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Excerpt

“I’ll talk to you in the morning,” Travis said as she used the back door to his office, which led to stairs that took her directly to the parking lot. Once she hit the bottom, she cursed. Streetlight was still out. She’d called twice about getting it repaired. The lack of lighting cast the lot in eerie shadows. She’d asked one of the bouncers to walk her to her car the past few nights, but she’d forgotten tonight.

There were only three cars in the lot and no people, unlike nights when the club was open. She shrugged off her fear, digging for her car keys. She was fine. The lot was quiet.

She clicked the unlock button a few feet away from her car and was about to open the door when someone grabbed her from behind. A hand covered her mouth, halting her scream, and she was pushed against the side of her vehicle. She struggled hard, trying to break the man’s powerful grip.

“It’s me,” Jack’s gruff voice said in her ear.

She ceased fighting and closed her eyes, trying to batten down the terror he’d provoked. She reached up to pull his hand away from her mouth, but he wouldn’t release her.

“It’s dark as shit out here,” he said, his tone alerting her to his anger. “Do you know how dangerous it is for a woman to walk through a parking lot alone at night?”

She tugged at his hand again and this time he uncovered her mouth. Unfortunately, he kept her pressed firmly against her car.

“Yes, I know, but I looked around. I didn’t see anyone.”

“I think I just proved you didn’t look very well. It was too fucking easy for me to sneak up on you.”

She huffed out an annoyed breath. “Yeah, about that, Smacker. You scared the fucking shit out of me. Now do you mind backing up a step? You’re crowding me.”

Jack didn’t move, nor did he relax his tight grip. “No. I’m not letting you go until we come to an understanding.”

She wished she weren’t getting turned on by his physically aggressive treatment, but she couldn’t deny the sudden wetness flooding her panties. Jesus. “What kind of understanding?”

“We agreed that inside the bedroom, you’d submit your body to me. We also know that there’s no way in hell you’ll submit anything to me outside the bedroom, right?”

She nodded. She was far too independent to take orders from any man. Jack understood that. It was probably the only reason their newfound relationship had a chance at success. “Sex is one thing, but my life, my decisions are my own.”

“And I respect that. Hell, that’s one of the things I love most about you.”

She smiled, wondering if the pleasure that simple admission evoked in her would ever pass.

He continued speaking. “However, that also means I trust you to take care of yourself when I’m not with you.”

She sighed. He had a point. “I get it, Jack. Honestly, I do. Every night I’ve had one of the bouncers walk me to my car. Tonight, I just got distracted.”

“By what?”

She leaned forward, placing her head on her car. There was no way she could tell him what had been hovering at the back of her mind all day. She still couldn’t believe she’d told Travis.

“I—” She hesitated, searching for some reasonable excuse. “You. Okay? I was freaking thinking about you.”

Jack pressed his hard cock against her ass and she groaned. “Me? Or this?” He pushed harder and the naughty girl inside came out to play, returning the pressure, wiggling a bit.

“Both,” she whispered when he reached around and grasped her breasts in his large palms, squeezing her sensitive flesh and driving her arousal higher.

“I want you,” he admitted.

“Take me.”
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Blurb

Jack has a secret. One he’s kept hidden from his best friend Emma…

When she calls in a favor, asking Jack to perform in a pirate fetish fantasy at the nightclub she manages, Emma inadvertently opens Pandora’s box—for both of them. As portraying a dominant pirate forces more of Jack’s secret desires to light, Emma finds herself enmeshed in sensual explorations of BDSM, wax play, bondage and sex in public that leave her questioning her vanilla existence.

When a second heated interlude on the stage finds her submitting to Jack, Emma suspects she’ll never find her way back to her simple missionary lifestyle. But with Jack in control…she’s not sure she wants to.
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This story is dedicated to the Heat Wavers, who dared me to write this story. The instructions were simple: Write about a pirate and the lady who indignantly slaps him. I give you Jack and Emma. Enjoy!

Acknowledgements

Cover Artist: Valerie Tibbs, Tibbs Design


Prologue

“Oh yeah, baby doll. Touch yourself just like that. Fuck!”

At his command, the blonde moved her fingers faster against her plump pink clit, her face flushed as she brought herself closer to climax. He stroked his cock harder as the beautiful woman perched on the edge of his desk gave him one hell of show. Then his eyes traveled to the tableau outside the two-way mirror in his office.

Looking down from his bird’s-eye view above the club, he could see the couple fighting onstage. When the actress slapped the leading man, he felt his balls constrict.

“Shit. I’m coming. I’m gonna come,” the blonde cried out, her fingers plunging deeply inside her wet slit.

He doubled his efforts and increased his pace, rubbing his dick faster when she used her free hand to pinch her own turgid nipple. Obviously into pain, the blonde pulled the tight flesh hard, groaning loudly.

He swallowed heavily then let his gaze venture back to the stage. The actor tightened his grip on the actress’s arm as they continued to struggle. The intensity of the dual scenes was too much and his eyes drifted closed of their own accord as his come erupted in long, hard spurts he barely managed to catch in his palm. He kept extra clothes in his office, but he didn’t feel like changing. It was a simple thing to capture the sticky fluid in his hand and wash it away afterward.

The blonde—turned on by his response to her performance—came as well. When her climax subsided, she withdrew her fingers, licking each one clean. She blew him a kiss and then put her shirt back on.

He smiled at her. “Shame they don’t give Oscars for that.”

She laughed. “You always say that. You know you could have a lot more than the peep show if you wanted. Just say the word.” She ran a seductive hand over her breast, drawing his attention to the tight tip of her nipple, now poking through her Sick Puppies concert T-shirt.

He shook his head as he reached for a tissue to clean his hand. “Your shows just about kill me, darlin’. Don’t wanna think about what the whole kit and caboodle would do to me. Don’t think I’m up for it.” He hoped she’d buy his explanation. He’d never touch her sexually, never let her get any closer than the desk across the office from him. He looked back at the stage and felt his sated cock twitch again.

Glancing over his shoulder, she looked at the actors on the stage below. “You really get off on watching, don’t you?”

He shrugged noncommittally, grateful when she let the subject drop.

Rising, she straightened her skirt and fluffed her hair. “Unfortunately, I’m late. She’s gonna kill me.”

“Let me take care of the manager. In fact, why don’t you take the night off?” He picked up two tickets to the latest movie premiere from the table in front of him. They were prime seats and a gift from a movie director who regularly attended the fetish shows in his nightclub, but God knew he’d never use them. Big parties and flashing lights weren’t his thing.

When he handed them to her, she squealed gleefully. “Are you freaking kidding? You’re giving these to me? This is the hottest show in town.”

He nodded. “Find a guy and go have fun.”

The woman hesitated, looking at the stage once more. “What about—”

“Hey. No worries. I own this place, remember? Go out and enjoy yourself.”

She smiled, bending forward to kiss him on the cheek. “You’re the best.”

He accepted her gratitude and her kiss, though he didn’t want either one. “Do me a favor. Go out the back door.”

She nodded and left him alone once more. Rising, he pulled up his pants, refastening them as he watched the actors continue to fight. A grin crossed his face.

His plan was turning out better than he’d thought.


Chapter 1

“Let go of me!”

“Take it easy, lass. Come peacefully and no one will be hurt.”

“No one will be hurt because I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Black Jack Carlysle tightened his grip on the young woman’s arm. He wasn’t accustomed to backtalk from any of his subordinates and he sure as hell wasn’t going to listen to it from a mere female.

“I don’t think you fully understand your position here. My men and I have taken over your ship. Now we’re seizing our reward.”

“Stealing is more like it. You haven’t earned anything on our ship. You’re a thief and a heathen and—Ouch! You’re hurting my arm!”

“I may be all you say and more, my dear, but the fact remains, I am the captain of this ship and you are part of the spoils of war.”

The haughty woman slapped him. Hard. “We’ll see about that.”

Jack was shocked momentarily. He heard a sharp gasp behind him and knew his men had witnessed her assault. He’d intended to take her below deck and lock her in the room next to his. He knew who she was. As daughter of the territorial governor, she’d fetch a fair price in ransom.

Her blow and fiery rage ignited his temper and his final destination changed as he pushed her toward the ladder that would take them to his cabin.

“You will pay for that, my lady. In my bedroom.”

His threat pulled her up short and her struggling ceased. “You can’t be serious. Do you know who I am?”

He chuckled mirthlessly. “I think the question that should be asked is, do you know who I am?”

Her gaze narrowed, drawing his attention to light blue eyes surrounded by thick, long black lashes. Her cheeks were flushed a lovely pink due to anger and exertion. Her breathing had accelerated, each hastily inhaled breath thrusting her full breasts forward. She’d fill his hands nicely.

No, Jack thought. It wouldn’t be a hardship bringing this hellion to heel.

“I know exactly who you are, Black Jack. And if you think I’ll quiver at the mere mention of your dreaded name like the rest of the fools on my father’s ship, then I fear you’re destined for disappointment.”

He grinned, pushing her harder than necessary toward the ladder. She stumbled slightly before catching herself. She was provoking him, daring the devil inside to come out to play. She’d struck him in front of his men. At that point, she’d lost the right to be treated with courtesy. Now he needed to make an example of her. Regardless of how much that idea rubbed against the grain.

He liked to consider himself a gentleman—usually beyond kind with the terrified women they’d kidnapped in the past. More than a few times, he’d had to gently convince the captive ladies to return home once their ransoms had been paid.

Clearly that wouldn’t be a problem this time.

She turned to face him once more, but before she could speak, he raised his finger. “Silence, woman!”

He didn’t intend to wage this battle in front of his men. It was high time she realized who she was dealing with.

“How dare you speak to me—”

Jack growled. Bending forward, he put his shoulder to the lady’s middle and lifted until her upper body hung upside down along his back.

“What the—”

“I’ve warned you more than once, my lady. Now you’re going to pay the piper.”

“Awesome,” Emma Potter said, wiggling loose from Jack’s hold. “That was perfect.”

Jack pulled the bandana off his head and stuffed it in the pocket of his jeans. “I feel like an ass.”

Emma laughed. “I owe you a big one for this, Smacker.”

Jack ignored her use of the annoying nickname. After years of friendship, she still persisted in calling him by the silly name. She’d given it to him after they’d gotten more than a bit tipsy at a bar the night Emma turned twenty-one. She’d tripped and spilled her strawberry daiquiri down the front of his shirt. He’d spent the evening smelling like a little girl’s tube of Bonne Bell lip gloss. Emma had teased him the entire night, calling him Lip Smacker. Sadly, fourteen years later, the shortened version of the name still stuck.

