, now that you mention it.” I rose. “I’d better call down and get something too. After we eat, we can run through talking points for tomorrow.”

Drake approached, looking a little pissed. Maybe a lot. Unwittingly, I shivered—and obeyed at once as he motioned for me to sit again. “Do you seriously think we’d order for ourselves and not get anything for you?”

Yikes. I didn’t really know how to handle him. “Well, uh—I don’t know. I—how—well what did you order? How would you even know what I like and don’t like?”

“Talia.”

Damn. Oh please, not the voice. It shot straight to the V between my legs—in every perfect way possible. How twisted was I that a man so daunting could also make me so hot?

“Drake.” It came out like a whisper, a lover’s caress—even though I meant to be standing up for myself.

“We’ve been together for months, day and night, putting this project together. I could probably catalog what you’ve eaten, how many times you’ve ordered certain things, and your exact reaction each time you’ve lifted a fork to your mouth.”

The look on his face warned me he was deadly serious. Any hope of breaking the strange tension with a “nutritionally obsessed” joke was lost.

“Ohhhkaayy.” It truly was the best answer I could come up with.

“How about this? If you don’t absolutely love what I’ve ordered for you, I’ll repay the debt with a massage.” He wiggled his fingers in the air. “You know all about the magic in these bad boys.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. His silly side was so endearing—and fascinating. He could shift from one mood to another like no one I’d known before. It was a little unsettling, too.

“That’s a pretty bold offer, mister. I may just pretend to not like my food just so you’ll have to pay up.”

He arched one dark brow. “Do you think you could lie to either one of us and get away with it? We would know the second it came off your tongue. You’re a terrible liar, Talia Perizkova, and we all know it.”

It was true. I couldn’t lie to save my own life. Even as a child, I got into so much trouble by ratting myself out, unable to take the pressure of having to weave a plausible story. In response to his insight, all I could do was eek out a dorky grin. In return, Drake and Fletch watched me with their hawk eyes. Thanks for nothing, guys. Somehow, over the past few months, these two stunningly gorgeous men had learned my every fault and feature—and now all I could do was look like a blithering idiot in front of them.

“Let’s change the subject,” I offered eagerly, nodding at Drake. “Maybe you could make me one of those amazing margaritas again. I suddenly feel like a good stiff drink.”

I swore Drake mumbled something about “other stiff things” as he stomped back to the bar. Fletcher’s bark of a laugh confirmed I wasn’t hearing things.

Keep it professional, damn it. Danger, Will Robinson!

Once Drake brought my drink, we all sat together and threw around a few ideas about the show the next morning. We’d have a mixture of independent and big box buyers at the booth. Everyone needed an individualized approach. I sipped on the tasty cocktail, which helped with the energy of the conversation. These exchanges always invigorated me. While both these men possessed brilliant business minds, they considered every single one of my ideas, on equal footing with their own. Everything was so much easier with them when we could restrict the subject to work. This is where the conversation needed—needed—to stay.

There was a knock on the door and we all surged to our feet, but I stopped the guys with a raised hand. “At least let me answer the door. All of your waiting on me is really going to my head.” I rolled my eyes to let them know I was only half-joking. “I’m going to be wrecked when I get home and no one is there to jump at my smallest whim.”

“We could fix that, too.”

I wasn’t sure who said that to my retreating back as I rushed to let the staff in with our food. Everything smelled amazing, like luxury spun into edible form, before the waiter from room service even lifted the silver domes from the plates. As soon he did, all the savory aromas had my mouth watering. All of my favorites were spread before me: shrimp cocktail to start, an amazing rib eye for dinner, and warm apple cobbler for dessert.

Well…wow. They really did have me pegged.

Drake and Fletcher joined me at the table as we dug into the most amazing room service meal I’d ever scarfed. And yes, “scarfed” was the proper verb. After just my first bite, I could barely look up from my plate. It felt like I hadn’t eaten in days.

“You win.” I finally took a break to concede it, pushing away the entree plate I’d all but slurped clean. As Drake threw out a cocky chuckle, I pointed my fork at the other plate, still filled with the cobbler. “This is amazing. You really did pick all my favorites. I don’t even remember ever having dessert with you guys. How did you know?”

Drake’s laugh mellowed to a knowing look. “One day, I heard you talking to your mother on the phone. You were making apologies—not easy ones—about being disappointed you couldn’t make it to Sunday dinner that week, due to a deadline we had looming on the FDA applications. She must’ve made some snide remark, because you looked pretty ruined before you sucked it up and plastered the game face back on.” He swung his head to Fletcher, who nodded that he’d witnessed the exact same moment. “We both felt terrible, knowing you were missing time with your family so you could stay and work on the launch. Then and there, we agreed to make it up to you eventually.”

For a long moment, I just stared at him. Then Fletch. Drake again. That had to be the most thoughtful thing anyone had done for me in a long damn time. When I was with Gavin, everything was about—well, Gavin. Only now did I fully realize how selfish and self-absorbed he’d really been. Gavin March probably wouldn’t have known if I loved shrimp or was allergic to them, let alone order the exact cut of steak I preferred, cooked so that it melted on my tongue with each and every bite.

I blinked through vision that had suddenly gone cloudy. The tears thickened, threatening to fall at any moment. Trying to hold them back just made it worse. Oh, God. Talk about embarrassment.

“Whoa.” Drake shot up, circled the table, and filled the chair next to mine. “Tolly. Honey. What is it?”

I stopped him with a panicked hand on his arm. “No. No. Everything is perfect. It’s just—it’s just that I don’t—I don’t know how to say all of what I’m thinking…and feeling…and not sound like a sappy girl.”

Fletcher came close on the other side by scooting his chair over. “We like sappy girls, baby. Can’t you see that yet?”

“No one has ever done something like this. All of this.” I dared glancing up at them both. “You both notice things about me without being told outright. It’s all…surreal.”

His eyes darkened to cobalt. “You deserve to be taken care of.”

I stiffened. “I can take care of myself.”

“Okay, listen to what I just said. You deserve to be taken care of, not you need to be taken care of. It’s a gift for us to do this. A privilege. You should be treated this way every single day, simply because of your kindness, your beauty…because you’re you. It makes us happy to make you happy.”

If he was trying to make things less surreal, he was really failing. I shifted in my seat and let him see every inch of my skeptical pout. “Well, from my experience, people ‘just do nice things for others’ so they can get what they want.”

Fletcher leaned in a little more. With one hand on the table and one clasping the back of my chair, he was close enough that I got a deep inhalation of his obscenely masculine cologne, probably blended with the pheromones of a real stallion. “Then you’ve been hanging around the wrong people, love.”

His last word guaranteed I was now declaring more comments off limits. Instead I busied myself with the cobbler. Outside of Mama’s, this was the best version of the dessert that I’d ever tasted. I closed my eyes, savoring all the amazing flavors playing hopscotch in my mouth.

Inside those three seconds, a warm hand covered mine.

I popped my eyes open to find Fletcher filling my view. He was just inches from my face, with a hungry look that made me squirm even more.

“Can I have a bite?” He barely whispered the request, but moved his hand to let me lift the spoon. Boldness took over. I dipped in the spoon, loading it with a generous bite before lifting it to his outrageously full lips. I watched his every move, holding my breath…hoping like hell not to break the spell.

His lips closed around the magical mush of dough, fruit, and sugar. He never ceased boring his stare into my core, lighting me up from the inside like a Halloween pumpkin. Not breathing, I watched him chew slowly, seduc­tive­ly…en­trancing me more deeply each second. And I let him. And ohhh, it felt good. So good.

When a bit of apple clung to his lips, I went ahead and obeyed all the new instincts flowing through me, swiping my finger at them. With an approving rumble, Fletcher grabbed my hand. He pulled my fingertip in, gently sucking, still keeping me prisoner to his deep blue stare. I dragged in air, struggling to stay upright as my head swam with dizzy temptation—

But the moment my lips parted, he swooped in. His strong mouth pressed against mine and I was completely lost, swept out to sea, consumed by the perfect current pounding between us. At that moment, I knew I had a choice, though it sure didn’t feel like one. Larger forces than me—than even him—had been awakened. Though it was probably the most inappropriate thing I could do, I returned the kiss with all the strength in my body.

And I didn’t want to stop.

Next to us, Drake had become a statue. It surprised me, but turned me way the hell on. I felt him there, knowing he was watching every detail of Fletcher’s mouth on mine. When he let out a rough hiss of approval, my desire was amped into the stratosphere. I was lost to any coherent thought, could only focus on the electricity jolting from where Fletcher toyed with my lips. He grew the intensity of the contact, pressing at my mouth with his incessant tongue, continuing to play along the seam where we meshed.

I could no longer fight him—or all the incredible things he made me feel. With a sigh, I willingly opened for his exploration. He tasted like cinnamon and warm brown sugar, making the kiss even sweeter than it would be naturally. I was victim to it all. I wanted it all. I tilted my head just a bit, making the fit even better. That caused a low groan from Drake, communicating what sounded like physical agony. What did that mean? Did he want to keep looking on…or was everything Margaux had told me about them really true? Did Drake want to…be a part of this?

I opened my eyes and pulled back from Fletcher, though was unsure what to do next. What would happen next.

“That was so fucking hot. I’ve been dreaming about it for so long.” Fletcher’s eyes were heavy with desire.

With a jolt, I realized that I had been, too. Kissing him had come so easily…so naturally.

And yeah…I wanted to kiss Drake, too.

What on Earth was happening to me?

And did I really want that answer right now?

I swiveled my gaze to Drake, summoning the sexiest look I could muster. “Do you…want a taste too?” In for a penny…

He nodded his head with slow, silent deliberation. I didn’t miss the way his nostrils flared slightly, like a wild animal taking in his prey through all of his senses. It made my stomach dance, just as untamed, racing with excitement. That should have been my warning sign. My body’s scream to stop, but I couldn’t. I no longer wanted to.

Drake’s kiss was completely different. He reached to the back of my skull, cradling my nape, dragging me closer until I tumbled from my chair into his. Instantly, I could feel his stiff cock under my ass. His lips met mine with force, making it nearly impossible to hold on to sanity. His tongue swept through my mouth, tasting, claiming, dominating. I sucked air in through my nose, his overwhelming presence making me swirl with dizziness. A whimper erupted in my throat, but I had no idea what it meant. How I felt. What I wanted.

Did I want them to stop?

Or did I long to barrel forward and never look back?

“Do you like the way Drake kisses you, baby? The way he holds you in place, bending you to his will?”

I came up for air long enough to hear Fletcher’s taunting questions. Was he serious, though? Did he really expect me to answer such an obvious question? Now? And why did it make every inch of my sex twist with new desire?

“I’m going to take that dreamy look in your eye as a yes.” He chuckled a bit and moved in closer to Drake and me.

I didn’t miss how Drake kept watching me, taking in every muscle tick, every inhaled breath. He was so sexy and powerful, his strong arm wrapped around my waist, the other hand still buried in my hair. He rubbed a thumb along my skull, massaging away any anxiety that developed when my head won the battle and ran away on a path of self-doubt.

“You are so beautiful,” he finally whispered, his moist breath tickling my ear lobe. He trailed a few kisses down my neck while tilting my head back for his own access.

Fletcher hummed out a deep approval. “You could say it fifty times a day, my brother, and it wouldn’t be enough.” His hand caressed down the other side of my neck. “Sweet girl, you are everything we dreamed you would be.”

My voice was husky and low when I finally found the strength to speak. “You’ve dreamed of me?”

“Every time I close my eyes,” he drawled. “Every time…there you are. I’ve come by my own hands more times than I care to keep track of. When I do, I’ve been thinking of your juicy, perfect mouth…how it would feel to finally kiss it…to sink my cock into it.”

I sputtered a little. All his dirty talk was making me gush down below, tying the rest of my insides into a network of moist knots.

“Fletcher.” I had a complete thought to add to that, but it slipped away when he nuzzled into my neck and hair, matching the erotic onslaught delivered by his best friend. Ohhhh…man. They were really, really good at this. Within seconds, the three of us were tangled in each other’s arms and legs. The two of them pressed even closer, surrounding me in their power and heat. It was wonderful. So damn wonderful.

“What, baby?” Fletcher’s voice, always underlined with a musical quality, was entrancing in its blatant arousal. “Tell me what you want. I’ll do whatever you say—except stop. I can’t stop now. I’ve had just a little taste, and now I want more. Your skin, your softness, your smell…it lures me in, Talia. You have me in your spell.”

“We shouldn’t—”

“We should.”

“I’m serious.” But even as it spilled out, I tilted my head back, yearning for their seduction to continue. We needed to stop. I had to make them stop. I tried so hard to make them…

Right. And this joint was really a Holiday Inn.

I wasn’t trying—at all. It all felt so good…too good. I couldn’t convince myself it was wrong, even knowing damn well my family would disown me at once over something like this. If Mama, Papa, and the rest ever found out, I’d be a Perizkova outcast the moment the news spread.

But feeling the barely-contained passion of these men, one throbbing into me from below, one continuing to seduce me from the front, I could only really process one question.

Now what?

The men moved with sensual, perfect precision, as if reading my thoughts as well as each other’s. They functioned almost as one being, shifting and sliding, touching and teasing, growling and encouraging. They were relentless about breaking down my walls, their mighty spirits focused on simply making me feel good.

I felt Fletcher’s hands at the hem of my shirt, toying with my exposed skin, igniting my desire. I willingly raised my arms when he tugged to lift it over my head, leaving me in a yellow and white polka dot bra and my loose jogging pants. His fingers skated up my sides and back down again, in appreciation of the tan flesh.

Drake finally lifted his head from my neck long enough to take in his new view. “Shit. I must’ve been a very good boy this year. Christmas is here again.”