“I don’t think there’s a favor big enough in the world to repay me for this.” Jack leaned against the railing of the fake ship, looking out at the empty tables and chairs of the nightclub as he considered the fact they’d soon be filled with clubgoers, all watching his weak attempt at piracy.

“True that,” Emma conceded. “You’re a lifesaver, Jack. Really. I was at my wit’s end this morning. I bet I made at least fifty phone calls.”

“Glad to know I’m so high on your list,” he said sardonically, chuckling.

“Believe me, that call list isn’t one you want to be on top of.”

He looked around and shook his head. “Still find it hard to believe that you plan fetish fantasy shows for a nightclub. I’ve got to admit, when you were making your valedictory speech in high school, this wasn’t exactly where I pictured you ending up.”

“Maybe not, but I bet you knew I’d be organizing awesome parties attended by all the biggest names, right?”

Emma had been the queen of the social scene in high school. Jack thought it had probably surprised more than a few of their peers to discover she had such good grades, given her love of partying. Begrudgingly, he had to admit she was one of the most naturally intelligent people he’d ever met. She had a razor-sharp mind with a quick wit to match. Her photographic memory didn’t hurt either. Quite frankly, it had taken very little work for Emma to maintain her position at the top of their class. Not that it had been a very large class.

They’d both enrolled in USC and moved to Los Angeles from Bumfuck, North Dakota, determined to escape their small town. The third in their small gang of friends, Travis, had come along for the ride as well, mainly because he thought living in L.A. would be a lark. Little did Jack and Emma know their unmotivated, antisocial best friend would find his niche in the City of Angels.

“Yeah, I knew you’d plan awesome parties.” Jack reached up to rub his cheek. “Hey, did you have to slap me so hard?”

She rolled her eyes. “You big baby. It wasn’t that hard. Besides, the sound has to carry through the room to make it authentic.”

Jack crossed his arms. “I hope your actress doesn’t have your right hook or I’m likely to suffer a concussion.”

“Not my fault. If you’ll recall, it was you and Travis who taught me how to fight.”

“You were supposed to use those moves on the frat-boy assholes at college. Not me.”

Emma shrugged. “Looks like I got a bonus from my lessons.”

“Yeah, well, you try to lay another one of those bonuses on my face and I’m gonna return the smack. Only I won’t be aiming at the cheek on your face.”

“Promises, promises.”

Jack tried to ignore the way his cock twitched at her taunt. They weren’t strangers to sexy innuendos, but he’d been friends with her long enough to know they’d never follow through on the teasing.

“Speaking of actresses, where the hell is Jennifer?” Emma glanced at her watch for the twelfth time in an hour. “She’s not usually late.”

“Hey Em!”

Jack and Emma looked up toward the landing that overlooked the stage, where Travis kept his private offices. Jack had teased him more than once about the mafia-style two-way mirror that allowed Travis to watch the show and the audience without being seen.

“What?” Emma yelled.

Jack shook his head and marveled at the fact his friends were running L.A.’s number-one hotspot and not killing each other in the process. The only reason he could surmise for Em and Trav’s somewhat peaceful coexistence was that they had a shared goal. Emma had always been annoyed by Travis’ lack of ambition, while Travis envied Emma’s ability to fit into any social circle. Not that Jack had ever noticed Travis attempting to change his solitary existence. His friend seemed to prefer his safe sanctuary above the club, away from people, taking care of the business end of things from behind his magic mirror. He was more than happy to leave the managing of the club itself to Emma.

“Jen just called. She’s got that same damn stomach virus as Marshall. Looks like you’re out both leads tonight.”

“Fuck!” Emma cursed, turning to kick the mast of the fake ship.

“Hey, take it easy on the props,” Travis hollered. “Took me ages to find a carpenter who could build that thing well enough to please you.”

Emma threw Travis a dirty look, but didn’t reply.

Jack tried to calm the storm—a role he was accustomed to playing with his friends. “So we’ll just find someone else. How about we split that phone list of yours? Start at the top and work our way down. Bet we could knock it out in under an hour.”

She shook her head. “Too late for that now. We’ll never find anyone who can learn the part and get ready in just a few short hours.”

“It’s not like there are scripted lines, Em. Isn’t that what you told me? The woman would just have to fight the kidnapping pirate and allow herself to be ravished onstage in front of a horny audience.” Jack wiggled his eyebrows suggestively and ran his hand along his half-erect, jeans-clad cock. “Hell, you can’t give up now. You promised me a hot captive.”

She snorted. Jack enjoyed the familiar sound. “Christ, Carlysle. It’s not a fucking porno. All you have to do is pretend you’re doing it. Mimic the motions.”

Travis interrupted their conversation. “Doesn’t matter if Jack plays the part or not. Without an actress, we may as well cancel the show.”

Emma scowled. “It’s sold out. Do you know how much money we’d lose?”

Travis rubbed his chin irritably, indicating he knew exactly what they were facing. “Yeah, Em. I think even with my limited math skills, I can work out the equation on that.”

She sighed sadly. “I wasn’t insinuating that—”

“I know,” Travis interjected. His business acumen had taken both Jack and Emma by surprise. The guy was born to run a club—except for the lack of social skills. For that, he had Emma.

“Why don’t you do it?” Jack suggested. The words popped out before he could think better of them. He’d enjoyed practicing his role with Emma and he hadn’t exactly been looking forward to sharing the stage with a stranger.

Travis burst out laughing. “Holy shit. Now I’d pay to see that, and it’s my fucking club.”

Emma scowled at Travis. “Go back into your hole, little worm. Crunch numbers, think up all those grand schemes you’ll make me execute. I’ll deal with tonight’s show.”

Communicating through insults was standard operating procedure for all of them. Travis grinned. “Let me know if you decide to play the damsel in distress. I wanna make sure my video camera’s charged to get the footage.”

“No cameras allowed at Scoundrels,” Emma said.

Travis shrugged. “That’s the beauty of this mirror. You don’t have a clue what I’m doing behind it.”

“Eww. Gross,” Emma called out as Travis headed back into his office and closed the door behind him, leaving them alone once more. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Jack scowled. “Meaning?”

“Meaning there’s no way I’m going to dress up like some damn fool and scream my head off while you have your wicked pirate way with me.”

“I see. But it’s okay for me to make an ass of myself in front of God and everybody.”

Emma sighed. “That’s not what I’m saying. You don’t work here. You may come and have a drink occasionally and take in a show, but you don’t have to see these people day in and day out.”

“So you’re embarrassed about acting in front of the employees? The regulars?” Jack didn’t buy it. Emma had played the lead role in the school’s musical during their senior year. She’d been a natural. In fact, for a while, Jack suspected her decision to move to L.A. had been based on a secret desire to be an actress.

“I’m the manager here. Next to Travis, I’m the boss. I don’t think it would do my reputation any good if I got up onstage and pretended to be a submissive captive.”

Jack struggled not to laugh. “Emma, I really don’t think you have anything to worry about. Regardless of what you do on this stage, I find it hard to believe it will change the way your employees view you. You’re a force to be reckoned with and no one’s in danger of forgetting that.”

“Ha ha. You know, I’m not that hard to work for.”

She was a perfectionist with high standards and a work ethic that wouldn’t quit, both things that Jack respected. She also expected that same level of commitment in others, which he suspected was another reason the club was so successful. Those who could toe Emma’s line were driven, energetic, kindred spirits. Those who couldn’t hack it got out. As a result, Scoundrels had a staff most nightclubs would kill for.

“What’s the real reason you don’t want to do it, Em? I’m not buying this losing face line.”

She sighed. “I’m not sure I can pull off the role. You must admit, submissive isn’t very high on my list of personality traits.”

This time Jack did laugh. Loud and long. “Jesus, Em. It’s not on the list at all.”

She narrowed her eyes in annoyance.

“It’s called acting. You’re familiar with the premise. You managed to play Maria from The Sound of Music. Let’s face it. You aren’t exactly nun material either, but you pulled that off.”

“Fine. You want me to spell it out for you, Mr. Clueless? Then I will. We would have to imitate having sex onstage. You and me. Us,” she said, pointing at him and then herself for effect.

“No shit. Isn’t that sort of the point of the whole little fantasy scenario?”

She rolled her eyes. “You don’t think that would be a little awkward? No, strike that. You don’t think it would be a lot awkward?”

He shook his head. The question didn’t require a moment of thought. “No. I don’t.”

His confident answer took her aback and, if he wasn’t mistaken, seemed to hurt her feelings. “Oh.”

What the fuck was going on inside her head? “We’re friends, Em. We have been forever. I’d feel more comfortable acting out a fantasy onstage with you than with a stranger.”

She nodded, but he got a sense his words weren’t helping much. It was clear she was upset. However, this was Emma Potter. Nothing held her down for long. He watched her shake off whatever was bothering her in an instant. “Right. Well…”

She fell silent for a moment and he remained quiet. Emma was a thinker and nothing he could say or do at this point would change the fact she’d make the decision to participate—or not—on her own.

That didn’t stop him from hoping she’d agree. Even though they’d only played out a small part of the fantasy, he wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t like the idea of dominating Emma…a lot.

“Fine. I’ll do it. It’s a sold-out performance and there are going to be some big-name stars in the crowd. Canceling isn’t really an option I want to consider.”

Her love of the club won out. Jack knew it was foolish to be irritated that she was only participating for work. They were friends. Nothing more. Still…

“Great. Then I think we need to finish the rehearsal.” He was itching to get her beneath him.

She gave him a rueful grin. “You sure you don’t want to improvise? Might come across as fresh and realistic if we aren’t too rehearsed.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t seriously telling me you let your actors go onstage without running through the act. I know you too well.”

She shrugged, her silence giving her away.

“We’re practicing and that’s all there is to it.”

“Whatever. Let’s get this over with. I have a gazillion things to do before showtime.”

He smiled. “You can’t rush art.”

Emma snorted. “This isn’t art. It’s soft porn.”

“Thought you just said it wasn’t a porno?”

She shrugged. “You know what I mean.”

Jack took Emma by the hand and led her to the ladder. The fake ship was two levels with a narrow balcony that served as the deck. Climbing down the ladder put them on the main stage, which, in this instance, was the pirate captain’s private quarters. There was a large bed positioned sideways at center stage—making it the most important prop and providing the entire audience a perfect view.

Emma and Travis had worked hard on this particular set. Jack remembered stopping by many afternoons to lend his own advice and to watch as the ship was constructed. Typically, each fantasy show at Scoundrels ran for one month. Because it was unscripted, the show was never the same, featuring different actors each weekend for four weeks, who changed up the lines and actions to keep returning audience members entertained. The actors were given the bare-bones synopsis and told to interpret it however they wanted. So far, it seemed to be an award-winning combination, mainly because Emma only hired truly talented actors with strong improvisational abilities.

This was the last week of the pirate fantasy and Jack knew Emma and Travis had spent a small fortune on marketing, as well as saving their best actors for last. Marshall and Jennifer had a huge fan following and their performance nights never failed to sell out.

Jack gestured for Emma to climb down the ladder. He followed her. When they reached the main stage, he looked at the bed and felt the arousal he’d been holding at bay reappear. No point in trying to hide his emerging erection. She was going to feel it when he pressed against her. Not that he’d apologize for it. After all, the whole purpose of the show was to prompt sexual excitement. “Go lie on the bed.”

Emma gave him a strange look. “What the hell for?”

“I think we should practice the phony sex thing.”

“What about the rest of the show? My heroine is supposed to fight tooth and nail. She’s not going to just hop in the bed and say ‘have at it’.”

He laughed. Emma had more in common with the spunky heroine than she realized. They were both headstrong, stubborn women who wouldn’t bend to any man’s will. Jack’s cock thickened even more. Those attributes were hotter than hell.

“I know you’re going to fight. I can handle that part. The tricky part is going to be the simulated sex. We have to make it look real.”

“The lighting helps with that,” Emma said matter-of-factly. “We’ve got it set up so that certain areas of the bed are in shadow at the beginning. Once you start moving, there are a lot of flashing, colored lights that help enhance the scene until the climax.”

Jack grinned and wiggled his eyebrows.

She smirked and slapped him on the arm, well aware of the dual meaning of her words. “I mean the climax of the story, you dork.”

“Get on the bed,” he repeated. He was pleased when she obeyed without kicking up a fuss. She really was determined to play this role.

She was wearing a short skirt with a soft cotton T-shirt. Emma was beautiful in a simple, unassuming way. Her clothing was never ostentatious or flamboyant. The best word he could think of to describe her was classic. She had light brown hair with natural blonde highlights thanks to the California sun, big blue eyes and the slightest smattering of freckles on her nose.

Tonight her outfit would consist of a blouse and long skirt. She’d shown him the costumes earlier. He was looking forward to ripping some of that clothing off her.

He felt certain Emma never would have dialed his number if she’d realized exactly how much he wanted to do this. Last month, he and Travis had finally had a heart-to-heart and come clean about their unusual sexual desires. While they’d been best friends forever, the subject of what they liked in the bedroom—and who they’d like in their bed—had never come up. After consuming a bottle of Jim Beam while watching the fetish show from Travis’ lofty tower office, Jack had confessed why he’d sent his latest love interest walking.

While it was little mystery to his friend that he was a serious dominant in the bedroom, there was one aspect of his nature he’d never shared with Travis. If he hadn’t been three sheets to the wind, he never would have revealed his penchant for sex with a twist at all. The truth was he’d harbored the secret desire to perform before an audience for a long time, but not as an actor. While Emma shone in the spotlight back at school, he’d been content to work in the wings. No, his need wasn’t to be yet another wannabe actor roaming Hollywood Boulevard.

Jack liked sex in public. Not all the time, but more than he realized most women were comfortable with.

Growing up, he’d felt like there was something wrong with him. In North Dakota, his desires would have gotten him drawn and quartered at dawn or committed to a mental hospital. However, in a city of sinners, he no longer felt it was wrong to experiment with that particular fetish and he’d indulged more than a few times with women who’d shared his interest—mainly actresses who thrived on attention. The problem was he’d yet to find a woman who could hold his attention outside the bedroom, unless he counted Emma. He’d never seriously pursued her sexually, though they’d flirted for years. There was a part of him that suspected she’d balk at his fetish. Besides, he valued their friendship too much to risk it.

As far as Jack was concerned, performing onstage at Scandals was an acceptable form of sex in public, even if it was simulated. Nearly perfect. Nearly as exciting.

Travis had understood and confided his own twisted fantasy. While Jack longed for the sexual spotlight, Travis liked to watch. He’d built his office and the club simply to fulfill his need for visual stimulation. Unfortunately, Travis hadn’t found anyone to share his peeping Tom pleasures with. Jack worried Travis would never find a companion. God knew he wouldn’t as long as he continued hiding behind the glass.

Travis had given him shit for hiding his feelings for Emma, calling him to task for wasting so much time. Truth was Jack had taken special care to hide his true nature from her. His deception wasn’t based on shame or anything like that. It was simply something he’d never felt comfortable telling her. Emma was as straight as they came, which made her agreement to participate in this show all the more surprising.

Emma climbed onto the bed, sitting in the center of the large mattress. Jack shook his head. “Lay down, Em. On your back.”

She narrowed her eyes and he knew she was irritated at being commanded to do anything. “This is pointless.”

“Not at all.” He walked to the bed and crawled on. He sensed Emma’s surprise when he continued moving, pushing her until she was caged beneath him. Once he had her where he wanted her, he froze, giving himself time to take stock of her response to his close proximity. Her breathing accelerated slightly and he could see the tiny pulse at her neck racing. Her nipples made an appearance, poking against the material of her T-shirt.

“I’ve watched the fetish shows before,” he said. “And you’re right. The lighting and sound effects are deceptive. Always made me wonder how much was real and how much was make-believe.”

She nodded and licked her lips. A nervous reaction? Or an invitation?

Jack decided he didn’t give a shit. He’d waited a lifetime to kiss her. He bent down and placed his lips on hers.

For a split second, Emma remained motionless. Then she responded. Reaching up, she wrapped her arms around his neck, accepting his kisses and his tongue as he invaded her mouth. He lowered until his forearms supported his upper body on the mattress. The switch in position pressed his body closer to hers, her breasts crushed against his chest.

Jack deepened the kiss, unwilling to break the spell. He’d never consciously let himself imagine kissing Emma, knowing he’d want it too bad. Now that his lips were on hers, he kicked himself for being a fool. Suddenly, all the years they’d spent floundering in mere friendship seemed like a huge waste of time.

Her tongue brushed his and he groaned. Lowering his waist, he ground his erection against Emma, letting her feel his arousal, his need.

Her response shook him to his core.

Reaching down, she lifted her skirt so she could raise her legs to wrap them around his waist. He pressed his cock against her panty-covered pussy, the heat he found there undeniable even through the denim of his jeans.

He shifted slightly, humping against her until she was panting. Jack wondered if he could bring her to orgasm with the simple motion and increased his speed. He wanted to see her come more than he wanted his next breath.

A slight shuffling sound from the landing above momentarily caught his attention but Jack blocked it out, not caring if Travis watched. The idea that his friend might be on the landing ramped up his efforts. He lifted his lips from Emma’s and moved away slightly. Her face was flushed, her eyes hungry. She blinked rapidly, confused by his sudden departure.

“I want to watch you come.”

She shook her head, no doubt trying to regain her wits. He refused to let her overanalyze his request.

“I need to know what it looks like.”

He reached down and shoved the thin material of her panties aside. Before Emma could protest, he pushed two fingers into her wet heat. Emma lurched beneath him and he figured out exactly how close she was to climaxing. Her pussy walls contracted around his fingers and, for the first time, he realized he was in danger of blowing too. Christ, he hadn’t come in his pants from simple foreplay since he was a teenager. Right now that reaction seemed like a foregone conclusion.

“God,” Emma cried. “Jack, please.”

He increased the speed and pressure of his thrusting fingers, relishing the tightness of Emma’s sheath. She was trembling as her hips writhed beneath him. She appeared to be oblivious to everything except his fingers in her body, driving her higher, harder.

“Goddamn it, Em. Come, baby. Let me feel your pretty pussy squeeze my fingers. Then think about what it’s going to feel like when I fill you with my hard cock.”

His words were the final nail in the coffin. Emma screamed her release. Jack gritted his teeth against the desire to join her in that bliss, but the idea of spending the rest of the afternoon in sticky jeans held him back—just barely.

As Emma’s climax subsided, he lay still. He hadn’t removed his fingers from her body. He wouldn’t do that—couldn’t. Not yet. He wanted to retain possession of her sweet cunt while they had the conversation that seemed imminent.

After several moments, Emma’s closed eyes began to open slowly. When she saw Jack hovering above her, she winced and shut them once more.

“Closing your eyes isn’t going to change anything.”

“Sure it will,” Emma said, her eyes pressed shut. “I can pretend you’re someone else and we didn’t just make the biggest fucking mistake ever.”

“I’d hardly call what happened a mistake.” He wiggled his fingers inside her cunt and she gasped.

“Jesus. Get out of there,” she demanded.

He laughed. “No. I like it. It’s warm.”

Emma’s gaze rose to meet his, though her eyes remained narrowed, piercing him with a laser stare. He was glad to see his indomitable friend return. “We’re supposed to pretend to have sex. Not actually have it. You pull that shit tonight and we’re likely to lose our business license.”

“I know exactly what my role is, Em. You don’t need to worry about that.”

“Apparently I do. Dammit, Jack. What were you thinking? What was I thinking?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes it’s good to be spontaneous. Seems to me you think too fucking much.”

“And you don’t think enough.”

He brushed her clit with his thumb, enjoying her shocked intake of breath. “I think I like watching you come. I think I like the way your body feels under mine and I think I’m going to fuck you until we both pass out tonight after the show.”

She scowled. “Oh yeah? Well, think again.”

She reached down and gripped his wrist in an attempt to pull his fingers from her pussy.

Jack didn’t budge. “Stop trying to move my hand.”

“Then take it out,” she demanded.

He shook his head. “No. Now let go of my wrist and put your hands above your head.”

She wanted to deny him. Every particle of her being was itching to fight him. He could see it in the stiff set of her shoulders and the tenseness in her jaw.

“Do it now, Emma, or I’m going to flip you over onto your stomach and spank your ass until it glows bright red.”

Her face flushed a deeper pink and her breathing stuttered for a second. She recovered quickly from his threat. But not quickly enough…

He’d made a discovery about his friend—one that was shaking him to the core and sending even more blood pulsing to his already throbbing cock.

Emma was a closet submissive.

His powerhouse, take-no-prisoners pal was hiding a sexual skeleton in her own closet.

“You try to spank me and I think you’ll find yourself minus a body part or two by the time I’m finished with you.”

He grinned. “Idle threat. You and I both know it.”