“Hey,” Fletch barked. “Sharing is caring, man.” He pulled gently on my shoulder. “Tolly, turn on Drake’s lap. Face me.”

His effortless command had me obeying without question. I swung my legs to the front, then leaned back on Drake’s wide chest. The move offered my breasts to Fletcher like a reward.

“Jesus Christ, Newland. You weren’t kidding.” He raised his hands, cupping me through the fabric of my bra.

It wasn’t too late to stop. All I had to do was—

“Oh my God.” The moan spilled from me almost automatically, as Fletcher bent forward and kissed what he could of my breast, spilling from the demi cup of my bra. All right, maybe he even encouraged the swell a little, pushing it up with his steady, powerful hand. He licked at my skin, leaving a warm, wet trail across my flesh. I needed more. But just when I moved to grip his head, Drake circled each of my wrists with his fingers, then lifted my arms up and back, clasping them behind his head. I was so open and vulnerable now, completely offered up to Fletcher’s hungry mouth.

“Fuck, woman.” Fletcher’s reaction was a chainsaw of sensuality. “You’re going to be my goddamn death. Do you realize what you’re doing to me?” As he reached between his legs, gripping himself through his slacks, my eyes grew wide. Oh, this was…interesting. And so, so hot. I swallowed hard, fixated on the outline of his cock in his hand, straining through the fabric, begging to be set free.

“We—we really should stop.”

“No.” This time they answered in unison. “We shouldn’t.”

But Fletcher could see the war going on inside my head. There was a mental game of shirts versus skins happening on the playground of my mind, and by the goose bumps breaking out across my flesh, I knew which team I was on. But would winning mean giving in to the ache growing deep in my core or fighting off the pleasure they could give me together?

A sharp pinch to my nipple snapped me from the musing. The pain quickly morphed into pleasure as Drake extended the pressure to my sensitive tip.

“Stay right here with us, baby. No drifting off. No listening to the negative crap you’re brewing inside that beautiful little mind.”

“I wasn’t—” my words were cut off by another pinch, focusing on the other nipple. “Ohhhh, shit. Oh-oh-okay.” The last word twined with a groan—as my panties got even wetter.

Fletcher’s eyes sparkled with the light of fresh discovery. “Someone likes that more than she can reason through, hmm?”

“No,” I protested. “It’s just—” Drake twisted my nipple harder, cutting off thought entirely. I sighed, breathy and needy. “Okay, ummm…yeah. Th-that feels good.”

“Good girl,” Fletcher crooned. “Let it go. Just feel us. We will be so good to you.”

By now, I was swimming in a lust-filled haze. Instead, I whimpered and sighed, subdued and seduced. I should’ve still been fighting it. Fighting them. It was wrong to feel this good. It had to be.

But this time, my own thoughts were my traitors. While I wrestled through my inner turmoil, Fletcher unhooked my bra then slid the straps down my arms. As they reached my elbows, he stopped. He studied me twice as intently as before, almost as if daring me to stop him now.

And I couldn’t. God, I just couldn’t do it. I just…wanted to feel like this forever. Cherished. Desired. The complete focus of two sinfully inviting men. I wanted an eternity of floating in the clouds above my own body. Of feeling every cell as if it had been newly crafted by fate, especially for the purpose of pleasing these men in every way possible.

As my bra fell away, warm hands took its place. My breasts weren’t oversized, but they filled Drake’s palms with their flesh. He completely appreciated that fact, judging by the leonine growl at my ear and the ridge pushing even harder against my ass. He swiveled his hips under me now, matching the tempo of his hands.

“Fuck me. What a sight.” Fletcher moved closer still, plunging in to kiss my jaw and cheeks before finally diving back into my mouth. I felt like I could get off just from the attention they were both lavishing on me, especially if I angled back a bit. If I ground my clit right on Drake’s—oh yeah, just like that.

A little keening noise came from my throat, making Fletcher pull back from our kiss and smile. “This dry humping you two have going on is making me ridiculously hard. And fucking jealous.”

Drake responded with something between a chuckle and a growl. “She feels so damn good, man.”

“Asshole,” Fletch jibed.

“But we need to take this to the bed. Or the sofa. Fuck, even the floor’s a good choice. Talia…baby…I need to see all of you.”

Fletcher pulled me forward, off Drake’s lap. But when I was up, he kept his arms tight around my waist, balancing me as I stood. Thank God for it. My head had really turned upside down, and I probably would have stumbled without him. I sagged heavily into his chest, inhaling his distinct, expensive smell. The man always smelled so amazing. Fletcher Ford’s scent was all fashion model and high-end department store, the finest colognes lingering on his skin as if he’d been genetically engineered to wear the stuff. That being said, he was never just a wall of smell when near. He probably used the whole line of products. It was spicy and comforting, and so deep in his flesh I could burrow my face in his chest all day.

In contrast, Drake was earth and woods, a lot like the cabin Mama and Papa rented in Big Bear during our winter breaks from school. It wasn’t strictly pine, more of a mixture of all the trees and plants that grew up there that we didn’t see in San Diego.

I was so lost in my olfactory musings that when the backs of my knees hit the sofa, I jumped.

“Easy, baby,” Drake soothed. “Just sit down. We want to get more comfortable with you.”

Comfortable? They wanted to get “comfortable”, when all I could think of was how hot they’d have to make my blood before spontaneous combustion occurred?

On that inspiring thought, I sank to the sofa. They followed, one man on either side—my favorite proverbial “move” of theirs. With a pair of efficient swoops, they yanked free the back cushions and tossed them to the floor behind, growing the “let’s get comfortable” depth by two.

“Lay back, sweet girl.”

They moved again. Drake scooted to kneel on the floor while Fletcher easily slid behind me. It was a little disconcerting, just how perfectly I fitted into the curve of his body when we laid down. Drake reached up, fanning my hair out above us, making me even more comfortable despite the majestic sight of his power at work. I admired his every move, watching how the muscles worked along the length of his arm. I could only imagine what he looked like underneath his clothes. On the few occasions I’d managed to sneak in a friendly touch, he’d felt like a brick house—the industrial prison cell ones, not the curvy decorative patio kind. I yearned to learn it all now for myself.

And apparently, I was transparent about it, too. Drake leaned in, tapping on my temple, “What’s going on in there?”

Yikes. Embarrassment—again. I was going to have to get better at hiding my thoughts. Clearly, they ran across my face like a streaker at a football game.

“Nothing.” I tried a sweet smile, attempting to distract him.

His own forehead furrowed. “You don’t have to hide from either of us, Talia. If you haven’t figured it out by now, the things we want to do with you are very…specific.”

“He means intimate,” Fletcher’s tone teased. A little. The rest was pure, fluent sexual intent.

“There’s no room for hiding or lying when we are all together. You won’t get that from us, and we expect none of it in return. So let’s try again, hmm?”

Wait. Whaaaa?

No. Uh-uh. I really couldn’t do this. If their purpose was to indulge a little fling while we were here in this room, fine. Maybe. I was close to considering it. But after that solemn, stern lecture? What was going on? Had they been writing our wedding vows in their spare time? And how ludicrous was that to think of on its own? Wedding vows. As if three people could much less live together in that kind of way, let alone put rings on it. As if anyone in the normal world would ever be okay with that.

“Seriously, nothing. I was just enjoying all of the attention. You two are going to have me so spoiled by the end of this weekend.”

Fletcher curled a hand against my face, tugging me around to gaze at him. “You don’t know the half of it yet.” His promise was as velvety-smooth as his eyes, drawing me closer until our lips met. He yanked me down harder, consuming my mouth with his own. Okay, so that ceased Drake’s cross-examination, but I was now on another hook entirely—and wasn’t sure I wanted off. I sank into the kiss, reveling in the feel of Fletch’s mouth controlling mine, and tried to let go of all the anxiety.

Well, most.

I really needed to pick one side or the other. Throw myself totally into this sea of lust or run for the safety of the shore, far, far away from these tidal waves disguised as men. I couldn’t stay here and even hope to win the battle by ‘talking” to them anymore. I was doomed if I stayed, especially with the full talent of Fletcher Ford’s mouth now unleashed on me. His lips were so agile and his tongue was so skilled, working its sinful magic all over my cheek, jaw and neck. I sighed as he pushed up on his elbow in order to loom farther over me, gazing into my face before covering my mouth once more.

My control slipped another notch. I mewled in protest but it dropped again. Oh, how I wanted to give myself over to him…in every carnal sense of the word. As he sucked and nibbled, played and teased, I felt myself drowning deeper…deeper.

Warm kisses covered my belly. So Drake was over his inquisition…and decided to play with us. Yikes. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? Or did I even need to keep caring? Option two felt more logical by the second, as he drew lazy, wanton circles on my flesh…at last ending up along the waistband of my pants.

“God!” I exclaimed.

“Drake will do,” he growled, nuzzling my navel with his nose. With his teeth, he nibbled my tummy in all the places where I’d normally be ticklish. Nothing about what I felt was remotely funny. I willed him to go lower; silently begged him to continue his path downward. The ache between my legs was palpable, unbearable. I throbbed. I quivered. I lusted.

When he dipped a hand into my pants, I nearly leapt off the sofa. My skin had become so sensitive, all of my blood surging to the surface of my intimate lips, as well as the coil of sensitive nerves at their center.

Please don’t stop.

The words ran through my head on a continuous loop. Just don’t stop.

His long fingers dipped below the satin of my panties. I pushed my hips up in invitation. “Ohhhhh!”

“That’s it baby. Give it to me. You’re so warm in here. So inviting.”

I couldn’t answer his dirty talk. Not in…specifics. But it didn’t really matter. His smile told me as much. It grew, so dazzling and beautiful in his dark face, as I pushed my mound into his hand again.

“You’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever touched, Talia. Your body feels so good under my hand. I’m going to make you come this way, with my fingers. Fletcher’s going to kiss you and caress you and make you feel good…and I’m going to take care of the rest.”

I moaned as he twirled his fingers through my wetness. Finally. My clit throbbed in double-time with my pulse, leading the way toward my elusive, perfect explosion. I wanted it so badly now, and would resort to any manner of moaning, wheedling, or bargaining for it. I wasn’t normally so free with my sexuality, but together, they made me feel safe…so desired.

I reached out to touch one of them. It didn’t matter which one. I wanted to feel both of them. Fletcher was first within reach. I moved my hand down his body, learning he’d shifted around enough to let me squeeze his tight ass. He groaned and surged his hips toward me. His shaft was so hard, it was almost painful as he ground it against me. I kneaded his backside a little harder, encouraging him to take his pleasure however he could.

“Fuck, Tolly.” The growl reverberated through both our bodies before he kissed me again, holding none of his desire back. I understood the intensity of his voice. I’d never been kissed so thoroughly. I didn’t want any of it to end…now that I’d resigned to really go for it.

Drake kept strumming fingers along my sex. He toyed with my clit in knowing little circles, rubbing slowly, using my own wetness to remoisten my folds.

With steady boldness, he pushed a finger into me. I couldn’t stifle the moan that escaped. It was good. So good.

“Drake!”

“I know, baby. It’s going to get better. Just relax and let me take you there.”

“It feels so…I can’t! I—I don’t—”

“Ssshhhh. You don’t have to do anything. Just enjoy.”

I wanted to follow his instructions but I felt confused when I let myself think too long. What we were doing was wrong, and we still had to get through the launch.

A pinch to the inside of my thigh snapped my attention back up. “Owww! Hey!”

Drake’s gaze was now a storm, his face rugged with censure. “Stay out of your own way, Talia.” His voice, clearly meant as a warning, heated my blood in new ways instead. Its dominant resonance vibrated through so many cells of my body, finally settling again…directly under his fingers.

Just great.

Fletcher stayed busy with his end of the arrangement. He sucked his way down my neck, leaving a hot, wet trail in his wake that induced me to even more shivers. As he sunk his teeth into my collar bone, I moaned and laced my fingers through his thick, wavy hair. I held on tighter to the glorious strands while pumping my hips in time with Drake’s fingers, taking more of what I needed. I promised myself to regroup after the orgasm bowled me down. It was building so quickly, brilliant and bright, and I couldn’t have stopped it if I tried.

So close.

So…close…

When Fletcher’s mouth closed around my tight nipple, I swore my ecstasy to the heavens. His lips toyed with the bud so expertly, better than anything I had felt there before. I never knew my breasts could be so sensitive, but I had also never been shown that very pleasurable fact before. I gasped and even laughed a little as he twisted his head in, sucking the flesh on the underside. The contact shot sharp waves of pleasure directly to my clit.

Drake emitted a low hum. “She likes that, my brother. She just soaked my hand.”

Fletcher didn’t answer with words. He just kept up that tingling torment, thoroughly exploring the undersides of both my breasts. I moaned before writhing harder on Drake’s hand. A fleeting thought broke in, ordering me to be at least a little embarrassed, but it was ripped away as quickly as it’d struck—just as Drake plunged a third finger into my dripping entrance.

“God! So good!” It wasn’t poetic, but I was over being graceful about this. I would probably have enough time to be ashamed when it was over; why spoil the moment so soon?

“Please. Please, Drake. Fletcher? Somebody please! I need to—”

“And you shall, beautiful girl.” Fletcher stopped long enough to praise me. “Just let it go, baby. Come for us. Let us see you fall apart. We’ll be right here to catch you, too. Always. Let it take you away.”

That was all it took. His beautiful baritone voice. Those hot words of adoration…and freedom. His sparkling blue eyes, gaining new light while he watched me do exactly as he’d encouraged. As the climax hit, intense and unreal, Drake kept pumping his fingers into me with the perfect rhythm, worshipping my clit with his thumb. The pressure coiled so tightly in my belly, I shook. Pure arousal sparkled out through my limbs, shimmering brighter than the Strip below us. And it lasted forever. And ever. They both kept at me, merciless in their ministrations, until I finally pushed away.