His easygoing reply to her heated response threw her. He hadn’t pretended to be less than his dominant self with Emma. For years she’d seen that side of him, listened to his sex tales and teased him about his caveman antics in the bedroom. However, while she’d heard about it, she’d never been the recipient. Jack had foolishly marked her off the list, claiming the friendship was too important to risk on a roll in the hay. In all honesty, he’d never thought they’d be compatible in the bedroom despite the underlying attraction that had always simmered between them.

He’d been wrong.


Chapter 2

“Let go of me, you buffoon,” Emma yelled, beating on the arrogant pirate’s back. Her blows were ineffectual as he stepped onto the top rung of the ladder.

“You may want to hold still,” he said menacingly. Her heart stopped as she looked down at the dark landing some fifteen feet below.

God, please don’t let him drop me, she thought, closing her eyes as the barbaric man descended.

Once they were safely on solid ground again, she began her struggles anew as he carried her to his cabin. “Put me down!”

For a moment, her world went topsy-turvy before she found herself standing on her own two feet, staring into the eyes of the very handsome, completely infuriating pirate captain.

“I demand to be put in the hold with the other captives.” She’d watched the pirate crew round up the sailors on her father’s ship and transport them to the brig. While the quarters would be cramped, at least she would be safe there until her father paid the ransom for her freedom, though the thought of her father handing over his hard-earned money to this scoundrel infuriated her.

“No.” His answer was simple but unsatisfactory.

“I said—”

“I know what you said, princess, but as I told you before, you’re mine. You’ll finish this journey in my cabin. In my bed.”

She scoffed at his response, though his words sent a shard of terror and—God help her—excitement through her body. “And where will you be sleeping? Because hell will freeze over before I share a bed with you!”

He gave her a cocky, smug grin. She raised her hand to slap him again. It had felt good to deliver that blow on deck. She wouldn’t mind an encore.

He caught her wrist before she could land her strike. “I warned you what would happen if you slapped me again.”

She felt dizzy as she recalled his exact words, his plans for retaliation. Before she could respond, he sat on the edge of the bed, dragging her with him. Within seconds, she was facing the floor once more, this time draped across the pirate’s lap. She tried to rise, but Black Jack kept a firm hand on her upper back while he raised her skirt with the other.

“Don’t you dare hit me!” she yelled, pounding her fists against his muscular leg. Her blows, like her demands, were ineffectual and soon she felt a cool breeze on her bare buttocks.

“No drawers,” he murmured.

She’d been a fool to dress the harlot beneath her prim, proper attire, but she couldn’t help it. There was something deliciously scandalous about being bare beneath her dress. She’d felt certain no one would ever discover her naughty secret. Once again, the pirate had uncovered more than she wanted him to see. It seemed he was determined to strip away every defense until she stood naked before him.

She tried to fight, tried to escape his impenetrable grip, but she was helpless in the face of his strength. When the first strike came, it shocked more than hurt. She froze as unfamiliar sensations battered her body—inside and out. With each blow, he increased the power. While it was painful, it wasn’t unbearable, and Emma found herself more fascinated with the different kind of ache making its presence known. An unusual flutter began at the bottom of her belly and she squirmed, trying to calm it. When his next blow fell, she actually rose up to meet it, inviting more of the forbidden deliciousness.

“Are you married?” The pirate’s words broke the silence.

“No.”

“Are you a virgin?”

She jerked slightly. “That’s none of your business!”

“Maybe not. But if you are, you won’t be for much longer.”

His words, spoken so matter-of-factly, should have infuriated her. She should be pummeling him, fighting him with everything she had. Instead, she was distracted by the twinge of need between her legs. It was an alien feeling, yet she couldn’t resist squeezing her legs together in an attempt to prolong it, to assuage it.

“Don’t.” Black Jack’s voice was deep, commanding, and it spoke to a side of her she didn’t know existed. “That’s my cunt for tonight. I’ll attend to it.”

His hand left her sore bum, pushing her thighs apart. She should be mortified to be so revealed, but all she could feel was relief.

Relief?

This was wrong. So, so wrong.

Emma looked out at the audience, every eye in the place focused on the stage. On her…and Jack. She trembled when she felt Jack’s fingers lightly graze the opening to her body. She tried to move toward the touch, to force them inside, but his hand pulled away, smoothing her skirt back over her ass.

He’d spanked her. Onstage. In front of God and everyone. And she’d loved it so much, she’d forgotten where the fuck she was and what she was doing. She pushed herself upright, relieved when she met with no resistance. One quick look at her friend’s cautious face told her Jack was giving her a second to catch her bearings. She needed to get a grip.

She rose slowly, proud to find her legs steady considering she felt like a Chihuahua on the inside, shaking uncontrollably. Jack had been turning her world on its ear all day and from the intense look on his face, she still had a long way to go before she could seek solace in her solitary bed. She’d been a bit hurt by his easy acquiescence in playing this role with her. While the idea of pretending to have sex bothered her—given she wished it was real—Jack’s feelings didn’t seem to be involved.

“Finished fighting? What’s going to happen tonight is inevitable.”

His voice was perfectly menacing. He was born to play the role of an arrogant pirate captain. No doubt it came from the fact he was accustomed to being the boss—running his security business with an iron fist and making his company’s services some of the most highly sought after in L.A.

However, if he meant his words to be a threat, they missed the mark. Her temper was triggered and she quirked a brow at him. She might be confused and out of her league at the moment, but she’d be damned if she’d let her cocky friend continue to hold the upper hand.

She stiffened her back and resumed her role.

“The only inevitability is the noose that’s going to mark the end of your wicked life.”

As soon as she finished speaking, she turned quickly and darted for the ladder. She knew she wouldn’t escape Jack. He’d always been the fastest runner in school. Freedom wasn’t her goal. All she wanted to do was make him work for the privilege of looking like he’d defeated her. The script called for the pirate to capture and ravish the heroine—that was a foregone conclusion. That didn’t mean she couldn’t inflict a bit of pain along the way as well. Her ass was on fire. Jack would pay for that.

She’d just reached for the ladder when strong hands engulfed her waist. She twisted, catching Jack off guard, and shoved him with all her might. His grip slipped and he stumbled back a few steps as she sprinted back toward center stage.

The audience appreciated her efforts and cheers of “run” and “fight” filled the room. She’d expected to be nervous performing such a provocative act in front of a crowd. Instead, their rapt attention drove her to loftier heights. Their energy and enthusiasm fed her exhilaration…and her arousal.

She’d never wanted to star in one of the fetish fantasies. Never considered the idea the least bit appealing, regardless of the fact she had a list as long as the phone book of unemployed actors chomping at the bit for the opportunity to participate. Some of them actually begged her for the chance on a regular basis. Now she understood. She was experiencing a rush like none other—and all of it seemed to be manifesting at the junction of her thighs.

Jack tackled her from behind and she fell face-forward onto the soft bed. She wriggled furiously beneath him, trying to fight her way loose. Teen years spent playfully wrestling with Jack should have told her to quit while she was ahead. Using his weight, he kept her pinned to the mattress and she twisted her head, trying to find air. All she’d managed to do with her lame attempts at retaliation was bury herself in the voluminous duvet.

“Stop,”

Jack demanded when she continued to squirm. Her efforts were becoming sloppy, tired.

Gasping for breath, she shook her head furiously.

“Never.”

Jack’s fingers tangled in her hair, gripping it tightly and pulling her head back. The slight pain caught her by surprise and she groaned as another bolt of arousal raced toward her pussy.

“Hold still.”

She ceased struggling as she tried to assimilate what was happening to her. She was more turned-on than she’d ever been in her life. Her body was on fire and she felt lightheaded from sheer horniness. Worst of all was the recognition Jack had done nothing more than spank her and pull her hair.

Shit. She’d worked in the fetish business for too long. A happily vanilla girl, she wondered when her tastes had changed so drastically.

Jack’s weight lifted slightly and he flipped her onto her back with very little effort. She was spent—physically and emotionally.

He straddled her hips as they lay in the center of the bed. The lighting dimmed and she knew they’d reached the moment of truth. Her libido was at critical mass and she suspected even pretending to have sex with Jack would probably be enough to push her over the edge. She wouldn’t be the first actress to have an orgasm during the fantasy show. She’d had several women confide to her in the past that their responses to the fake sex had been genuine.

Jack’s fingers lightly brushed her chin and then she heard a ripping sound. He’d torn her blouse apart, baring her lacy bra. The audience was suddenly silent and Emma imagined all the couples moving their chairs closer together, cuddling, touching, arousing each other under the tables as she and Jack performed for them. It was a heady experience—knowing she could command the sexual appetites of so many people.

She glanced up toward Travis’ office. Was he up there watching his two friends pretending to have sex?

She reconsidered her question. No. This wasn’t a pretense. What she and Jack were doing felt far too real.

Jack bent forward, sucking her lace-covered nipple into his mouth. She moaned. The sound carried in the too-quiet room and she heard a few soft murmurs of approval. It brought her to her senses and she put her hands on Jack’s shoulders, intent on pushing him away. She’d vowed to make him pay, but his lips felt like heaven.

Dammit. She needed to get a grip. Get the hell away from here. She shoved against him. Jack raised his head and narrowed his eyes.

“Put your hands beside your head on the pillow. I want you in a position of surrender when I take you.”

His words inflamed her anger…and her body. She hated arrogant, demanding men. Always had. So why was she crumbling like a cookie in Jack’s hand with each darkly spoken command?

She shook her head, unable to speak.

“Do it now, Emma.”

Swallowing heavily, she refused him again. Their roles and the audience disappeared. It was just her and Jack in the bed and she had to fight this, fight him before she completely lost the woman she’d always believed herself to be.

He stared at her intently for a few seconds more. His face told her exactly what she needed to know and her worst fears were realized.

This wasn’t a game for him either.

“So be it.”

He captured her wrists and before she realized his intentions, he tied them to the bindings secured at the center of the headboard. She’d forgotten about them, despite the fact she’d signed the purchase order to have them installed.

She struggled against the straps, but Jack knew his business. She was securely tied and at his mercy.

He reached for the hem of her skirt and the lighting dimmed more. A small spotlight came on, directed at her face. The heat it produced added to the rising temperature on the stage. Jack’s upper body was cast in the soft lighting as well, drawing her attention to how truly handsome he was. His dark hair, skin and eyes were indicative of the trace of Sioux heritage in his family.

His hand drifted beneath her skirt and she knew what was coming. She’d fallen apart under his talented hands this afternoon, but surely he wouldn’t touch her again, not now. She’d warned him. Told him he couldn’t let it go so far.

Jack bent forward and took her breast into his mouth once more. The spotlight followed his descent, leaving their lower bodies in shadow. Slowly moving the hand farthest from the audience, Jack’s fingers delved higher beneath her skirt until they grazed her clit. She sucked in a harsh breath, the spectators no doubt thinking her response was driven by Jack’s wicked lips at her breast.

“Please,” she whispered, certain only Jack could hear her plea. He raised his head for a moment and gave her a crooked grin.

She couldn’t help it. She returned it. She wasn’t sure what the hell was going on between them today, but his smile reassured her. They were friends. Nothing would change that.

Jack resumed his place at her breast as he moved her legs apart with his. The long skirt was hiked to her knees, the material and dim lighting shielding her private parts from the audience. While the spotlight continued to highlight Jack’s mouth, teasing and tormenting her budding nipples, his fingers stealthily attacked the part of her that needed him most. She was dripping wet and aching.

One touch had her squirming and silently begging for more.

Jack continued to distract the clubgoers—and her—with his lips as his hand left her pussy. She felt him reaching for something under the covers. She tried to focus on what he was up to, but he bit her nipple and she squealed. The audience cheered.

When Jack’s hand reappeared beneath her skirt, she knew she was in trouble. Biting her other nipple, he slowly pressed a dildo inside her.

“God!” she cried.

She could almost sense the spectators leaning forward, anticipating what would come next. They didn’t have a clue just how close she was to coming for real. Once the dildo was lodged to the hilt, Jack, the pirate captain, sat up and looked at her.

She was panting, sweat dripping down her brow. No one knew about the toy he’d just lodged inside her dripping cunt and she had a pretty good idea he intended to milk it for all it was worth.

Strike that. He was going to milk her for all she was worth.

He pretended to unlace his pants as he spoke.

“I’m going to stake my claim now, Emma. Going to bury myself so deep inside you, you’ll never be able to wash me away.”

She knew she was supposed to beg, cry, plead for mercy, but she couldn’t find the words.

Instead, she said,

“Do it!”

The crowd erupted into applause as Jack pressed his covered erection against her. The motion thrust the dildo deeper inside her and she cried out loudly.

“That takes care of the virginity part,”

Jack said, owning his character, playing him to perfection. Emma could almost imagine the women in the audience swooning at the thought of being ravished by the handsome pirate.

As Jack mimicked the act of fucking her, the lighting changed to red, then blue, then green—flashing slowly at first before changing more rapidly. Jack timed his motions to imitate the speed set by the lighting effects, but Emma was too spellbound by the sensations pounding her body to appreciate his efforts. Regardless of the fact he wasn’t inside her, Jack was taking her, claiming her. Each press of his cock against her clit thrust the dildo against her G-spot, sending her spiraling further out of control.

She was bound to a bed in front of a hundred people, yet the only thing in the world that mattered was Jack.

She screamed as she came, his name on her lips. Even as he untied her and the house lights slowly rose, the audience on their feet cheering loudly, all she could see, all she could say, was…

“Jack.”


Chapter 3

Black Jack opened his eyes and smiled. His little captive had put up quite a fight, but in the end he’d subdued her. The spunky innocent had surprised him. Under her demure clothing, a wanton lurked. After he’d taken her virginity, she’d wrapped her legs around his waist and given every bit as good as she’d gotten. Ordinarily, he would have let the woman rest, given her body time to heal, but Emma made him forget what it meant to be a gentleman. He’d taken her twice more in the night. Thrust himself into her warm, willing body, all the time wondering if he would ever get enough of her.

She snuggled closer, her chestnut hair tickling his chest, her face pressed against his heart. The heart she was slowly but surely claiming. Jack wasn’t sure what it was about the woman in his arms, but he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, she was meant for him. One night in her arms and her body had proven to him he’d never find a more valuable treasure.

Emma sighed and he sensed she was rousing. Time to expand on her education. Jack grinned as he considered how much he wanted her plump, rosy lips wrapped around his cock. When she lifted her head, he pulled her close—anxious to taste her once more. They kissed for minutes, hours, days. As they parted, he gave her a sexy grin.

“Ready for your next lesson in debauchery, my young innocent?”

She laughed softly. “I think you took care of that ‘innocent’ part last night, Captain.”

He shook his head. “Not quite. There’s still so much to learn, to explore.”

“Show me,” she whispered and his cock completed the journey from half-mast to fully erect in a mere second.

“I want you to put your lips around my cock and suck it.”

She blushed prettily at his request, the sweet look prompting him to chuckle. As tough as she claimed to be, the idea that mere words could send blood to her cheeks pleased him.

“You say such naughty things.”

He shrugged. “The saying isn’t the naughty part. The doing is.” He pushed himself up until he was propped against the pillows. “Let me show you what I mean.”

As he spoke, he gently pressed her head lower, until her lips were poised at the tip of his erection. She looked up at him for guidance and the image took his breath away. There was something very heady, very exciting about conquering a strong woman.

“Open your mouth. Wrap your lips around the head.”

She considered his words for a moment, then gave him a saucy wink and obeyed.

He’d been pleasured by all manner of women in his life. He was a man with needs and he didn’t hesitate in taking what he wanted. However, the soft, tentative touch of Emma’s lips on his cock took his breath away. He knew she was awaiting instructions, but he couldn’t concentrate on anything except her delicate touch, her engaging caresses. She sucked on his cock like it was the sweetest candy.

Jack leaned his head back and groaned. Grasping the root of his erection, he slowly stroked it as Emma’s movements became faster, her suction harder.

A knock at the door of his cabin interrupted the beautiful silence of the morning, but Jack refused to give up the heaven of Emma’s mouth. He stroked his cock harder, more firmly.

The knocking persisted. “Go away,” he demanded. He was so close to erupting. He’d make her swallow it all. Yet another mark, another way to make her his. Forever.

The knocking grew louder.

“Goddamn it! Go away.”

“No! You open this door right now, Jack Carlysle. We need to talk!”

Emma’s voice disrupted his dream, the fantasy slipping away. He paused in his motion—hand job wasn’t really cutting it—though he briefly considered finishing what the lady on the other side of the door had started, whether she realized it or not. Then he decided, fuck it.

Rising, he threw on a pair of sweats, eschewing a shirt. He didn’t even bother to hide the evidence that his cock was standing straight up and poking against the thin material. Emma would give him shit for answering the door in such a state, but seeing as how his erection was her fault, she deserved it.

She’d taken off last night right after the show. Walked out of the club still wearing her ripped-up costume. He’d called her cell a dozen times only to get her voicemail and he’d even driven by her apartment, but she never answered the door. Finally, he’d given up and gone home. Twice during the night, he’d woken up with a rock-hard cock and he’d had to jack off just to get enough relief so he could sleep.

She knocked again, kicking the door for good measure. “Open the freaking door, Jack.”

He unlocked it, pulling it open slowly.

Emma shoved past him, her face the perfect mixture of pissed off and sorry. Only Emma could pull off such a look. She dropped her purse on the floor and crossed her arms.

“Oh, so now you want to talk.” He wasn’t going to pretend he wasn’t angry as hell at her for leaving without a word. He’d been worried about her and she’d shut him down. “Forgive me, but it’s a bit early and I haven’t had any coffee. Maybe we could schedule a time later in the week.”

She sucked in a deep breath, and he had no idea whether she was going to apologize or blast him. “I was wrong to leave like that last night.”

He nodded. “You’re right. You were.”

“But I needed time to think, Jack. You know I don’t like to walk into conversations without considering all the angles.”

He rolled his eyes. Her tendency to overanalyze everything in life was the major bone of contention between them. Emma was a thinker, while he tended to fly by the seat of his pants. “Sometimes it’s okay to work your way around a problem by talking it out.”

She sighed. “So I was right. We do have a problem.”

He frowned and put his hands on his hips. “No, Emma, we don’t.”

Her gaze drifted lower and she groaned. “Ugh. Can’t you tuck that thing somewhere so it’s not pointing at me like an accusing finger or something?”

“The only thing it’s accusing you of is not finishing what we started.”

“We didn’t start anything. We performed in a show. Now it’s over and I was hoping we could put the whole thing behind us. Carry on as normal.”

Jack leaned against the door and studied her flushed face. At first he’d thought it was anger. Now, he wasn’t so sure. “No. Our normal changed yesterday.”

She scowled. “Changed how?”

He crooked his finger at her. “Come here.”

“No.”

He didn’t pause, didn’t accept her answer. “I said come here.”

“Why?”

He resisted the urge to grin. Her responses were everything he’d ever expected from her and yet…

“I’m going to count to five and—”

She snorted. “What am I? A fucking three-year-old? Count to a thousand. I don’t give a shit.”

He was undaunted. Instead, he simply continued to speak. “I’m counting to five. If you aren’t standing directly in front of me by the time I’m finished, you’re going to discover up close and personal just how much our normal has changed. I gave you a taste of it last night. As I recall, you liked having your bare ass spanked.”

She didn’t move as he breezed through one, two and three, but by four, he could see a wariness creep into her eyes.

“Fine. In the interest of moving things along here…” She stomped over to him, her back erect, her posture proud, her face haughty. She was fucking gorgeous…and submissive. How had he missed it all these years?

She stood arms akimbo. “I need to get to work soon. All I came here to say was—”

He didn’t let her finish. Instead he pulled her against him tightly, kissing away the rest of her words.

She didn’t resist. That was the first thing his overheated brain realized. She was actively participating, accepting his kiss without reservation. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pressing her firmly against him, letting her feel his hard cock against her stomach.

When he released her lips, they stood silent for a long time, simply staring at each other.

“This is bad.”

He smiled. Leave it to Emma to sum everything up so succinctly…and wrongly. “No. It’s not.”

“You annoy me with your heavy-handedness. I can’t stand your male macho bullshit. This will never work and when it fails, we’ll have thrown away a lifelong friendship.”

“Lift your skirt.”

She closed her eyes and he sensed she was praying for patience. “Jack—”

“Humor me. Lift it.”

She opened her eyes to study his face and then—miracle of miracles—she reached down and pulled her short skirt up. He caught the material in one hand as it cleared her hips, guiding it out of the way. Unlike last night, today she’d worn the mother of all panties—the granny variety.

He laughed softly. “Did you think that would protect you?”

She shrugged nonchalantly. “Figured it couldn’t hurt.”

With the fingers of his free hand, he dipped beneath the cotton material and gathered some of the undeniable wetness there before pulling them out to show her. “You’re soaking wet.”

“So?”

“So I’d say you aren’t as turned off by my ‘macho bullshit’ as you like to think.”

“Do you want me to lie? I won’t. I’m fucking horny as shit. You shoved a dildo inside me last night and it wasn’t—” She faltered.

“Enough,” he finished.

She bit her lip, hesitant to admit the truth. Then she gave in. “No. It wasn’t enough.”