“Please! I can’t take anymore. You’re going to kill me with pleasure. Seriously—whoa.” I had to grab Drake’s hand, stopping him so I could catch my breath. He narrowed his eyes, which were dark as the sky outside, to indicate I’d be paying for the move later. So much power bottled in one man…he looked like he could run a marathon, climb a mountain, and still have energy left over to do whatever he damn well wanted with me. Potent energy poured off him in waves. His chest pumped with each breath, his cock strained at the material of his pants—though I battled to avoid being overly conscious of the latter.

Who the heck was I kidding? I was all too aware of it. And now, I was supposed to return his favor, right? I was not a sexual girl in my late teens or in college. I had few enough boyfriends to count on one hand. I’d only slept with two of them, a pair of dramatically unsatisfying experiences. I was so out of my comfort zone here. I glanced from Drake to Fletcher, then back, desperately searching for what to say. Maybe if I made just a little move, they’d make it easier for me to get through.

“I want to—” I let my gaze drop to Drake’s erection. “I should—um—” Not that it was a horrible chore. God, he was glorious. The bulge pushed at his clothes with visible pulsations, scary and captivating at the same time.

“Ssshhhh. Talia. Come here, baby.” Fletcher stretched his arms out, beckoning me to burrow against him once more. He was so warm. So hard. So reassuring.

“But…you both just made the world stop turning. You know that, right?”

His chuckle sprang from deep in his chest, reverberating against my ear. “Uh, yeah. We know.”

“So…turn-about is fair play, right? I need to—”

My words snagged as I looked out, confronting the fresh intensity in Drake’s stare. He eyed Fletch and me like a wolf waiting for dinner. He was so turned on, it looked painful.

“No,” he growled. “You have it all wrong.”

I frowned, but said nothing. I was further out of my league than I realized.

“This? Tonight? This was all about you, Talia. Seeing you come apart because of what we gave you? That was a gift, baby, all on its own. I will replay the sight again and again in my mind, trust me.”

I darkened my scowl. “It just seems wrong.”

Drake grunted low. Fletcher wasn’t so kind. After a guttural version of some choice profanities, he snarled, “No way. You’re not going to start with that again already.”

“Why?” I tried to lift up, like that got me very far. “It’s greedy to just take and not give. I’m not used to it.” Understatement didn’t even touch that. I wasn’t used to any of this. Worst of all, what happened to the three of us from here? Our relationship had been irrevocably changed, and things like regret and doubt already started plaguing my psyche. Could we survive this, and make our way back to the easy friendship of before? I’d come to rely on them being a part of my life every day. I liked them being there. More than I’d ever even admitted to myself—until now.

“Uh-oh.”

I looked up again, jarred from my thoughts by Drake’s ominous drawl. “What?

He reached out, tugging at the ends of my hair. A thick swath had shifted forward to fall over my breast. “Where’d you go, Tolly?” He used the strands to tickle at my skin, making me uncomfortably aware that I was lying there topless in front of them. I darted a glance around, anxious for something to cover up with, but my shirt was on the floor over by the table, where we’d started this.

“Why do you want to hide yourself from us, love? You are so damn beautiful to look at. I’d be happy if you never put a stitch of clothing on again.”

Though Drake asked it, I averted my sight from them both. It was unnerving, how they both seemed to know what I was thinking all the time. My feelings of overexposure were suddenly tied to a lot more than my missing shirt.

The dark-eyed bastard growled as if he’d discerned that thought too. “Scoot closer to Fletcher,” he ordered, while lowering to the sofa and fitting my back against his chest, bringing me nose-to-nose with Fletcher.

Immediately, I felt encased in a muscle-bound convection oven. If such a thing were possible, I vowed to sell it and become a billionaire. Their combined heat was enough to sear my skin—but what a way to go. I went ahead and closed my eyes. If I was going to hell for this the damage had surely already been done, so why not enjoy being their sandwich filling for a few minutes longer?

As soon as I let out a blissful sigh, Drake hooked his leg over mine, locking me in tighter—and eliciting Fletch’s instant snarl. “Get your nasty fucking foot off of me.”

“It’s not nasty. I see my girl every four weeks. Dick.”

“Your girl?”

“Yes. My girl. She does my hands too. Best part is the foot massage.”

“I don’t even know who you are sometimes.”

A huge grin spread across my face. Just like that, the old times were back, complete with their strutting alpha bickering and borderline pissing contests. It was so nice to watch them like this, playing with each other like a pair of wild animal cubs, all teeth with very little bite. Maybe my stress about “change” and “damage” had all been for nothing…

As soon as my tension waned, so did my energy. Suddenly I was so tired my closed eyelids refused to reopen. I was so comfortable cocooned between them. So warm…

I drifted off to the gentle breathing of the most amazing two men I’d ever encountered. Before falling completely asleep, I wondered what it would be like to recount this evening to Claire and Margaux. On the other hand, I didn’t want to be the cause of premature labor for either of them. Maybe it would remain my little secret.

Excellent plan.

Especially as I remembered my real family, beyond the world of Stone Global Corp.

My bliss turned to acid. Weird nightmares filled my unconscious mind. Papa, Mama, and the rest would never understand how kind and loving and respectful Fletcher and Drake had been to me. My family would never understand that romance didn’t always come in the exact same package. They wouldn’t be open to the idea of packages turning up in different shapes, sizes, and decorations. Instead they would be embarrassed and ashamed to learn I had strong feelings for not one, but two men—then they’d cast me out.

Fitful sleep was my immediate punishment. The heavier burden waited for when I woke up.
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I woke up in bed in my own room of the suite, and I was alone. I was still topless, but Fletch and Drake had tucked the covers up around my neck so I was nice and warm. I’d never slept so hard in my life. It was a little unnerving that they’d managed to move me without waking me.

Easy out for the exhaustion: I blamed the monumental orgasm. Just thinking about it again made my skin prickle, then break out in goose bumps. Then my memory expanded to include everything that had come before it…very awful pun not intended…

Humor wasn’t going to relieve me of the stress this time.

What on Earth was I thinking?

Worse, how would I even face the guys—my bosses—today? Their mouths had been all over my flesh. Their hands—and fingers—had explored places only lovers should’ve been. Real lovers—which was not their new role. I wouldn’t fall into that trap. I wouldn’t even label this—

This what?

This. That would have to do for now. This—whatever—that was going on between us. There. This. Oddly, it sounded just fine. For now, at least.

I hauled myself into the shower to wash away the incriminating evidence from my entire body. I had two hours before we needed to be in the exhibit hall, and the show started in four. The day would pass quickly while we were busy, but that didn’t give me much hope for afterward. I already knew what I would be wearing on the show floor, so getting ready was like being on autopilot—giving my mind lots of chances to wander back to the sofa, and what I’d done with Drake and Fletcher there. Over and over and over.

I really didn’t want to go out into the living room. Unfortunately, I couldn’t wait any longer. Coffee was no longer an option. It was a necessity.

I opened my door as quietly as possible. If they had stuck with our original plan, one of them would be sleeping on the sofa.

“Good morning, angel.”

I nearly stubbed my toe on the corner of the wall. Both men sat at the table, hot coffee steaming from the cups in front of them.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Fletcher’s smile was sincere. And so flipping sexy.

“C-coffee?” I managed.

“Over on the counter. I hope it’s not too strong. I know you prefer it all pretty.”

“Not the first cup of the morning. It will be perfect, I’m sure.” I returned his smile, hoping an attempt at normalcy would calm the riot inside. Fat chance. They both looked so irresistible. So sleep-tussled and scruffy-faced. Had I tripped into a television commercial and they were actually models playing their roles of morning hotness to perfection?

“Did you sleep well, Talia?” Drake finally looked up from the Wall Street Journal in front of him. His gaze was dancing this morning, a combination of mischief and sex that froze me in place for one perfect second.

“Yes, thank you. I slept like a rock. Must’ve felt like one to one of you guys, too. I’m not sure how I got to my bed without waking up, but—thank you to whoever put me there.”

“It was my pleasure.” Drake’s tone was affectionate but matter-of-fact. “I told you we would do anything to care for you, and I meant it. No way were we about to let you spend the night on the sofa, especially with the big day ahead.”

I jogged a chin across the suite. “But you slept there instead.” It wasn’t a question. The bedding was still piled on the cushions, betraying exactly where he’d spent his night.

“We also discussed that already.”

“So we did.”

I really didn’t have more to add, and the tone of his voice made it clear that it wasn’t up for discussion anyway.

“I’m, ummm, just going to finish getting ready. What time are you guys heading down?”

“Well, we’ll all go together,” Drake charged. “So I think we should be downstairs in an hour. Maybe leave here in fifty minutes, in case the casino is already crowded. It can be a chore getting from one end of this place to the other.”

“I’ll be ready to go.” I raised my mug in a little salute. “Thanks for the coffee.”

On the way out, I walked past Fletcher. He reached to grab me, twining a hand around the tie of my robe. Not having much of a choice, I stopped. Glared at him. Well, tried. His slow, naughty grin was a very hard thing to glare at.

“I just can’t keep my hands off you, Tolly.” His eyes smoldered, matching flames of desire. “I don’t think I could for the life of me now.”

I unhitched his hand and stepped away. “We need to be professional today.”

He let his hand drop the rest of the way. Sadness crept into his eyes, dousing the fires like a summer storm, but he didn’t say anything else. I felt those eyes on me, along with the charcoal darkness of Drake’s, as I walked to my room, not daring to glance back. They were both still staring as I turned to close the door. I gave them a sad little smile, but wasn’t sure what I was trying to convey with it.

One step at a time.

It was the only way we’d all get through the day.

And we needed to get through this day.

This was our time. Everything we’d worked so hard for…

But even with that thought pounding in my head, I leaned my ear against the door, shamelessly eavesdropping on their conversation.

“Damn it. I had a feeling she would be like this today. All stiff; closed off.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“Let’s get through the launch. It’s the whole reason we’re here, and if I know our girl, she’ll be easier to please later if we do a good job today.”

“I hope you’re right, my brother. I just have a bad feeling it’s not going to be that easy.”

Well I was glad to hear at least one of them was dealing in reality. Easier to please later? About what?

That mystery didn’t matter. I’d pretty much made my mind up in the shower about those two. Last night was a once and done thing. Nothing of the sort would happen again tonight. It was a mistake to have given them the impression we could ever be more than friends and business associates, and now I had to spend the day reestablishing boundaries with them. My gut said I had my work cut out for me. Determination could be both of their middle names.

I wore a smart, black pinstriped suit with classic black pumps. My Eastern European ancestry paid off in spades in my naturally tan skin tone, complimenting almost every color I wore. I’d decided on a plain white blouse to go beneath the jacket, conservatively unbuttoned by only one hole at the neck. I never wore flashy jewelry or makeup, so I was ready in plenty of time, giving me a chance to sit and get in a quick call to Mama. She panicked if I didn’t check in every few days, just to make sure everything was going well at home.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mama.”

“Natalia!” The natural suspicion in her voice vanished beneath her wave of affection and love. “How nice to hear your voice this morning. How’s the trip?”

“It’s going fine so far. The show starts in a few hours. Thought I’d check in now because I probably won’t have time later.”

“Tolly, you just about ready?” Drake’s booming voice came from just outside my door.

Mama’s gasp filled the line. “Is that a man, Natalia? In your hotel room with you?”

“No! Well, yes. I mean—”

Oh, this isn’t going to end well. Not for the girl who was raised in a strict household that was as black-and-white as they came. For my parents, things were always right or wrong, no in-between. They guarded their daughters’ virtues like national treasures. We’d all escaped arranged marriages by only one generation. Trying to explain that I was shacked up with two men for the weekend would be completely pointless, even when leaving out last night’s intimate details.

“Mr. Ford and Mr. Newland just came to my room so we could walk down to the exhibit hall together. You know how easily I get lost. They’re just being helpful.”

“Hmmm.”

At least she didn’t launch into a speech about how I needed to respect myself more or no man ever would. That was an all-time favorite while we were growing up. I could probably recite the lecture word-for-word to this day. And would I do any differently if I had a daughter? Probably not. But while I appreciated that my parents truly wanted the best for me, I needed to live my life at some point, to come to my own decisions. That was where the difficult part came in. Life wasn’t cut and dry, black or white. It was a crazy, multi-colored rainbow with infinite choices. I loved my family dearly but sometimes felt like I was selling myself short by not seeing everything life had to offer.

“Please, Mama. Not now, okay? I need to be on top of my game today and a butt-chewing isn’t going to help.”

A huff. Muttered words in Russian. “That mouth of yours. It is from working in a business office, around so many men.”

“Mama, I’m going to go. Fletcher and—Mr. Ford and Mr. Newland—are waiting for me. I just wanted to let you know everything was fine. I’ll be back in San Diego tomorrow night. Okay?”

She gave another long sigh and finally said goodbye. After I hit the red key, I released a heavy breath of my own and rubbed the tension out of my temples. Dumb move, girl. How had I thought she’d offer encouragement or bolstering in any way? I’d had this conversation with myself before, and it ended in the exact same way. I had to make peace with the fact that she’d never understand my career, let alone be supportive of it.

I walked back out into the main room and came to a screeching halt. The guys were breathtaking in their suits, perfectly styled hair and freshly shaven faces. Their different masculine scents had me squirming to be beneath them again.

And the most erotic feature of the whole scene? The way they looked at me. Different, but equally enticing. Drake’s gaze was filled with dark, open lust. I was certain that if we had enough time, we’d be back on a horizontal surface then and there. Fletcher’s gaze possessed more appreciation and pride. I instantly knew how honored he’d be to step out by my side today, causing my confidence to soar. The assurance I realized I’d been searching for from Mama? It was right here the whole time.

I closed my eyes for one second and smiled. I needed to remember this moment. Treasure it for the next time I badly needed some lifting up.