“It wasn’t for me either.”

She took a moment to study his face and he wondered what she read there. “Really?”

He was confused by her question.

“I mean, what part wasn’t enough? I don’t do casual sex, Jack. And I don’t fuck friends. If you’re thinking this is going to be some sort of quick lay for shits and giggles, then I think—”

“Don’t,” he said gruffly. “Don’t finish that sentence.”

“We’re a mismatch. You know it and I know it. It’s the reason we’ve remained just friends all these years.”

Jack twisted, pushing her against the door, trapping her between it and his body. She trembled slightly, but he knew it wasn’t fear driving that reaction. “We remained friends because you hid the truth. Kept a secret from me.”

She blinked and frowned. “No I didn’t.”

“Take off your shirt.”

“Jesus Christ! If you give me one more order, I swear to God, I’ll kill you.”

“Do it,” he prodded.

“I’m not going to stand here and try to have a serious discussion with you while I’m topless.”

He ran his hand down her side, along her rib cage. “Just your shirt.”

She sighed. And then she reached down and pulled the shirt over her head in one quick swoop. Her bra was similar to the one she’d worn last night—a lacy delicacy that framed her generous breasts perfectly.

He studied her at length, taking in the view. He was thrilled by her silent acceptance.

Finally his gaze recaptured hers.

“What secret?” she asked in a less-than-patient voice.

Rather than respond, he reached up and cupped her breast. “You are so beautiful.”

She narrowed her eyes as if expecting a trick. “That’s the secret?” She laughed. “Hell, Smacker, I’ve been drop-dead gorgeous since tenth grade. You just now noticing?”

Her words were meant as a joke. Emma placed very little value on outward appearances. They’d spent hours one night discussing true beauty. There were very few topics the two of them—and Travis—hadn’t tackled over the years.

“Your beauty isn’t the secret, though I heard the sarcasm in your tone. You may not have been serious, but you’re right. You are drop-dead gorgeous,” he repeated.

She scoffed and dismissed his compliment. He tightened his grip on her breast to drive his point home. Whether she realized it or not, he was very serious. About her looks and what was about to happen.

Reaching behind her, he unsnapped the hooks on her bra. Her hands flew up, holding the cups in place. “I thought you said just my shirt?”

“I changed my mind.”

“Tough shit.”

“Move your hands, Em.”

She shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Why?”

She gave him a sad smile. “I can’t go where you’re trying to take me.”

His friend was nothing if not observant and bright. She could read the writing on his wall as clear as day. “You might like it. Actually, I know you will.”

She laughed quietly. “I should call you on the carpet for sounding like an arrogant ass, but I’m sort of afraid you’re right.”

“I would never hurt you, Em. Never force you.”

“Jack. You know me. Do I strike you as a woman who’ll take orders easily?”

He considered her question seriously. “I hope you know I’m not fool enough to ever try to tell you what to do, how to live your life,” he paused before adding, “outside the bedroom.”

“But you’d give me orders inside it?”

“I think we’ve proven the last two days that you don’t mind taking those commands from me. Think about it, Em. You’re in charge at the club—day in and day out. Constantly calling the shots, making all the decisions. Wouldn’t it be nice to hang that up for a while? Let someone else do the thinking while you do all the feeling?”

She didn’t answer his question right away. He could see the wheels in her brain whirling a million miles an hour.

“Tell you what. Don’t answer that. Let’s try a little experiment.”

“What sort of experiment?”

“Take off the bra.”

Emma hesitated and then dropped her hands, allowing the lace to follow the movement. The bra joined her shirt on the floor at their feet.

“Now lift your skirt again and take off those ridiculous panties.”

She narrowed her eyes in annoyance but he stood resolute, unwavering.

“So this experiment requires me to be half-dressed?”

He didn’t reply, simply gestured at her skirt, giving her a look that said he wouldn’t be denied.

She reached for the hem of her skirt, muttering as she lifted it and dragged her panties off. “Can’t believe I’m freaking doing this. I’ve gone insane.”

He repressed the grin her words provoked. “Kneel.”

“Jesus.”

He raised his hand and gently brushed her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “It’s not a hard thing, Em. Just kneel in front of me.”

She hesitated for a moment before going to her knees. Jack felt dizzy as he looked down at her upturned face, patiently awaiting his next order. Holy crap. Maybe there was something to be said for thinking things through. He’d gotten after Emma for years for her lack of spontaneity, but now he knew he was facing a fork in the road. One step in either direction and there’d be no going back.

“What now, oh powerful one?” Emma’s voice was mocking and he laughed.

“Now, I want you to give me a blowjob.”

She snorted. “Yeah right.” She started to rise, but he pressed her down with a firm hand on her shoulder.

“Please.”

His single word halted her and she stopped trying to stand. Instead she simply looked at him. He ran his fingers through her soft brown hair. “I’ve dreamed of your mouth on me, Em.”

“We’re crossing a line.”

She was warning him. He didn’t need to be warned. “I crossed it yesterday. The choice is yours. Join me on this side or stay over there.”

She gave him a rueful grin. “Shit,” she said as she reached up to the waistband of his sweats. “Who are we fooling? I crossed it yesterday too.”

She pulled his pants down and he stepped out of them. He stood patiently as she took her first long look at his cock. Then, without hesitation, she leaned forward and wrapped her lips around the head.

“God,” he groaned, his hands flying to her hair, searching for something to cling to. When she made up her mind, she fucking made up her mind. She gripped the base of his cock firmly and within moments, she was taking him for the ride of a lifetime.

He muttered a curse when the mushroom tip of his cock brushed the back of her throat. Emma never let up, never gave him time to catch his bearings. She gave a blowjob like she did everything else in life, attacking the task with a relentless passion. If he managed to win her heart and her trust, he could only imagine what kind of magic they would make in the bedroom. That thought, paired with a wicked swirl of her tongue stroking a sensitive spot just beneath the head of his dick, sent stars flying behind his eyes. He gritted his teeth, wishing he could make this moment last, but knowing he was shit out of luck.

His balls filled just seconds before the inevitable ending and his grip in her hair tightened. “I’m gonna come, Em. Jesus.”

Her assault continued and he gave himself up to the climax, his knees threatening to buckle under the power of it. She drank his come and continued to hold him in her mouth even after his turgid flesh softened.

For several breathless moments, neither of them moved, both aware the spell would be broken soon enough.

Finally, Emma released him and sank back on her haunches. She stared straight ahead, refusing to look up into his face. He sensed she was searching for something, though whether it was her words or her composure, he couldn’t tell. While she avoided looking into his eyes, he was mesmerized by her beautiful face. His gaze refused to move, studying every aspect of her—seeing things he’d managed to miss during a lifetime spent in blind friendship.

Her cheeks were flushed, bringing her pale complexion to life and accentuating her high, delicate cheekbones. Her lashes hid her pale blue eyes, drawing his attention to the slanted shape of them instead. She’d pierced him with those powerful eyes on many occasions—usually after he made an insensitive joke or a bad decision. Emma’s eyes didn’t speak in mere emotion, they spoke sentences, volumes. With one long, hard look, she could convey so much.

He wished she’d raise those eyes now. One glance, and he would know where he stood. One brief peek into her cerulean eyes, and he’d discover paradise or hell.

“Look at me.” The words came out too demanding, too gruff.

She took a deep breath, the motion causing her chest to rise and drawing his attention to her taut nipples. He imagined the hours—no, the days—he could spend feasting on her lovely breasts.

Slowly, her face turned upward and she gazed straight into his eyes. His lips turned up in a smile he couldn’t suppress. The answers to all his questions and concerns were written as clearly as if they were displayed in flashing neon lights.

She wasn’t sorry. There was no regret, no recrimination. If he wasn’t mistaken, she was looking at him with nothing less than outright satisfaction, even smugness.

“You’re incredible,” he said.

She smiled. “Bet you didn’t know I had it in me.”

He laughed, her comment so utterly Emma. “I’ve been a fool.”

She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “Tell me something I didn’t know.”

He reached down to lift her to her feet. “I’m not letting you go and we aren’t stopping now.”

She didn’t back down, didn’t cower from him. “I don’t remember asking you to stop.”

He cupped her cheek, savoring the softness of her skin. “Come to my bedroom with me.”

He sensed a moment’s hesitation, then she started to speak. “Jack, I’d like—” Her cell phone rang and she sighed. “Damn. I thought I’d turned the stupid thing off.” She reached for her iPhone and started to mute it. Glancing at the number, she paused. “Travis,” she said.

Jack nodded. “You better answer. He’s not one to make social calls. Must be something up at the club.”

Emma hesitated and he suspected she’d rather ignore it. In the end, her dedication to work won out and she answered. “Hello.”

Jack studied her face as she spoke, wondering what her response to his invitation would be. He wanted her in his bed. He’d keep her there for hours showing her exactly how far from mismatched they truly were.

He’d thought for a moment she might refuse him. While he’d turned a corner in their relationship, Emma appeared to be hovering at the edge—still undecided.

“But the meeting’s not until noon,” Emma said, frustration rife in her voice. She listened as Travis replied. “I don’t give a fuck what his secretary wrote on his schedule. We’re not supposed to meet—” She sighed heavily and gave Jack an apologetic look.

He nodded and murmured, “It’s okay.”

She shrugged regretfully. “Fine, Travis. I’ll be right there.” She hung up and put the phone back in her purse. “Jack…” she started.

“We have time, Emma. Go to work. Do what you need to do. Come back here tonight.”

He sensed she wanted to take exception to his demands. She was used to being the driving force in all her relationships—with friends and lovers. No one called the shots in her world. He intended to show her another way.

“It might be late. We’ve got two new waitresses coming in and if they don’t work out, I want to be around to put out fires if needed.”

He grinned. “Backtracking already?”

She narrowed her eyes, scowling at him as if he’d called her a coward. “No, Jack. I’m just saying—”

“I know what you’re saying. Come here after work. I’ll be waiting.”

She started to offer another excuse, but he cut her off. “If you don’t show up on your own, if you make me come looking for you, you do so with the knowledge that I’ll punish you.”

She scoffed and dismissed his threat, pretending to be unaffected. Her response poked the beast within and he pushed her back against the front door, trapping her with his larger frame.

“What are you doing?”

Rather than answer, he reached down and drove two fingers into her drenched pussy. She gasped.

“You want me, Emma. You know who I am and what I expect of you. Stop pretending to be anything other than what you are right now.”

She threw her head back haughtily. “And what’s that?”

“Turned-on, hot, horny. Your cunt is burning my fingers. You can’t hide what you want from me. I know you too well. So stop wasting time. Time we could put to better use.”