Even though you want to return things to the way they were with these two?

Fletcher took the first step forward. His eyes flared and his head dipped, almost like he was approaching the world’s most delicious cake and didn’t know where to take a bite first. “My God, you are stunning.”

Don’t melt. Don’t swoon. Don’t sigh.

Eye roll. Better choice. “Please. It’s a business suit.”

“But you’re the one wearing it. And you are stunning.”

“You’re too much.”

“Take the compliment, Talia. We only speak the truth.” Somehow, Drake had moved too. I turned to find him standing within inches of me. The man was surely part ninja.

“Thank you.” It came out in an unintentional whisper while I inspected my toes. Their words. Their boldness. Their attention. All so different than what I was used to. And so, so addicting…

Drake unfurled a little growl of approval. “It can use some work, but that was better.”

He leaned over to kiss my cheek. I forced myself to jerk away. “We can’t keep doing that. This. You know, what we did last night?”

“I knew we’d circle back to this bullshit.” Fletcher’s throat vibrated with a rough sound, too—permeating the room with annoyance. I flung a glare at him, refusing to be daunted. “It’s true. We all know it,” I snapped.

“Do we?”

Nope. Not daunted, no matter how tempted my nerves were to go there. “Well, I do. You two should too. We’re here because Mr. Stone trusted us to launch this cosmetics line for his company. We need to stay focused.”

“Mr. Stone would approve of every single thing that’s taken place on this trip so far. That’s something you can count on.” Drake was completely serious. “And I’m as focused as I’ve ever been, so don’t worry about that.”

Though he finished with a flippant half-smirk, the rest of his face was still defined by determination. And pure sex. And brutal gorgeousness.

I swayed. Literally. I was conscious of my body drifting in his direction, like he was the magnet and I was the metal, sucked into his field, helpless against his force.

He reached his hand up to gently stroke my cheek. His heat warmed my soul.

“We’re going to take this slow, little girl. We won’t ever do anything you don’t want us to do. Do you believe me?”

I just nodded.

No. Wait. There isn’t a “this” to take slow. No more “this”, damn it!

Why? Why was I going down this path again? Letting them lead me like two pied pipers to one very stupid rat. There was something dangerous about being physically near them. I lost my focus. Became a mess of hormones and desire and need.

“Talia?” Fletcher walked over to Drake’s side, officially blocking my view from anything else but them. “This doesn’t have to be a thing. Stop overthinking everything.”

I huffed. “I’m not—”

“You are, baby girl.” He pressed a hand to my other cheek. “You have to feel it, Tolly, just like we do. I was there last night, remember? Your body betrays your words. You need to let us help you be comfortable with what we can give you. But you’re going to have to give us some hint about the direction you’re going when you drift away from us. Let this happen, baby.”

I forced a deep breath in before confessing, “I—I don’t know what to say right now. I really just want to get through today, then worry about all of this”—I drew a triangle between the three of us with a finger—“after.” My face firmed. “Until then, we need to keep it professional. You two have quite the reputations. The thought of being looked at like the dumb girl who fell for your shit makes me sick. I’ve worked so hard to get to this point, I won’t throw it all away over an orgasm—no matter how amazing it was.”

Fletcher’s smile was so brilliant, it made my chest flip. “Okay. Cool. We can work with all of that.”

Drake didn’t copy the grin. His brow furrowed and his jaw tensed. “Wait. What reputations?”

I wasn’t sure if they really didn’t know or if they were just being obtuse.

“Let’s get downstairs,” Fletch interceded. “The sooner we start on this—obstacle—the sooner we can get to what really matters.”

“This launch is what really matters.” I whirled on him with a glare, tossing aside the fact that he was technically my boss. If he insisted on thinking with the wrong head right now, then I insisted on bring him to heel. “If you don’t agree, maybe you should stay in the room and rent a few movies.”

As I turned and stomped toward the door, Drake groaned from off to my right. It distracted me enough that I didn’t see Fletcher advancing from the left, deftly sliding into every speck of my personal space, until we were nose-to-nose. His eyes glittered, leonine and fierce. His chest sawed in and out with every breath.

“You should watch your sexy little mouth. I know you’re serious but you have no idea how fucking hot you are right now. None of us will leave this room if you keep it up.”

And just like that, I needed to change my panties. Something about the dance of dark and light in his eyes burned me up. For a split second, I considered forgetting the whole product launch and just throwing myself onto his glorious body.

Who are you and what have you done with Talia?

I swallowed hard and took a step back. Fletcher’s nostrils flared wider. I took another step back. Physical distance was my only ally in the room.

“We need to go or we’re going to miss the opening ceremony.” I squeaked it out, never taking my eyes from his.

“Dude, bring it down a notch. She wants to do this thing, so let’s do it.”

Thank God for Drake in that moment.

We grabbed our things and headed down to the casino level. My pulse still pounded so hard in my neck I was certain even bystanders could notice. I followed Drake through the crowd, his wide shoulders easily cutting through the throngs, even at this hour. The Nyte’s public areas hopped at every hour of the day. Fletcher was close behind, taking every opportunity to bump into me, rub up against me, or guide me by the small of my back. To outside eyes, his gestures were innocent, but the heat from his touch flowed straight to my core every time. I was nearly dizzy by the time we reached the convention center.

“Everything okay, Tolly? You look flushed.”

“Yes!” I probably sounded maniacal. “I’m fine.”

A glance showed me Fletch’s knowing grin. Bastard. He knew I wasn’t “fine” at all, and fully seized the chance to gloat about it. Drake caught that gist fast enough too, catching his friend’s Cheshire Cat smile—then emulating it. I sorely wanted to smack both of them.

“Everything good?” Drake drawled. “Yes? Then let’s go sell some girly shit.”

So I did hit him. Not hard, but hard enough. “Oh my God.” My fist barely registered against the hard brawn of his shoulder. “You did not just say that, Drake Newland.”

The second his name spilled from my lips, a woman’s blonde head popped up. “Drake Newland?” she echoed. “Oh my lucky stars, it is you! I thought I recognized that grin from across the room, but just thought my fondest fantasies were working overtime.”

I lowered my arm, watching speechlessly as the tall southern belle plastered her willowy curves all over my hot boyfriend. Instinctively, I dug my fingernails into my thighs, a painful reminder not to say a word.

You have a huge problem, Talia—and it’s not that woman.

Oh, God. I’d just called Drake Newland my “boyfriend”. Silently and privately—thank heavens for that—but if I slipped again, I might not be so lucky.

I had to get my shit together. Fifteen minutes ago, I’d demanded that Fletcher and Drake alter their naughty mindsets—but here I was, breaking my own freaking rules in a huge, crazy, do-not-go-there way.

Drake didn’t help things, instantly melting me with his apologetic glance while disentangling himself from her tentacle arms. “Janelle. Ummm…wow. I didn’t expect to see you here. You remember Fletcher? And this is our associate, Talia Perizkova.”

Janelle, if that was what we’d call her instead of the fifteen nicknames I’d already tagged for her, wrapped herself around Fletcher now. Her ridiculous pout needed its own showroom for spectacle’s sake. “Why didn’t you two call me when we left Chattanooga?”

“Janelle. This isn’t the place for that conversation. We’re here on business.” Fletcher extracted himself from her clutches too.

The blonde woman finally looked over to where I stood. Correction. Practically glared down her surgically perfect nose at me.

“Oh. Right. Business. Well, if you two want to have a little fun when you’re done working tonight, I’m in room 1545. Come on up; I’m sure we can pass the time one way or another. You know what they say? All work and no play?”

“Oh my God.” Though I mumbled it under my breath, I had a feeling the guys heard me. Janelle the gazelle kept on with her sing-songy oversharing.

“Remember what fun we had last time? I think we broke every piece of furniture in that room.”

“Enough!” Drake barked.

Fletcher calmed him with a hand on his shoulder. “We really need to get set up inside. Janelle…it was, uhhhh, nice to see you again.”

“Okay, then! Call me, ’kay?” She walked away, dramatically holding a phone-shaped hand up to her ear, in case they didn’t get the message when she repeated herself over and over, disappearing into the crowd.

In her wake, my heart felt weirdly crushed.

The butterflies swirling in my stomach five minutes ago? Now floated down, dead and lifeless, like leaves falling from an autumn tree.

I wanted to throw up. Several times over. I’d been such a damn fool. What on Earth made me think I would ever be anything special to these two men?

These two players.

I turned, barged through the conference room doors, and didn’t look back. The last thing I wanted to hear were lame explanations about who that woman was to them, and all the “fun” she’d been so eager to relive with them.

The exhibitor check-in desk was well-marked. I picked up the welcome kit then set out for the SGC Cosmetics booth. Nearly every step of the way, Drake and Fletcher were right behind me. Wisely, they kept their man-whore mouths shut.

The overnight team had set everything up the way we’d mapped it out back in San Diego. The booth looked amazing, helping me focus fully on the reason we were here, and not their slutty intentions for sideline fun. Getting physical distance from the guys helped a little too.

When they caught up, I was already storing my purse and water bottles under the table.

“Talia.” Drake’s directive was a quiet growl.

“Just let it.”

“We don’t want to just let it.”

“We want to explain,” Fletcher added.

“This isn’t the time or the place.” I was all business and it annoyed them both. They were waiting, resolution stamped across their gorgeous faces, when I rose again.

Drake was the first to nod and state, “Agreed. But we will talk about it later.”

“That won’t be necessary. You don’t owe me anything. Either of you.”

Between the check-in desk and the booth, I’d made a decision. I’d leave the show a little earlier than them, and catch a cab to the airport. I would purchase my own commercial ticket back to San Diego—it would cost a fortune but sometimes the cause had to justify the cost—and be in my own bed by midnight. It was a good plan. The only plan. It would also give me the strength to get through the day.

We put our name badges around our necks and braced for the onslaught of buyers, bloggers and media. By the afternoon, I was actually grateful to Janelle the gazelle. Her interruption had set me straight. I would knock this ball out of the figurative park then get the hell out of the stadium. While the crowd was still going wild, I’d disappear into the chaos.

*     *     *

“I’m going to get a soda. Be right back to help with clean-up.”

I grabbed my purse from under the table and high-tailed it out of the convention center. The show had been a major success. We’d given at least five interviews to major magazines and all of our samples were gone. The brand was well-received, and once people started buzzing around the booth, the vibe about SGC Cosmetics was palpable.

Mission accomplished.

Now it was time for me to get out of Dodge.

By the time they figured out what had happened, I’d be airborne.

I was frantically packing my bag in my bedroom when I heard the door to the suite open so hard it slammed against the interior wall.

“Talia!” Drake’s voice echoed through the entire suite. Scary didn’t begin to describe it. I think my knees audibly knocked. Holy shit, he was pissed.

“Where the fuck is she?” Fletcher’s grumble wasn’t any more forgiving.

“Check her room.”

Within seconds, Fletcher filled the doorway. I froze, suitcase in my hand, feeling like Sylvester the cat with Tweety’s feathers drifting from my mouth. Only Fletcher Ford was no cute little Granny. He was huge, furious, and thoroughly set on not moving.

“Please,” I whispered, though meaning to shout. “Just let me go.”

His cobalt glare implied his refusal. “Why?” he bellowed. “Why are you running from us?”

Drake joined Fletch in the doorway. If the escape path wasn’t blocked before, it sure as hell was now.

“How did you know I left?” And why was that was my immediate question?

“You don’t drink soda,” Drake answered blandly. I saw the no-nonsense Marine side of the man now.

“What?”

“You said you were going to get a soda. You never drink soda.”

I dropped my luggage. “Well…hell.”

“We would’ve known, no matter what.” Fletcher stepped into the room, hands raising to his hips. “We know you, Tolly.”

“Just as we knew what was going on with you all damn day,” Drake added. “We were watching. You don’t think we were, but we saw it all. You put on an amazing act like nothing was bothering you, but we knew it was just that. An act.” He shifted closer, as well. “Talia…talk to us. Is this because of Janelle? Because she’s—”

“I swear, if you say she’s nothing, that what you did with her was nothing, I will knee you both in the balls.”

Drake’s lips twisted. “Baby, please.”

“Fuck that! Baby, please.” I mocked his tone. “Fuck you both!”

At once I slapped my hand over my mouth. I rarely—make that never—used profanity. Now, I’d yelled it at the top of my lungs. The men’s stares grew cautious. They weren’t used to hysterical women; I could guarantee that little factoid. No. They were used to soft, compliant, horny women. Right now, I was like a wild, escaped bear, and they were the rookie zookeepers tasked with rounding me up. Poor, poor boys. Not.

“Okay, you’re overreacting.” Fletcher squared his shoulders. “Do we have pasts? Yes, we do. Have we slept with other women? Yes, we have. But that isn’t news to you, Talia. This morning wasn’t the first time you confronted the truth about us being with a woman together. You’ve known for a long time, and you still agreed to work with us. You still came on this trip with us.”

My jaw worked on itself but no words came out. Yes, shock really could stun a person into silence. I truly couldn’t believe my ears. Did they not understand what all that made me look like?

“So…what?” I finally seethed. “You think that because I knew this all along, I was out here just hoping you sex gods would take pity and throw me a bone? Wait. That’s boner, isn’t it?” I sprinted my accusing glower between the two of them. “Is that really how little you think of me?”

I didn’t wait for them to answer. It wouldn’t make a difference. I was taking accountability, right now, for my part in this disaster. Truly, I had no one to blame but myself. Mama’s words rang through my mind. I’d let these men disrespect me all this time because I’d been disrespecting myself. I should have pointed in the mirror with my blaming finger, not at them. The disgusting thing was, they were right too. I knew exactly what they were when I signed on for this.

“Excuse me, gentlemen. I have a plane to catch.”

Fletcher folded his arms. “You aren’t leaving.”

Drake did the same. “I’ll tie you to that bed until you talk this out with us.”

“Mmmm.” Fletch’s eyes gleamed in his otherwise grim face. “There’s a vision, all right.”

My mouth dropped open again. “The hell you will!”

Drake inched forward. No wonder the Marines had loved him. Any insurgent caught beneath that glare probably surrendered without thinking twice. “Try me. Just fucking try me, Tolly.”

In a second, I decided against that. Instead, I turned right to Fletcher. “Okay, you’re supposed to be the rational one.”

Fletcher chuffed. “Says who?”

“Everyone.” I shot him a duh grimace before plunging on. “So tell me you can see my reasoning?” I hoped my subtle flattery would distract him. If I could just slip past the doorway, I had a good chance of outrunning them. Or so I thought.

That was a huge darn if—dashed by the man himself, as he smirked slowly and shook his head. “Sugar, I’m feeling a lot of things right now—but reasonable is not one of them.”

I stormed toward the doorway. “Fine. Just get out of my way then.”

Strong arms caught my waist while another set of hands scooped up my ankles. I was swept off my feet and utterly helpless within seconds. Ruthlessly, they tossed me onto my perfectly made bed. I bounced once before sitting up—in time to watch them prowling toward the bed with hunger in their eyes. Ohhh…wow. I couldn’t deny how sexy and exciting it was.

And reckless.

And foolish.

And directly against every rationality I’d just preached at myself.

“Stop!” I put my hands out in front of me—like they paid attention. “I mean it! Stay where you are.”

“Why?” Fletcher’s head cocked to the side.

“You know we’d never hurt you.” Drake’s tilted to the other.

“I—I need space! I can’t think clearly when you’re both near. I get all confused…turned around.” I kept babbling because, remarkably, it had stopped their advances. If I kept talking, they would stay put.

So much for that idea. Struggling for more words had cost me a vital second. Both of them made it to the bed, then sat on either side. If I wanted to get away now, I’d have to scramble down to the foot. It was pretty much hopeless, considering how quickly they’d managed to put me here.

“All right, angel.” Drake twisted around, planting a hand to the mattress close by. “Out with it. Tell us what’s going on. The shit with Janelle might have started it, but you sure as hell have run with it. Your pulse is beating a mile a minute; I can see it from here.”

As he talked, Fletcher snuck closer to me. As soon as he got close enough for me to inhale his decadent scent, I pushed away, trying to scoot farther up the mattress—

Only to collide right into Drake’s broad, hard chest.

Damn it!

Trapped between the two hottest men that walked the Earth. On a huge, pristine bed. For most girls this would be a fantasy come true.

I gave in to a fit of panic.

“It is not!”

That sounded mature.

“He’s so right, baby.” Fletcher leaned in, pressing his lips against my throat. “It’s throbbing. Right here.”

I could feel the blood surge into my veins. And wetness surge into my folds. Trouble. I was in so much trouble. “Fletcher…please.”

He continued to suck on the same spot…stopping just before a permanent mark would remain. “Please what, baby?”

Drake began stroking my thigh, long slow caresses between my knee and hip. I felt his fingers, like individual pokers, through the fabric of my skirt.

“I—I want you to—”

“You don’t want us to stop, angel. If you say you do, you’re lying.”

“I’ll bet her pussy’s wet.” Fletcher eased the words out through a sensual smile. “Probably as wet as it was last night when you had your fingers buried in her.”

“You’re probably right, brother.” Drake used his nails to catch the hem of my skirt and hike it up an inch. Then two.

“This isn’t fair.” God. My whining voice sounded like a toddler’s.

“Fair?” Fletcher frowned, turning even that expression into a vision of riveting gorgeousness. “What’s not fair about you feeling good?”

“I can’t fight you off when you gang up on me like this.” Screw the toddler. Now my voice was just idiotic but illicit, hoarse and needy, caving to the rising arousal in the air. Theirs. Mine. A force nearly impossible to resist…

“We don’t want you to fight us off anymore,” one whispered in my ear.

“You don’t want that, either,” the other crooned, moving in on the opposite side. They were hypnotizing me. Bending me to their will. Twisting my resistance into their perfect, willing plaything.

“No,” I finally rasped. “I don’t.”

I gave up. Let pleasure’s floodgate swing wide open—and carry me out to sea on its glorious wave.

As soon as I finished the words, Drake sealed his mouth over mine. I met his kiss with equal force, sucking his greedy mouth in with my tongue. He growled low in his throat, filling me with the ruthless vibrations, shaking my whole body with the force of his lust.

“You have the sweetest taste,” he finally grated. “I could just kiss you for hours.”

“Well, I’d have to object,” Fletcher teased. “I’m too damn greedy to go hours without tasting her too.”

Drake chuckled softly. “Idiot.”

Fletcher didn’t answer him. Instead, his piercing blue gaze still on me, he murmured, “If your mouth is this sweet, I can only imagine how delicious your pussy is.”

I squeaked. Yes, squeaked. What was my alternative, considering how he’d spoken something so forward? Although the images he evoked were nothing short of hot, I was flustered. Screw that. I was embarrassed. I’d never been completely comfortable with a man doing that. Luckily, Gavin was so greedy, he never bothered with oral sex. But Fletcher was already eyeing the apex of my thighs like a starved man.

Drake’s growl conveyed the same deep hunger. “I say we test that theory. What do you think, my brother?”

“I think that’s the best fucking idea I’ve heard this week. This month.”

“No.” I sat straight up, pushing at Fletch’s shoulders with all my might. “You guys, I’m not—I don’t want—just no.”

Fletcher dragged both my hands beneath his parted, adoring lips. “Ten minutes. Give us ten minutes, sugar…then if you really want to stop, we absolutely will.”

Drake brushed my hair with his lips. “We only want you to feel perfect, Talia. Every beautiful, incredible inch of you.”

“Damn straight.” Fletcher drew two of my fingers into his mouth. Swirled his tongue around them in sensual worship, until pulling back to gently bite at their sensitive pads. “Every delectable nook, cranny, and curve.”

I moaned softly. It was so official. They could talk an Eskimo out of his igloo in the middle of a blizzard. With a reluctant whimper, I sank back down. As I did, Drake slipped free so that I rested against the mound of luxurious pillows. Fletcher followed me down, then instantly covered my mouth with his. His kisses were so much different than Drake’s, but I was already so used to them both, and able to change my own response accordingly. As Fletcher continued to explore my mouth, Drake unbuttoned my chaste white blouse, one button at a time. He covered each exposed space with a new, gentle kiss before moving down to the next.

When he got to the valley of my cleavage, he nuzzled his nose against my skin. “You smell like heaven. We are two lucky mother fuckers, Fletch.”

“Tell me about it.” Fletcher lifted his gaze, locking it with mine. “You’re a gift to be treasured, Talia. Let us show you the pleasure you deserve.”

With that, I surged up to initiate a kiss. They’d gotten me so turned on already. I wanted them to just stop talking and do something…anything to make the ache inside me go away.

“Sit up a sec. Let’s get some of this stuff out of the way.” Drake tugged my blouse down my shoulders. I sat back up, as he asked. Each man pulled a sleeve down and off my arm, leaving me panting and exposed in my white lace bra.

“So beautiful,” Fletcher groaned. “I love the white against your gorgeous dark skin.”

“There isn’t an inch of you that should be covered right now.”

Drake reached around to my back and expertly popped my bra open. I sunk deeper into the pillow cloud, feeling revered as my breasts were bared to both their openly lusting stares. He slid his hand down to my waist, where he unhooked the top of my skirt then lowered the zipper beneath it. The air filled with the soft clicks of each tooth escaping the captivity of its tab. I hadn’t heard many other sounds that were more erotic—as proven by the new pulsation in every tissue between my legs.

Without even thinking, I lifted my rear so Drake could slide the fabric down over my hips, exposing the sexy lingerie I wore beneath. I was immediately thankful that I’d listened to Margaux’s advice about packing a few extra things. The white lace panties matched my bra, something I’d never given an extra thought about until this trip, but I was damn glad I’d made the effort now. I watched the guys’ faces as inch after inch of my skin was bared. A white garter belt and nude stockings accompanied the panties, appearing to be nothing short of the Holy Grail to the men. Each one immediately reached to touch me. Drake rubbed from my ankle to my hip with long, languorous strokes, while Fletcher went right for my breasts. He rubbed my nipples with his thumbs, intensifying the treatment as my tips hardened for him. The sensation was exquisite. His slightly roughened skin abraded my tender buds, adding extra friction. Goose bumps covered my arms and thighs.

“I think these need to stay.” Drake glided a finger beneath one of the garter belts.

“Absolutely agreed,” Fletcher said.

“But these…”—Drake got up on his knees, yanking on my panties—“these need to go.”

If I was bashful before, I was beyond nervous now. It had been so long since I was bared to a man’s eyes like this—Gavin had never bothered to look, let alone appreciate—and now here I was with two, and every light on in the room.

“W-wait. Maybe we can…turn out the lights?”

“No way. We would miss all of the amazing details. I want to see the look on your face when I finally get my tongue inside you.”

I frantically looked between them. I wanted it yet didn’t at the same time.

Fletcher pinched the underside of my breast, making me yelp and give him a fierce look. “Stay right here with us,” he admonished. “Out of your head, baby. Understood?”

“Umm…yeah. Oh—ohhhhhh kaaayy.” I was unable to hold back my moan any longer. Drake had started working my panties back and forth over my clit. The friction was breathtaking. Tormenting. Perfect.

“Fine,” I finally blurted. “Lights stay on—but you two have to do something for me in return.”

I had no freaking idea where the moxie came from. Some bold force possessed me—so the opposite of all my natural instincts right now—but I liked it. I liked it a lot. So I let it take me farther, hitching me up on my knees. I turned toward Fletch first, reaching to unbutton his shirt, much the way Drake had mine. I did it slowly, one button at a time, looking into his striking blue eyes the entire time.

“Hmmm.” He smiled. “That feels nice.”

I smiled back. “Good.”

“But how is this ‘doing something for you’ when you’re doing the work?”

I didn’t stop, despite my trembling hands. “Because I want to see you too. And I want to feel you. All of you. Your skin against mine.”

I pushed his shirt across his shoulders, then down his arms. His white T-shirt was the only thing that stood between me and my goal…at least up top. I couldn’t focus on the rest right now, or I’d be a shaking ball of nerves. I tugged the tee out from his waistline and over his head, skimming his muscled torso as I went. I ran my fingers over him again and again, from his belt to his neck, enjoying the satiny soft skin stretched over the ripples of his defined muscles. My mouth watered. I longed to lean forward and bury my nose in the bit of hair on his chest, to drink him in without stopping.

But I wasn’t quite that bold yet.

I turned to Drake…but already found him bare-chested.

“Your wish is my command,” he grinned, almost apologetically. I couldn’t reprimand him, not while being so stunned and mesmerized by the tattoo wrapping from his shoulder and down his chest before disappearing into his waistband. It was vibrant and beautiful, just like the man who flaunted it.

“This is stunning.” I rubbed my fingers over the ink. I’d never caught even a glimpse of this incredible artwork before. It had always been perfectly hidden under his dress shirts. “What is all this?”

“A dedication to my fallen Marine brothers. This is the Marine logo, and this symbolizes the loss we all faced in the Gulf. I don’t know, it just felt right.” He gave a boyish shrug, and if I hadn’t been watching him so closely, I would have missed the haunted flash of grief in his dark, expressive eyes.

“It’s beautiful, Drake.” I grabbed his slightly fidgeting hands. “Like you.”

He leaned closer, bestowing me with an uncharacteristically gentle kiss. After brushing it over my lips, he kissed my nose and forehead before responding.

“Thank you, baby. You can’t possibly understand what your words mean to me.”

I smiled. My heart swelled at his emotional side, yet another perspective I’d never seen of him before. There were so many facets to both these men…so many sides that fleshed out the people they were behind their commanding, polished personas. They surprised me at every turn…which made me actually look forward to the turns now.

Ohhh, God.

Was my heart leading me into dangerous territory? I wasn’t sure I wanted that answer. I craved them both. Found a hundred new things every hour to adore about them both. Oh, I could easily fall for them both.

Perhaps I already had.

Drake’s low rumble drew my sights back to his tanned face. “Lay back, Talia,” he directed without preamble. “I want to finish what I started.” He threw a pointed look at my panties. I fell back into the pillows again, in time to watch him crawl toward me…preparing to undress me even further. My sex quivered from the new contact of cool air. My stomach flipped in a complete chaos of excitement and apprehension.

“Ssshhh. Nothing you don’t want, remember?”

“I—I remember.”

“Angel. You look like you’re headed for the firing squad.”

“I’m…just nervous.”

Fletcher sidled closer to stroke my hair back from my forehead. “Why? We want to make you feel better than you ever have. We’ll make it amazing, if you just let us.”

I gave them a shaky little nod. Decided it was best if I just studied the ceiling and tried to relax. Sure, and I’d win the damn lottery tomorrow too. “Relax” and every one of its definitions fled my brain as Drake’s heavy hands skimmed masterfully up my thighs, then grabbed the small bands that held my panties together over my hips. He tugged slowly.

“Lift your hips, angel. Let me take them all the way off. And breathe, damn it.”

I pushed my feet into the mattress and prayed my Jell-O muscles would cooperate with my obedience. They came through, lifting me enough for Drake to strip the garment all the way off.

Fletcher’s low snarl broke into the erotic tension. “Fuck. I can smell your arousal, Tolly. It’s making my whole mouth water. What?” He shot back a shrug at my horrified glower. “It’s true. We’ve been talking about eating your pussy for so many months, I think I already know what it’s going to taste like.”

While he distracted me with those filthy, wonderful words, his partner in crime nipped his way down my side, then across the slight swell of my belly. He nuzzled into my skin, kissing me over and over.