He rubbed his thumb against her clit, curling the two fingers buried inside her, hitting the spot he’d discovered last night. She leaned her head against the door, her eyes drifting closed as he worked her hungry flesh. Her cheeks flushed and her breathing accelerated. Soon her hips were working in tandem with the fingers he was driving into her. Her inner muscles fluttered and she groaned.

When Jack sensed she was very close to exploding, he withdrew his fingers.

“Hey!” she protested. “Don’t stop.”

He lifted his fingers to his lips, licking her essence.

She was panting, her eyes drinking in his movements. When he put his hand back by his side, her fury grew with the realization he didn’t intend to carry on.

“Dammit, Jack.”

“I’m taking out an insurance policy.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

He bent forward and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. “If you want that orgasm, you’re going to have to come back tonight. I’ll tie you to my bed and we’ll do it right.”

She bit her lip and he sensed she wanted to protest, to demand he finish what he’d started. He kept his facial expression impassive, letting her know he wouldn’t concede on this point. He was surprised—and pleased—when her face softened.

“Fine,” she said softly. “I’ll come back later.”

He smiled, cupping her cheeks and giving her a kiss filled with the promise of what lay ahead. She had a beautiful, powerful spirit and he’d take great care to see that never changed.

When they parted, he placed one more light kiss on her cheek. “You better get to the club. Travis will be going mad.”

She nodded. “You’re right. He will. He hates having to deal with salespeople.” Then she laughed. “So maybe I should take my time.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “No way. If he finds out you were late because of me, he’ll take it out on both of us. This way it’s only you going down.”

She gave him a sexy smile. “I already went down. It’s your turn.”

Her wicked innuendo sent the recently departed blood back to his cock. “Christ. You’re a menace. Go to work.”

She redressed, Jack helping her, then picked up her purse. He put his sweats on before opening the door to his apartment. “I’ll see you later.”

She turned as she left, giving him an uneasy look. “Okay,” she said, but her tone gave him reason to pause. Clearly, Emma wasn’t convinced of her path yet. As she walked away, he stood in the doorway and grinned.

If it was more convincing she needed, he’d be happy to oblige. Fortunately, he had just the plan.


Chapter 4

Emma clung to the post of the headboard as another rough wave shook the pirate’s vessel. The storm had come up suddenly during the night and Jack had gone above to steer the ship to safety. She’d remained in bed, tousled and shaken by the storm for hours, unable to do anything except pray that, with each dip and sway, the ship would hold up under the intense beating it was taking.

She hated feeling so useless. Helpless. It wasn’t a sentiment she wore easily. In the last hour she’d thought perhaps the storm was abating, but she was worried that was simply wishful thinking.

“I can’t stand it,” she said aloud to the empty room. If the ship was going down, she certainly wasn’t going to die sitting on her hands while someone else fought the battle. She attempted to rise from the bed, but was thrust back onto it by a hard crash of a wave. Undaunted, she stood again, gripping the side of the mattress for support.

Her dress lay neatly across a chair several feet away. Clearly Jack had placed it there and she was touched by his thoughtfulness. Rising, she tried to find her sea legs, struggling to remain upright. She’d only taken a few tentative steps when the ship took another hard hit and she was slammed against the foot post of the bed. Crying out, she rubbed her arm. No doubt she’d have a nasty bruise from the blow, but the pain only strengthened her determination. She managed to get to the table, dressing herself despite the hard rocking of the vessel. Once dressed, she used the room’s furnishings to fight her way to the door of the cabin then threw it open.

Clinging to the walls of the narrow passageway, she’d just made it to the foot of the ladder leading to the deck above when a hard crash threw her back. She cried out, landing roughly on her ass. She tried to shield her eyes as the hatch opened and a man descended the ladder. Light, water and wind pummeled her from above as she lay on the floor. When Jack reached the bottom, he looked genuinely surprised to find her out of the cabin.

“What the hell are you doing?”

His concern was laced with a harsh tone that drove home the stupidity of what she’d been considering. “I was coming to see if you needed help.”

His eyes darkened with fury as his large frame towered over her. He was soaked to the skin, his long black hair plastered to his rough-shaven face. He was intimidating, enraged and handsome as sin. “You what?” His voice was an equal mixture of disbelief and anger. “Are you mad? You could have been swept overboard and I wouldn’t have even known you weren’t tucked safely in our bed. How could you have even considered doing something so reckless?”

Her words lodged in her throat in the face of his scowling visage. Unfortunately, his comments sparked a recognition in her as well. She felt foolish holding this argument while sitting on the floor and she struggled to rise to her feet. Jack reached down to help her up and she fought not to wince when his hand engulfed her bruised arm.

“How do you think I felt?” she retorted, the stress of the past few hours escaping in a flurry of furious words. “You could have been killed up there at any moment, while I’m expected to sit in the room like a good little girl. I’m not weak, Jack. Not helpless.”

Her comments didn’t abate his anger and for a moment, she thought it had even grown a notch or two. “No,” he said, turning her and pushing her none-too-gently toward his cabin. “You aren’t helpless. But you soon will be.” Once they entered it, he slammed the door, driving home the true extent of his disapproval.

“Take off your clothes,” he commanded. “All of them.”

She wanted to make the same demand of him, but was saved from speaking as he began to strip off his drenched clothing. She tried to hold on to the bedpost while disrobing. Jack’s gaze never left her face, never softened.

Once she was completely naked, he gestured for her to get into the bed. She wanted to protest, wanted to reassert her ability to take care of herself, but his face stopped her. She returned to the bed she’d only vacated a few minutes earlier, watching as Jack rummaged around the room for something.

When he reached the side of the bed, he was completely, gloriously nude and holding several long lengths of rope. “Clearly my mistake was that I didn’t leave you helpless enough. That’s an oversight I intend to correct now.”

Jack placed a knee beside her hip on the mattress and reached for her arms. She fought against him but her strength was no match for his, and in a matter of moments he had her hands tied to the headboard.

Climbing over her, he forced her legs apart as he settled in between. His fingers briefly touched her wet slit, the chill of his hands sending shivers of cold—and heat—through her body. Apparently satisfied with what he found, he placed the head of his cock at her opening and shoved inside with one hard, deep thrust.

Emma screamed in the face of his violent possession. In their previous encounters, he’d always taken her with a certain level of gentleness and care. This time, Jack was proving a point. As he rocketed into her body, he punctuated each beautiful blow with a demand.

“Don’t you ever put yourself in such danger again.”

She started to reply, but Jack wasn’t looking for responses.

“It was a treacherous thing to attempt, you little fool.”

She wanted to take exception to his name-calling, but Jack wasn’t finished.

“If you ever try such an insane thing again, I’ll take you over my knee and see to it you can’t walk for a week.”

His thrusts were gaining speed and power. Emma felt the first tremors of her coming orgasm and she moaned.

“If I ever lost you, I’d die.”

His confession was so unexpected and beautiful, tears gathered in her eyes. He’d die without her?

Could his feelings truly be that engaged? And if so, what would happen when the ship landed ashore and her father came to claim her? She feared she knew the answer to that question. And it killed her.

Emma stood outside the door to Jack’s apartment and hesitated. Her daydream of Jack as a pirate had seemed so real, she could feel the dampness between her legs. It was a miracle she hadn’t crashed the car driving over here as she’d fantasized about her forceful lover the entire way.

She’d expected to be nervous, uneasy tonight. What she didn’t anticipate was feeling so calm. She’d been half in love with Jack Carlysle for most of her life, yet she’d never crossed that line from friendship to lovers. Entering a sexual relationship with him had never been a serious consideration and the only thing that had ever changed between them throughout the years were her reasons for not acting on her feelings. Every time one concern no longer existed, another would take its place. Protecting the friendship, her boyfriends, his girlfriends, his dominance, her stubbornness, his cockiness, her drive to succeed, his business, her job—the list was endless…and pointless.

She’d pushed off this inevitable moment for over two decades and for what? Nothing. Here she stood.

God. She’d been a fool.

Raising her hand, she knocked on the door and suddenly butterflies began to flutter in her stomach. For a second, she felt the irrational urge to turn around and run. Instead, she stood her ground. The time for escape had long since passed. She wanted tonight with every fiber of her being—regardless of right or wrong, intelligence or stupidity. She wanted Jack. And she was going to have him.

The storm that had shaken her insides all day stilled the moment he opened the door. He was dressed in jeans and a simple button-down shirt. His shaggy, dark hair was pleasantly mussed and he was smiling at her. He’d never looked more attractive or sexy.

“You’re earlier than I thought,” he said, stepping back and gesturing for her to enter.

She’d stalled at work as long as she possibly could, but his damn “insurance” had been tweaking at the edge of her nerves all day. She was a ticking time bomb, poised and ready to explode. One touch from him was all it would take to set her off.

“The waitresses worked out fine. Besides it’s Sunday night. There’s no show and business was slow.”

As she entered the apartment, she noticed the pains Jack had taken on her behalf. The typically messy living room was tidy and he’d lit several candles. There was the distinct smell of coffee and something sweet wafting from the kitchen. He knew the way to her heart all right.

“Cookies?” she asked.

He seemed pleased she’d noticed. “Chocolate chip. My mom’s recipe. I know they’re your favorite.”

She was touched by his thoughtfulness. “You wouldn’t be trying to bribe me into your bed with sweets, would you?”

Jack laughed and walked closer, pulling her toward him with his hands on her waist. “Would that work?”

She shook her head and gave him a saucy smile. “I’m going to bed with you tonight, Smacker. Cookies or not.”

His cock firmed up at her words, making an obvious appearance against her stomach as Jack pressed closer. “You know what I love?”

“What?”

He leaned forward and kissed her cheek, his response whispered against her skin. “Cookies for breakfast.”

She nuzzled closer, taking a deep breath and soaking in the scent of his soap. “Me too.”

Taking her hand, Jack led her to his bedroom. She followed him with no reservations, feeling only overwhelming anticipation and excitement. He’d taken the same care in his bedroom that he had in his living room. The room was tidy. Hell, it was downright clean.

“Wow,” she teased. “Finally break down and hire that maid I’ve been suggesting?”

He turned off the overhead light, drawing her attention to the lit candles scattered all around the room. The soft lighting instantly cast a romantic air over the place. “I’m perfectly capable of cleaning.” He grinned. “Especially when given the right motivation.”

She took two steps toward him, reveling in the way their personal space had shrunk over the last two days. She ran her hand down his chest, desperate to touch and be touched. He gripped her waist firmly and she watched her affable friend morph into the man she’d seen traces of in the past. A hungry, dominant male staking his claim.