“This is my favorite part of you so far, angel. I love the soft, womanly curve here…and here…and here. Damn. You’re like a treasure just for us to enjoy.”

I buried my hand in his thick hair while he continued to lick and tease the skin around my belly button before moving lower…lower…but then turning back. I whined in protest, scratching my nails into his scalp. Drake groaned, clearly enjoying the torment, proving he didn’t mind getting back as good as he gave.

And oh God…how he gave.

I dug my nails in deeper, repeating the move over and over, as he finally neared the juncture of my thighs. At last. My need had built so high, I forgot to be embarrassed or nervous about having his mouth on my private parts.

Fletcher busied himself at my breasts, kneading and tugging one side, then the other. Where his hands weren’t, his mouth was. His warm, savoring kisses and bites ignited the dizzy feeling in my mind. I was drowning in a sea of pleasure, and the only life ring I was interested in was an orgasm.

“It feels so good,” I finally found the strength to gasp.

“What does, baby?” Fletch glanced up from my breast, his eyes like summer, his smile fun of sin. “Tell us. We love hearing it. Tell all those voices in your head to go to hell, then let Lucifer bring you all the wicked shit we want to hear.”

“Everything.” It rushed from me on the bridge of a wanton smile. At least it felt wanton. I was breathy and needy…wicked and wild…and I reveled in every second of it. “All of it. More. More.”

Drake dipped lower between my legs, bringing his mouth level with my sex. Insecurity nagged despite the illicit words I’d just spilled, but I bit my lip against protesting his presence directly over those sensitive, hot folds. My clit quivered. My intimate entrance convulsed on the air, needing his mouth there…on me. Sucking me. Licking me…

He ran his fingers up my thighs, one hand on each side, joining them just above my neatly trimmed hair. He repeated the motion, each time ending a little lower. Sizzling sensations already shot out from my core, igniting my nervous system with electricity. I couldn’t keep still. When I squirmed under his touch, Drake chuckled low.

“Patience, sweet Talia. The build-up is half the fun.”

“Says who?” I panted back.

Fletcher joined him in a naughty chuckle. “Is her cunt wet, man?”

“You have no idea, brother.” He taunted me more by blowing across my tender flesh…continuing as he exposed the taut pearl at the very center of my need. As I groaned, he laughed again. “Oh, little girl. Your pussy is so wet, the inside of your thighs are shining. Right here.” He swirled his fingers in the moisture on my upper thighs. I stiffened and blushed. This was so embarrassing. I was…leaking? Everywhere?

“Don’t be shy. This is a huge turn-on, angel…seeing how aroused you are, knowing we’re the ones making you feel this way…”

Even if I’d wanted to retort, I couldn’t. All coherent thought exploded from existence as Drake took a lazy swipe with his tongue along the entire length of my cleft, not stopping until he concluded at the top of my mound. He did it with just the right amount of pressure too, eliciting a moan from deep in my throat. I quickly covered my mouth with my hand, aghast that I had sounded so flagrantly in need. Teasing and wicked were one thing, openly sexual was another.

Fletcher yanked at my hand. “Don’t hide your passion from us, sugar. When we hear that you like something, then we know to keep doing it. To keep you lost in every kind of pleasure we can bring.” He guided my hand above my head, wrapping my fingers around the rail of the headboard. “Hold on here if you need to do something with your hands. But no more hiding.”

I nodded, quirking up a smile at him—until Drake took another pass at me with his wicked, talented tongue.

“Ohhh!” I gripped the damn headboard until my circulation was threatened. Drake growled in approval, swirling around my clit, teasing at its edges with knowing swipes. I closed my eyes and felt every tingle move through my body. He repeated the action over and over until my belly was wound so tightly, I wanted to burst.

“Is she as sweet as we thought?” Fletcher watched Drake with hooded eyes.

“Better. You should come try for yourself, though. Don’t take my word for it.”

Fletcher moved down, joining his friend between my legs. The moment was so forbidden, so erotic, I wondered if it was all a dream—until Fletch spread my leg out farther on the sheets. He stared at my splayed body like I was the Madonna. The look in his eyes made my breath seize in my chest. The three of us weren’t supposed to be feeling as deeply as we were, but both their gazes reflected exactly what I felt in my heart.

Fletcher finally bent his head—and pressed a kiss right on my illicit entrance. He didn’t stop there. I gasped as he snuck his tongue out, dipping into the opening. My whole body trembled, giving him encouragement to repeat the move over and over. He delved deeper with each wet stab, making my pulse race, my pussy clench, and my body strain.

He groaned in pleasure when I clenched my inner walls on his tongue. “Damn, woman. You’re going to make me come in my pants if you keep that up.”

Drake emitted a roguish snort, guessing at what I’d done. “She does have a tight little cunt, doesn’t she?”

“I can’t wait to feel it wrapped around my cock.”

“No shit. Heaven, right?”

“Oh my God. Please!” I wasn’t above begging at that point. The more their tongues played around, the more my mind dipped and swerved. I needed to feel them inside me more than I needed my next breath. “Please! Someone—”

“Easy, Tolly.” Drake rained a few kisses along my thigh. “All in due time. There’s so much more we have to explore. I haven’t had my fill of all this sweet honey of yours.”

“Please. Just please—before I lose my nerve about all this. I want—I need—please just do it.”

Fletcher lifted off for a second. “Don’t you love her innocent version of dirty talk?”

Drake growled. “You have no fucking idea.”

“Makes me harder…if that’s possible.”

He finished that by scooting off the bed then reaching for the waist of his slacks. “Shit,” I gasped out. This was real. It was truly about to happen.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he eased the fabric apart, revealing his golden, toned body encased in sexy black boxer briefs. He slid even those down his hips, pushing them down his legs before stepping from them.

His erection stood proudly from his body, swaying as he crawled back onto the bed. He was much bigger than Gavin—at least from what I could remember, considering I’d rarely seen him in the light. This—him—Fletcher—he was so much better than all those memories. So much more fascinating.

I was especially mesmerized by the shape of his broad, firm head…and reached out to carefully stroke him there.

“That’s it baby,” he hissed. “Yessss. Touch me.”

His head fell back as I wrapped my fingers around his stiff crown, then gently squeezed. His growing arousal gave me courage. I stroked more, running my thumb along the full vein on the underside of his shaft, feeling him jump in my grasp as I did so. I smiled at him shyly—then tightened my hold.

“I like the way you do that.” His voice was deep and husky. The look in his eyes promised satisfaction. It empowered me to continue with my exploration. I used my other hand to scrape my nails along the inside of his thigh, now knowing how sensitive that area became from when Drake did it to me.

Drake hustled off the bed to check the nightstand drawer. Apparently he had stashed a few condoms there since we arrived. He returned with two little packages in his hand, deftly flipping one Fletcher’s way. Fletch snatched it out of the air and instantly tore it open. I couldn’t tear my eyes from him as he stroked himself a few times, before rolling the latex over the head and down his shaft.

He gave me his naughtiest grin while positioning himself directly between my thighs. When Drake climbed all the way back onto the bed, he sat near my head then directed, “Let me sit behind you, baby girl.”

I was a bit confused but rose up to let him scoot behind me. He dragged me between his legs, my back resting on his chest. Though he still wore his slacks, I could feel the definition of his erection pressing into my back.

“Am I hurting you?” I looked back over my shoulder. He smiled in return.

“It’s a little tight in there right now, but don’t worry. I’ll get my turn with you soon, beauty. Besides, I’m going to love watching Fletch fuck you.”

If that didn’t turn the rest of me to mush, little else would. Gratefully, I sagged back against him, welcoming his toying touch on my breasts. His hands were so big and warm, they made me feel tiny and treasured.

“You like what he’s doing?” Fletcher’s gaze was hooded and hot, his mouth parting as Drake pulled at both my nipples, turning them upward like red jewels of sacrifice.

“Mmmm hmmm. But I think I’m about to like what you’re doing even more.”

Fletcher grinned and lined himself up at my entrance. I was scared and excited, not sure which would win the battle.

“Just go slow, okay?”

“Baby, I would never hurt you.”

“It’s just…been awhile. This is a big change.”

“I think things are about to change for all of us, love.”

He pushed in just a bit, inciting goose bumps across my skin. My nipples were tighter than ever. Drake hissed when grazing across them. “You are so fucking sexy.” He growled it in my ear. “How does Fletcher’s cock feel inside you?”

“Good,” I rasped. “So good.”

Fletcher thrust an inch deeper. My eyes rolled back in my head. I moaned in pleasure and he moved again, driving farther into my body. He rocked back and slid in again, creating an amazing friction.

“Oh God, Fletcher.”

“Yeah, sugar?”

“It’s—ohhh—”

“I know, baby. I know.”

“More. Please…more.” I ran my hands up his arms, coiling and flexing in order to brace his weight above me. When our eyes met, I lost my breath at the depth of desire I saw shining back at me. Oceans. His eyes were fathomless, sun-drenched oceans.

My begging urged him on. He moved in and out of me in a deliciously slow rhythm. Drake kept kissing my shoulders and neck, whispering the dirtiest of ideas in my ear. I was going to explode from the pleasure they heaped on me in ever-building waves of ecstasy, heat, and seduction. The pressure in my sex rolled and pushed and demanded, spreading and tingling, a flood begging for a shattered dam, though part of me never wanted the exquisite torture to cease.

“Please, Fletcher. I’m so close. Please…ohhh…stop.”

“Stop? Why would I stop now?” He grinned down at me.

“I—I don’t want it to be over yet.”

Drake spoke up. “Sweet girl, you think everything ends at orgasm number one?”

“N-number…one?”

“We’re not doing our job if you don’t hit four, five, or six by the time we’re done.”

Fletcher joined his laugh to my gasp. “Think of this as your warm up.” He leaned down, sinking his teeth into my shoulder…sending me over the edge. Every muscle tensed as tidal waves of tingling pleasure surged through, drowning me in liquid bliss that was unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

When I finally opened my eyes again, Fletcher was staring at me with what seemed like awe. “Sweet Tolly,” he grated. “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. You, consumed by pleasure. I feel ten feet tall, baby.”

“But you didn’t—” My protest was cut off by another mouth covering mine. Drake’s taste consumed me. His passionate groan resounded through my head.

Just as Fletcher’s growl warmed the side of my neck. “We’re not in a race, sugar. We have all night. It may be enough time.”

“For…for what?” I managed to get it out past the numbing pulses Drake left behind on my mouth.

“For making sure you remember exactly who’s been inside your body—and exactly what we did to it.” He demonstrated the point to perfection by stroking fingers along the lips that still welcomed his swollen sex, continuing to move in and out with slow, sensual deliberation. I shuddered at once. Everything there was so sensitive after my climax. I bucked up into him, thrusting his cock deeper inside me.

“Ooohhhh!”

“Damn. That feels amazing. I’m so deep in you, baby. Do that again. Fuck yourself on me.”

I repeated the motion with my hips, driving him deeper, causing me to gasp with each new lunge. He looked very satisfied with himself each time I cried out, perhaps even smug, but I couldn’t contain the sound. I’d never been stimulated so deeply.

“Don’t hold it back, Tolly. That one little sound…you have no idea what it does to me.”

I laughed a little. “I might have some idea.”

“Oh yeah? Well that sound and your tight, sweet pussy are going to make me explode. Would you like that? If I came deep in your wet cunt?”

I could only nod this time. I couldn’t bring myself to repeat the words. I couldn’t speak the same way they did, though all of it was the most exciting thing to ever happen to my mind and body. They’d taken over it all, and I never wanted it to end.

“So shy. Sweet, sweet Talia.” Drake tweaked my nipples again while he nibbled my neck. “Do it, baby. Make Fletch lose his mind.”

His words empowered my hips again, rocking up while Fletcher picked up the pace of his plunges. The muscles in his shoulders and neck bunched as he held himself above me. The only place our bodies touched was intensified by its absence everywhere else.

“Baby…I need to come. I’m going to fill you with this load. Take it for me, Talia. Take it all.”

“Do it, man.”

“God, yes! Please do it!”

He pumped harder and faster, building up to the explosion that was his release. With a terrible, beautiful groan, he set that force free. I wasn’t sure I’d seen anything more beautiful than his straining body, his passion-drenched face, and his thrown-back head. I tried to memorize every detail of the moment, knowing I’d be coming back to it later.

His dick pulsed against my inner walls as he slowed his pace, letting my body milk every last drop from his. He buried his forehead into my neck. I could feel the sheen of sweat on his skin.

“My God, Fletch. I hope that was as good as it looked.”

When he finally replied to Drake, he had a lazy smile on his lips. “Even better.” He lifted up to kiss me long and deep, thrusting his tongue in and out of my mouth, reminding me of the motion that had just brought him such pleasure. That kiss was all it took for my core to stir again. I needed to feel this same bond with Drake. It was instinctual. I needed it like my next breath.

Fletcher pulled from my body and stood to discard the filled condom. I rolled to my belly between Drake’s legs. His cock made an impressive bulge in the material still covering it. Unable to hold back, I reached up to firmly stroke him through his pants. He didn’t argue. Harsh grunts curled from deep within him, and he pushed himself into my hand like a giant, dark beast needing to be caressed.

“Drake?”

“Yes, angel?”

“Please take these off so I can feel you.”

“I’d be happy to, love.” He quickly pulled his pants and briefs down over his hips and kicked them away from his feet. “There. Now have your wicked way with me.”

Panic set in. I never intended to give him a blow job. I’d never done it in my life and I couldn’t imagine where to start, other than the obvious. I had tried a few times with Gavin, only to have him get frustrated and mean and insult me regarding my lack of experience. Ugly memories battled for the stage of my mind until I looked up and saw Drake’s beautiful, soulful eyes drinking me in.

“Come here.” He held his arms open. I crawl into them, resting my head on his chest, listening to the strong assurance of his heartbeat.

“It’s just about tonight. Just about right here. No one else gets in. No other worries about past experiences, okay?”

I frantically blinked back tears. “I’m so sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. But you can be sure if I ever come face-to-face with the asshole who made you doubt yourself like this, an apology will be the first thing out of his mouth. And then blood, because I’m going to beat some sense into him.”

“No. No violence. He’s not worth it.”

“But you are.”

The tears were instantly forgotten. I leaned up to kiss his perfectly shaped lips. For a man who often seemed chiseled from a hunk of onyx, his mouth was impossibly soft and inviting. Such a lethal combination, borne out by my wayward thoughts the exact next moment. Once I started thinking of what his lips and tongue had felt like on my pussy, I squirmed against his hard shaft. Drake’s responding moan only cranked my tension higher.

“Can you take more, baby?” he whispered. “I don’t want to push you, but—”

“But what?” I locked my needy gaze to the mirror of his. Crap. I’d started craving their filthy words like a junkie.

“I’m dying to bury myself in you,” he grated. “To stretch your walls just like Fletch did. To fuck you just as hard and deep and passionately.”

I let a slow smile curl my lips. “And I would love nothing more.”

He grinned too. “Straddle me.” He pulled me up higher so I could hike my leg across his torso and sit up on him. I felt shy but empowered at the same time. Drake slid his muscular body up so he was resting against the headboard, dragging me along with him. Now we sat with faces inches apart, his erection jutting between my legs, teasing me in just the right spot. I was still wet from my joining with Fletcher and I used that slickness to glide back and forth on Drake’s length.

“Oh Christ, that feels good,” he praised. “Your pussy’s so wet and warm.”

“Wait until you get inside of her.” Fletcher was back from the other side of the room. He stretched out beside us, intently watching what I was doing. Drake halted me long enough to slide on his condom, then grunted deeply as I began the sensual movements once again.

“Enough,” he finally growled, hands digging into my waist. “Come here. Lean up a bit, angel.”

I complied, letting him position himself at my entrance. I sat back and let my flesh part around his width, groaning as he pushed up into my body. The farther I sat back, the deeper he went. Before I took his entire length, I raised back up to let him slide nearly all the way out. At the last second, I lowered back down on him. I repeated the same process over and over, going slowly, savoring the full feeling inside my tight channel. He kept his grip on my waist, steadying me…controlling me. I might have been the one on top, but Drake Newland was clearly in charge of every move we made, every second of pleasure I experienced.

When I least expected it, he surged forward. Thrown off-balance, I toppled to the bed, my head near the footboard. A giggle bubbled up but I only got out the start of it, overwhelmed once more by his effortless power, his commanding lust. We were separated, but not for long. He barely skipped a beat before plunging his cock back into me. The pleasure from it was enough to make me cry out. I was so sensitive from Fletcher making love to me, but the small amount of pain morphed into more pleasure.

“Ohhhh, Drake. Feels…so…good.”

“It does,” he answered. “You’re so tight…gripping me so good.”

“I—I think I need to come again.”

“That’s damn good, angel, because I’m not going to last long, either.”

“Told you so,” Fletcher drawled, though rough splinters underscored his tone. I managed a glance his way. He looked like a lazing lion…with a cock already half-erect again.

“I’ve waited so long for this,” Drake declared. “Too fucking long to feel you.” He dipped in, kissing my mouth with such passion I was left breathless. When I opened my eyes again, it was to confront his intense stare, trying to crawl into my head through my eyes.

Maybe even into my heart.

The pressure built in my core as he thrusted faster, harder. This was unbelievable. I really did think I was going to climax again. I’d never been able to have more than one orgasm a night, but another one built higher and higher, pounding at my clit for freedom. My eyes shot open wider when he hit a very sensitive spot inside, bringing the urge to pee.

“I know honey, just relax into it. Let it build into the best orgasm of your life.”

“No—no it feels like I have to pee.”

He chuckled. “I know baby, just trust me, relax and feel it.”

“I’m going to pee on you if you keep doing that.”

“No, you’re going to shatter into a million pieces if I keep doing that.”

Fletcher provided the laugh I couldn’t, shifting over to help his friend by brushing my hair back, gently kissing my forehead. “Trust him, Tolly. He knows what he’s doing. Let it go, baby.”

As Drake kicked up the pace of his cock, Fletcher caressed and pinched my nipples, intensifying the sensations in my clit.

My eyes slid shut.

My body zinged alive.

The sound of flesh slapping flesh filled the room. Every time Drake hit that spot, dark spots danced across my vision—and apprehension needled my veins. I tried desperately to do what they said, to relax and let the feelings take me away. Soon, I wasn’t conscious of time passing or even my heart beating. My whole world became the feeling of the cock inside me—claiming me, igniting me, branding me. The pressure climbed inside my sex. Higher. Higher.

“Come with me, baby. You ready?”

“Y-yes,” I forced out. “God yes, please!”

I’d surely explode if I didn’t get some sort of relief. Drake reached between us and pressed on my clit, so slick and wet now. He rubbed faster, fucked me harder—and then suddenly, something snapped. A terrifying, amazing feeling crawled across my chest, down my torso and burst from my core in a thousand points of light. I fought just to get air, seized by the most amazing orgasm of my life. Drake roared as he pulsed into me, his own release rocketing through him.

My eyes popped open, wide with astonishment. I gulped down air. Whatever he had just done to me, I wanted to do every night until I died. On the heels of that thought, emotions flooded into my heart. I struggled against revealing them. I wanted to tell him, tell them, that I’d fallen in love with them.

Oh, God. Yes. I loved them.

The confession hung on the tip of my tongue, waiting to be called forth—

And ruin the entire evening. The evening? No. The whole weekend. Our whole friendship. The basis of our very successful working relationship.

I wrapped my arms as tightly as I could around Drake’s neck, pulling him to me. I didn’t want him to see into my eyes. He could read me so well. My crazy emotions would betray me.

“Holy fuck,” Fletcher muttered.

“Jesus.” Drake burst it out between heavy breaths. “That was the best orgasm I’ve ever had.”

Silence. More silence. Here was the part for my obligatory oh, me too!

It didn’t come. I didn’t dare speak a word. Of anything.

“Baby?” Drake struggled to pull up, but I held on. “Talia? You okay?” He reached around to unclasp my hands. My feminine strength was no match for his. As my arms dropped, I turned my head, not wanting to face Fletcher either. I was in deep water. Sinking. Drowning.

“Hey. Hey, baby. It’s okay.” Fletcher pulled me in tightly while Drake went to ditch the condom. “Seriously, that was intense, I could see it. It’s all right to be emotional right now.”

“I’m not being emotional!” My hiccupping crack was less than convincing.

“Then it’s okay to not be emotional.” He chuckled, running fingers through my hair over and over, soothing me while I shuddered.

“That was—it’s just that it was so—so much. So much.”

Drake returned, pulling me back toward the top of the bed. He and Fletcher untucked the comforter, then swept the covers up, blanketing the three of us. Drake urged me into his tight, safe embrace.

“Thank you,” he whispered into my hair.

“Why are you thanking me? You did all the hard work.” I tried for levity, but tears ran down my cheeks, ratting me out like a grade school tattletale.

“I’m thanking you because you shared yourself with me. With us. And it meant the world to us both. We’ve wanted you for so long, Talia Perizkova. I can’t speak for Fletch, but it was beyond worth the wait for me. I’m already thinking about doing it again.”

“Well spoken, brother.” Fletcher’s words warmed my back and neck as he curled his body against mine. “I couldn’t agree with you more. That was the most explosive experience I’ve ever had. I knew it would be amazing, but nothing could’ve prepared me for the way it actually felt to be inside of you, sweet Tolly.”

More tears came uninvited. Why were they being the damn wonder lovers? Sounding so genuine? I didn’t need their mind games on top of my heart running rogue.

“Okay, guys. Enough. You don’t have to say all of these nice things. I know what this was all about, and I went into it knowing full well where we all stand.”

“Where exactly is that?” Drake loosened his hold on me and I immediately felt the loss.

“I’m not sure I’m going to like this. Something is giving me a bad vibe all of a sudden.” In two sentences, Fletcher summed up exactly why I loved him so much. There was my brutally open man, saying exactly what everyone else was thinking. Judging by the foreboding look across Drake’s face when I looked up, that was definitely the case. I’d struck a nerve.

“Did you hear my question, Talia?” His voice edged on stern. “I said, where do you think we stand?”

There was no getting out of this. And maybe it was just as well that I lay it on the table for them. They could stop faking feelings they weren’t feeling, and hopefully we could all walk away from this with our dignities intact.

Not to mention our hearts.

“All right, fine.” I huffed. “I know all about your ‘lifestyle’, gentlemen, if we can call it that without getting crass.”

Fletcher grunted. “You mean our sex lives? Just say it, sugar. Sex. It’s not a bad word. Actually, I think we all just proved it’s an amazing word.”

“All right, fine. I know all about your sexual preferences. And everyone knows people can’t be in a relationship if there are three people in the bed all the time. This is what people do to scratch an itch; let loose a little bit; cross something off their bucket list.”

“Bucket list?” Drake tacked his stare over me, to Fletch. “Did she really just say that?”

“I think she did.” He snapped it while standing up and pulling on his trousers. Only then did he bolt his stare back down at me. “You did all this just to mark something off your bucket list?”

Without waiting for a reply, he glanced back at Drake. They exchanged a look I couldn’t quite distinguish, but if I had to label it, “furious” jumped to mind.

And men claimed women were confusing?

“Why are you so upset? I thought this was the way you guys worked.”

“The way we ‘worked’?” Drake also shot from the bed, grabbing for his clothes.

I sat up in the middle of the rumpled sheets, hugging the top one to my chest. “What am I missing here? You can’t seriously tell me you came into this weekend looking for anything more than a roll in the hay.”

Drake whirled back around, eyes dark and stormy, his desire of minutes ago now eclipsed by anger. “Why? Because that’s all we’re capable of? Hell, we couldn’t possibly have feelings for you, right? After all, you have this totally figured out. I’m impressed, Talia. Really fucking impressed.”

Fletcher rounded the foot of the bed. “Dude, stop. If you say something you can’t take back—”

“Fuck that. I’m pissed. And for the first time in my life, I feel used. I really did go into this weekend wanting more than a fling. I have actual, real life feelings for you, Miss Perizkova—but I see now that I was mistaken when I thought you felt them too.” He buttoned up his shirt with scary speed and precision. Raked a tense hand back through his thick hair. “I’m going downstairs to the bar.”

“Wait up, bro. I’ll come with you. Suddenly, I could use some air too.”

“Wait. Wait. What the heck is happening here?” My whole body shook. Panic stabbed, merciless and cold. Clearly I had misunderstood their intentions. Misunderstood? How about completely misjudged? But now they were both so angry, I was too nervous to even try to talk it through.

“You can have exactly what you wanted. I hope it was good for you, Talia.” Drake grabbed his wallet off the dresser and walked out the door. Fletcher followed, but not without looking back at me, sadness turning his eyes the color of a robin’s egg. It made my chest physically ache.

What have I done?

The door onto the outside hall slammed. The ensuing silence pricked instant tears to my eyes. But I sucked in a fast breath, combatting the loss. I refused to sit in our little love nest and feel sorry for myself.

I stomped into my bathroom, then ran the water in the tub. A few minutes later, sinking up to my neck in the lavender bubbles, I tried to analyze the night.

Drake Newland. Fletcher Ford. They were amazing lovers, the best I’d probably ever have. They were both filled with such passion and tenderness. The thought of losing them felt like an elephant sitting on my chest. I rubbed the spot over my heart, striving to massage the pain away, but nothing worked. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, but the pain persisted. I’d screwed up, and it would haunt me for the rest of my life. I’d been given not one, but two men who cared for me like nobody else ever had, and I blew it. Sent them running for the hills before we even stood a chance.

Mama’s face came unbidden to my mind. Her nagging voice lectured into my miserable haze, chastising me about allowing this situation to happen in the first place. It served me right to be hurting. I’d brought it on myself. If I’d been acting respectably, I would have been respected.

But they were respectful. Beyond that. They’d caressed away my stress. Knew how I liked my steak. Even on the exhibit hall floor, they’d treated me as an equal voice, a valuable business partner. And in their lovemaking, they’d redefined kind and loving and generous.

What the hell had I done?

I needed to apologize. As soon as they came back to the room—to see if there was any hope of salvaging all the feelings we’d unleashed not two hours ago. If it had all been real, it couldn’t just be turned on and turned off so easily, right?

I hauled myself from the bath, feeling like I’d forged a plan. I’d do it. Would grovel and plead if I needed to. If nothing else, I still wanted Drake and Fletcher to be my friends. I enjoyed being with them so much. What would my life be like without them at all? I wasn’t ready to let go, and desperately hoped they felt the same way. Maybe we could recapture what I’d just ruined. I wouldn’t know unless I tried.

I fell asleep on the end of my bed, door wide open, waiting for them to come back. My body was sore and tender in the most delicious ways, and I took comfort in those memories until I could fix everything else.

They had to understand that I was just confused.

They just had to.
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Sunlight warmed my face, waking me gently from a restless night of sleep. I still laid across the foot of my bed, but someone had covered me with a blanket. My door was open and the windows in the living room glowed with the morning desert sun stretching across the suite, shining into my room. I listened for voices or movement, but the place was still and quiet. It was well past midnight the last time I remembered checking the clock. I wasn’t sure the guys had come in at all.

I wrapped the plush robe around myself and snuck out into the kitchenette to make some coffee. Drake was softly snoring on the sofa, so I tried to be extra quiet. When the coffee’s aroma filled the room, his eyes popped open.

I smiled shyly, trying to gauge if he was still angry. “Want some?”

“That would be great,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes and stretching. I couldn’t tear my eyes off his fit body as he worked out the kinks from sleeping on the sofa. Guilt coursed through my heart. I should’ve insisted on sleeping there at least one of the nights—though last night I was in no position to be insisting on anything.

After working with the man for months, I knew Drake drank his coffee black, so I walked over to the sofa with a cup in each hand. As I stretched to hand off his mug, steaming coffee splashed over the rim and onto my wrist.

“Oh shit!”

He took his mug while I blew on the redness.

Quicker than I could track, Drake set his cup down, grabbed my unburned wrist and towed me to the sink. He ran the cool water, feeling it several times with the back of his hand before thrusting my wrist under the stream.

“You should be more careful.” He seemed annoyed.

“I’m sorry. It just happened.”

“It was an accident, Talia. You don’t have to apologize for things that you weren’t in control of.”

I turned off the water and blotted my skin with a towel.

“Maybe not, but I do need to apologize for things I brought on myself. Drake, can we sit down and talk? I really want to set things straight.”

“It’s okay.”

“No it’s not.”

“You don’t have to.”

“No, but I want to. I need to.”

“Need to what?” A shirtless Fletcher walked out from his room, just as ripped and golden and gorgeous as I remembered from last night. “Is that coffee I smell?”

“Yes, I made a pot. Sit down and I’ll get you a cup. I really need to talk to the two of you.”

“You sit down and I’ll get his coffee. You already have one burn.”

“You burned yourself? Where? When? Are you okay?” Fletcher’s expression suddenly tightened upon recognizing how he instinctively cared about me.

“She’s fine. It’s minor. Just a little red now.”

“He’s right. I’m fine. But will you two just let me say a few things? After that, you can decide what you want to do. If you want me to fly home commercially, I’ll understand.”

We all sat around the low table and nursed our coffee. Finally, I gathered the courage to say something.

“First of all, I owe you both an apology. I was being ridiculous last night and I hope you can forgive me. When we were in bed together after—well, you know, just after—I was so flooded with emotions, I got scared. That’s hard for me to admit, but that’s basically what happened. So instead of risking my heart getting hurt, I trivialized what we had just done, and that was wrong. It was so wrong.”

“Why are you saying all of this now?” Drake was skeptical and I couldn’t blame him.

“Because when you guys left and I had the entire night to figure out what was going on in my head…and my heart…I realized how foolish I had been. Now, all I can do is apologize and hope you can forgive me. I didn’t mean to hurt either of you. Ever. I think I’m just in way over my head.”

“Last night went from so good to so bad, and so quickly. I didn’t understand what was going on. It was a merry-go-round of extreme emotions.” Fletcher leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees and listened, waiting for my response.

I forced down a deep breath. “I know, and I’m so sorry. I was overwhelmed. I didn’t expect to—feel—as much as I did. I don’t think I wanted to.”

“What does that mean? You didn’t want to?” Drake asked another very good question.

“It means I’m feeling things for the two of you that I’m afraid of. My last relationship wasn’t very—oh, what would be a good way of putting it?”

“Were you abused?” Fletcher growled it, always the protector.

“Not physically,” I winced. “Well, I guess that’s not exactly true either. But mostly emotionally. And mentally. Gavin did a number on my self-esteem and confidence, especially in the bedroom…and with my ability to understand my own feelings. The ones he let me have, at least.” I nervously fingered the handle of my mug. “It took me a while to believe in myself again, to be able to trust my own heart.”

“We need to kill the bastard.”

“My thoughts exactly.” They fist-bumped over the preliminary plan.

I shook my head. “He isn’t worth either of you getting into trouble, or risking getting hurt.”

“Pffftttt.” Drake scoffed. “Marine? Remember?” He thumped the center of his chest with his thick thumb.

“How could I forget?” I giggled and winked at him, unable to help myself. He was adorable when he was chivalrous. “So, in all seriousness, I want to ask for your forgiveness, for my words and my behavior.”

Drake leaned over and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind my ear before letting out a weighted sigh. “I really appreciate your sincerity. I do. Last night was amazing. We both fantasized about being with you for so long. When it finally happened, it was better than either of us dreamed. If we’re coming on too strong, too fast, can you just promise to let us know? But baby—we don’t want this to be the end of the line. We want to see you and be a part of your life when we get back to San Diego. You know that Fletch and I have always dated women together, because we want to be with a woman together for the rest of our lives. This isn’t just a game to us. This is what we want. And you’re who we want.”

I stared at him, his words cocooning me in warmth, but also overwhelming me a bit. They were willing to forgive me! I wanted to hug them both, but I could sense they needed to be heard as well.

Fletcher stood up, walked over, then sat beside me. He took my hands in his and looked into my eyes. “We don’t need to hear the words ‘I love you’ right now, but we do need to hear you say that you will give this a try. Give us a try. We want to be with you Talia. Just you.”

“I don’t know what to say other than I want to see you too. I’ve gotten very used to having the two of you in my life. I’m not ready to give that up yet.”

“I think we can work with that. D?”

“I think that’s a great place to start too.”

We all stood and they wrapped their arms around me, making a tangle of bodies and arms. I felt like I was the luckiest girl on the planet.

“Can we please go home now?” The last thing I wanted to do was get on a plane, but at least my heart felt much lighter. The sooner we got back to San Diego, the sooner we could get on with our lives.

“Let’s pack up and I’ll call down to the desk for bell service. I’ll have Wesley handle the spa appointments too.”

About an hour later, we were heading toward the front of the hotel to meet the driver who would take us to the airport. The guys called the pilot and told him we were leaving a bit ahead of schedule, but the man assured us it was no problem. We moved through the casino, hand-in-hand-in hand, until getting caught behind a human traffic jam in front of a giant, lighted wheel, spinning around and around while people stood cheering for the number they’d bet on.

“What is this game?” I asked Fletcher, curiously.

“Simple game of chance,” he shrugged. “You put money down on a number and the dealer spins the wheel. If your number comes up, you win.” A grin spread across his sexy mouth. “What’s your lucky number, sugar? Let’s try your luck really quick.”

I scrunched my face and pulled away. “Oh, I don’t have a lucky number.”

A mischievous gleam sparkled in his eyes. “Oh yes you do, Tolly. It’s three. You just haven’t fully accepted it yet.”

Drake smirked. “I like that strategy, brother.”

Fletcher flipped out a twenty dollar bill and placed it on the number three. The dealer let the wheel fly. We watched it go round and round, slowing down incrementally until it finally came to rest—

On the number three.

Fletcher leaned down and kissed me soundly on the lips. “No lucky number, huh?”

Drake wrapped his arm around my waist on one side, Fletcher on the other, and we headed home…together.

The End
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Oh my God.

The words sprinted through my head, over and over, as I prodded at my lips in assurance I wasn’t dreaming. Or hopping dimensions. Or remembering the last half hour in a really crazy way. Or had hours passed, instead? I didn’t know anymore. Time was suddenly contorted.

Oh. My. God.

What the hell had just happened?

Forget my lips. My whole mouth felt like I’d just had dental work done, tingling in all the places his lips had touched moments ago—which had been everywhere.

My mind raced, trying to match the erratic beat of my heart. “Christ,” I whispered. My voice shook like a damn teenager, so I repeated myself. Because that helped, right?

Wrong. So wrong.

It was all because of that man. That dictatorial, demanding…

Nerve-numbing, bone melting…

Man.

Who really knew how to deliver a kiss.

Hell. That kiss.

Okay, by this age, I’d been kissed before. I’d been everything before. But after what we’d just done, I’d be awake for long hours tonight. Long hours. Shaking with need…shivering with fear.

I pressed the call button for the elevator with trembling fingers. Turning back to face the door I’d just emerged from, I reconsidered pushing the buzzer next to it, instead. The black lacquer panel around the button was still smudged by the angry fingerprints I’d left when arriving here not more than thirty minutes ago—answering his damn summons.

Yeah. He’d “summoned” me. And like a breathless backstage groupie, I’d dropped everything and come. Why? He was my hemlock. He could be nothing else.

I was even more pissed now. At him. At me. At the thoughts that wouldn’t leave me alone now, all in answer to one tormenting question.

If Killian Stone kissed like that, what could he do to the rest of my body?

No. That kind of thinking was dangerous. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood up as if the air conditioner just kicked on at full power.

It had been a while since I’d been with a man. At least like…that.

Okay, it had been a long while.

For the last three years, career had come before all else. After the disaster I simply called The Nick Years, Dad had fought hard to help rebuild my spirit, including the doors he finagled open for me. Wasting those opportunities in favor of relationships wasn’t an option. My focus had paid off, leading to a coveted position at Asher and Associates PR, where I’d quickly advanced to the elite field team for Andrea Asher herself. The six of us, including Andrea and her daughter, Margaux, were called corporate America’s “miracle cover stick.” We were brought in when the blemishes were too big and horrid for in-house PR specialists, hired on a project-by-project basis for our thoroughness and objectivity. That also meant the assignments were intense, ruthless, and very temporary.

The gig at Stone Global was exactly such a job. And things were going well. Better than well. People were cooperating. The press was moving on to new prey. The job was actually ahead of schedule, and thank God for it. Soon, I’d be back in my rightful place at the home office in San Diego and what just happened in Killian Stone’s penthouse would remain no more than a blip in my memory. A very secret blip.

I shook my head in defiance. What was wrong with having lived a little? At twenty-six, I was due for at least one heart-stopping kiss with a man who looked like dark sin, was built like a Navy SEAL, and kissed like a fantasy. Sweet God, what a fantasy.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I muttered. “You didn’t break any rules…technically. He consented. And you sure as hell consented. So you’re—”

Having an argument with yourself in the middle of a hallway in the Lincoln Park 2550 building, waiting on the world’s slowest damn elevator.

I leaned on the call button again.

While still trying to talk myself out of pouncing on Killian’s buzzer, too. Or perhaps back into it. If I could concoct an excuse to ring his doorbell before the elevator arrived…

No. This is dangerous, remember? He’s dangerous. You know all the sordid reasons why, his and yours.

Maybe I could just say I accidentally left my purse inside.

And that’ll fly…how? One glance down at my oversized Michael Kors clutch had me cursing the fashion trend gods, along with their penchant for large handbags.

I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes and hoping for a light bulb. I was bombarded with Killian’s smell, instead. Armani Code. The cologne was still strong in my head, its rich bergamot and lemon mingling with the spice of his shampoo and the scotch on his breath, like he’d scent-marked me through the intimacy of our skin…

My fingers roamed to my cheek, tracing the abrasion from where he’d rubbed me with his stubble. My head fell back from the impact of the recollection.

In an instant, my mind conjured an image of him again, standing in front of me. Commanding. Looming. Hot…and hard. I felt his breath on my face again as he yanked me close. The press of his wool pants against my legs. The metallic scrape of his cufflinks on the wood of his desk as he shoved everything away to make room for our bodies. Then the wild throb of my heart as he tangled his hands in my hair, lifted my face toward his, and…

Yes.

The memory was so vivid, so good. I used the flat of my palm on my face now, thinking I could save the magic if I covered it. Protecting it from the outside world. Our perfect, shared moment in the middle of all this chaos.

Whoa.

“Get a grip.” I dropped my hand along with the furious whisper. It was one kiss. Incredible, yes, but I guaranteed he wasn’t still thinking about it like this. Behind that majestic door, Killian Stone moved again in his world, already focused on the next of his hundred priorities, none of them bearing my name. And he expected me to get back to mine: cushioning his company from that big, bad outside world I’d just been brooding over. You’ve been hired to help clean up the Stone family’s mess, not add to it.

The elevator finally dinged.

At the same time, Killian’s condo door opened behind me.

I locked a smile on my face, trying to look like I had been patiently waiting for the elevator the entire time.

“Miss Montgomery?”

Not Killian. I didn’t know whether to curse or laugh.

“Yes?” I managed a Girl Scout-sweet reply.

A kind face was waiting when I turned around. The man wore such a warm expression, I was tempted to call him Fred. Not Alfred. Just Fred. The man was too handsome for a full “Alfred.”

Fred handed me a small ivory envelope, then stepped over into the elevator. He held the doors open while I got into the car with him. We rode in silence down to the lobby. I squirmed while Fred smiled as if it were Saturday in the park. Did he know what his boss had just done with me?

I winced toward the wall. Technically, Killian was my boss right now, too.

Mr. Stone. Mr. Stone. Mr. Stone.

He can never be “Killian” again.

The sooner you remember that, the better.

I was dying to open that little envelope, but carefully slipped it into my queen-size clutch for when I was alone again in the cab on my way back to the hotel.

“I’ll call the car ’round for you.” Like his employer, Fred made it obvious the subject wasn’t up for debate, so I forced a smile and followed him across the gleaming lobby to the building’s front awning. In less than a minute, the black town car with the Stone Global logo on its doors appeared. I climbed in, all the while yearning for the anonymity of a city cab instead.

Chicago was a great city, but the traffic was insane, even as evening officially blended into nighttime. Nevertheless, Killian’s building was swiftly swallowed by the lush trees of the neighborhood. I was on my way back to the hotel. Back to real life—and all the dangers that waited if anyone on the team ever learned where I’d just been.

For just a few more seconds, I yearned to remember the fantasy, instead. Perhaps the treasure in my purse would help.

I pulled it out, running reverent fingers over it again. Nothing was written on the outside. Killian—Mr. Stone—had simply expected it would be delivered straight to me.

The elegant handwriting inside, dedicated to just one sentence, dried out my throat upon impact.

I must see you again.

He left no signature. No phone number. Not even an email address. But the strangest part about it all? I wasn’t surprised. He was Killian Jamison Stone. And he kissed like that. Things—and people—came to him, not the other way around.

But did I have the strength to be one of those people, knowing I’d never see him again after three months?
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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