“So I motivate you?” She licked her lips when his gaze drifted down to them. She wanted his kiss so badly.

“You inspire me.”

Shit. She’d never thought herself the type of woman would could melt, but damn if Jack didn’t turn her insides to hot, creamy chocolate.

“I’m glad you came tonight.”

She reached up and placed her hand on his clean-shaven cheek gently. Then she slapped it lightly. “Beats the hell out of work.”

His grin grew. “I have plans for us, Em. Lots of plans. Fortunately, all of them call for you to be naked.”

She laughed. “Only me?”

He shrugged as he reached for the hem of her T-shirt. As he helped her pull it over her head, he said, “For now.”

“Doesn’t sound like much fun for me.”

He reached around and unhooked her bra with quick, deft fingers. “Oh, I promise. Everything about tonight will be fun for you.”

She felt her nipples tighten at his declaration. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind he could carry through with that vow. She reached for the zipper on the side of her skirt and slid it down. Jack’s hands were there immediately, pushing the skirt and her panties off together.

“Hey, don’t you wanna see my panties? Wore a thong. Just for you.”

He shook his head. “Maybe you could model it for me tomorrow. Tonight, I just want you—only you.” His fingers grazed her bare sides and she shivered. “I’m going to explore every inch of this body. Mark it all as mine.”

Emma wasn’t sure how to respond. She wanted everything he was offering and more. “Jack, please. Take me to bed. I need you.”

He gave her a wicked grin, but she knew from his expression he wasn’t about to rush anything. She felt the slightest urge to take him to task, to demand, but something in the way he caressed her, looked at her, held her back.

“We’re doing this my way. Do you trust me?”

She nodded quickly, without reservation. “Of course I do.”

“Good. Go lie down on the bed.”

He chuckled at her haste, but she was past the point of modesty or pretending.

“It’s not a race,” he said, when he reached the side of the mattress.

She wondered about the large, soft towel covering most of the top sheet but ignored it as she lay on her back and beckoned him to come closer. “Lay down on top of me. I love the feeling of your weight on me.”

He studied her as she lay still but made no move to join her.

She tried to remain quiet under his intense stare, but her body was flushed, overheated. She’d never known her friend to show such patience. He never took his time with anything, living life in fast-forward. She always ribbed him about finishing his dinner before she’d managed to pick up her fork for the first bite. Of course, his response was she talked too much to remember there was food in front of her.

She smiled at the thought and watched Jack’s eyes narrow curiously.

“We know each other so well,” she said.

He nodded. “We do.”

“And yet, I don’t recognize this infuriatingly patient man. The one who needs to fucking do something.” Her grin grew. “The one who needs to do me.”

He laughed, bending forward to kiss her. Finally, she thought. His lips took over for his eyes, studying her slowly as his kiss moved from her mouth, over her cheek, teased her earlobe for a mere second before drifting down to her neck. She sighed at the tantalizing sensations. Her neck was a huge erogenous zone.

“So nice,” she whispered, raising her arms and wrapping them around his neck. Her fingers toyed with his hair briefly before Jack’s hands captured her wrists and pulled them above her head. She recalled his comments on the stage about wanting her in a position of surrender. The memory sent sharp impulses of arousal to her pussy. God, what was it about this position that fired her libido?

She let him lead the way, but her compliance only lasted until she felt the first strap touch her wrist.

“No,” she said, attempting to pull her hand away. “I want to touch you this time.”

Jack didn’t release her, but he stopped trying to tie her to the bed. He looked at her calmly until she stopped struggling.

“You’ll be able to touch me. Later. Right now, I want to test some limits, do a little experimenting.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He tightened the strap on her right hand and she resumed the fight to recapture her left. “You said you trust me.”

“I do. I just want to have my hands free. You tied me up onstage.”

“And you loved it.”

She couldn’t argue with that, but something told her this was going to go beyond simple bondage. “Tell me what you’re going to do first.”

His grin faded and his face turned serious. “No. I need you to trust me, Emma. I need you to understand that everything I’m going to do tonight will be for you, and I need you to let me call the shots. This isn’t a democracy.”

She sighed, all the air in her body seeping out in one long, slow leak. “I guess we were wrong. I’m not a submissive after all.”

He smiled and rolled his eyes. “Of course you are. You’re just the best kind. You don’t lie passively beneath me, you don’t walk around like a mindless robot. You’re a confident, beautiful woman who knows her own mind, her own needs. I don’t want to change that. That’s what makes you so perfect. All I’m asking for is your trust.”

It seemed a simple request and, truth be told, she trusted him with her life. She relaxed her wrist, silently giving him the go-ahead to tie her up. “Okay. You’ve got it.”

He finished tying her hands to the headboard, then rose and walked to the foot of the bed. He gripped her right ankle, strapping it to the corner post before repeating the motion with her left. Then he stood at the base of the bed and looked at her. She’d never felt so helpless…or so hot.

“You said you don’t recognize me tonight,” Jack said, as he walked to the side of the bed and began pulling items out of the nightstand drawer. “That goes for me too, you know. You aren’t the woman I’ve spent a lifetime hanging out with, watching TV and eating takeout with. You aren’t the girl I taught to fight or the teenager who instructed me on how to understand females.”

She laughed as she recalled the lessons she’d tried to impart to Travis and Jack when they were freshmen in high school, when both guys noticed the other girls suddenly had boobs and they wanted to touch them. “Wish I’d known those lessons were going to apply to me someday. I might have taken the worship at the woman’s feet approach.”

Jack laughed, reaching down to stroke her face. During the past two days, he’d touched her more than he had in a lifetime. It felt good. And right. “Your lessons were fine.”

She’d told them they should never change who they really were just to impress a girl because that wasn’t something they could keep up forever and it would only make them miserable. Not bad for a fourteen-year-old girl. Of course, her mother had always claimed Emma was too mature; a teen with a thirty-year-old soul.

“So I’ll admit I’m torn about something.”

She looked at him with surprise. Everything about him this evening had spoken of confidence, assurance. All the attributes she’d always recognized in him seemed magnified ten-fold in the bedroom. “About what?”

“Should I blindfold you? Or gag you?”

Her heart skipped a beat at his question. “Um. Neither?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “We’re exploring your limits, remember? Sexual acts can be intensified by taking away one or more of the senses. The most dramatic one would be sight. Not knowing what’s coming. Having to rely on sounds and sensations is a powerful thing.”

She bit her lip in an attempt not to agree too soon. Blindfolds were often used on the fantasy stage at the nightclub and she’d always wondered what it would feel like.

“However, your strength, your power comes from your voice, Emma. If I gag you, you’ll lose the ability to question every act. You won’t be able to speak the word no.”

Her heart didn’t just skip a beat this time. It did a full stop. What would it be like to be completely at Jack’s mercy? She’d thought she was already there with the ties on her hands and feet. Now she knew she was wrong. That bondage was nothing compared to giving him free rein with no way to refuse. She could always shake her head and she knew Jack well enough to know he’d understand if something was too much for her. He wouldn’t hurt her.

“The gag,” she whispered.

He sat on the edge of the mattress, his gaze never leaving her face. If he was looking for fear, he wasn’t going to find it. It didn’t exist in her right now, though a thousand other emotions did. Excitement, arousal, need, desire.

After a long minute, he nodded and picked up a scarf with a large knot in the center. It resembled a ball gag, but at least she wouldn’t be embarrassed by drooling. Regardless, the gag would certainly take away her ability to speak.

Shit. Had she really just signed on for that? While her personal experiences in this realm were limited, she’d seen more than her fair share of sex toys at the club. She was a regular kink expert when it came to various tools and what they were used for. However, she’d never had any of those items used on her. Leave it to Jack to rip her out of her nice, simple missionary lifestyle.

“Open your mouth.” His voice had taken on the deep, commanding tone he’d used onstage as Captain Jack, and she suspected the talking portion of their evening had ended—literally. Jack was in charge from this point on. She’d let him lead her systematically to this point and there was no going back now.

He paused when her lips remained closed. “Emma? Say no while you still can and it all ends. I’ll untie you and make love to you all night long. Regardless of what you might think, you do have a choice in this.”

She did have a choice. Jack wouldn’t force her. But he would push her. She smiled. She wanted that push. She was tired of mediocre sex with boring men. She opened her mouth.

Jack placed the large knot in her mouth before securing the scarf around her head. The obstruction was larger than she’d expected. She tried to speak, but could only produce a muffled sound.

Jack gave her a moment to become accustomed to the gag and then he moved once more. His hand drifted over her breasts, only briefly toying with her nipples before moving over her rib cage and lower. His fingers dipped into her pussy and she sighed.

Her relief was short-lived when he pulled his hand away. She wanted to protest, but all that came out was a muted moan. He looked at her face and shook his head. “You’re mine, Emma. Tonight your body is all mine.”

She narrowed her eyes, but the threatening look only prompted a smirk from Jack. “Don’t yell at me with those eyes of yours. You agreed to this. Now you’re just going to have to be a good girl and take it.”

He lifted a vibrator from the bed and she shivered in excitement. Surprisingly, she loved not knowing what he was going to do, loved being at his complete mercy. She’d never given anyone control over any aspect of her life. She’d never trusted anyone enough to give them that much power. Truth was, she trusted him—implicitly, completely.

He dipped the vibrator into her pussy twice, wetting it with her body’s juices before pushing it in completely. He lifted a remote to show her, and he flipped the toy on to low speed. She jolted slightly when it started moving, not expecting it to turn her on so much. She was already too close, too excited. The vibrations sent shards of arousal to every part of her body. Her nipples ached to be sucked, her skin became ultra-sensitive and her body begged to be filled. If she’d been able to speak, the only word Jack would have heard was please.

Leaving the toy set on low, Jack stood and picked up an unlit candle. She wanted to curse him for trying to create some sort of ambiance when her body was dying for more of his touches. She didn’t need more light, she needed him.

After he lit the candle using the flame from another, he returned to the bed.

“You’ve never explored pain, have you, Emma?”

She swallowed heavily then shook her head. They’d enacted loads of SM fantasies at Scoundrels. She was amazed by the number of people who were turned-on by pain. She’d never considered herself one who would feel the same, but until two days ago, bondage wasn’t real high on her list either. Now she already loved the feeling of Jack’s straps on her wrists and ankles.

He reached for a tiny bottle on the nightstand. At her quizzical look, he held it up to show her. “Mineral oil.”

Pouring some on his hands, he gently worked the oil into her skin, caressing and stroking from shoulders to groin until she felt boneless, relaxed. Her eyes had just drifted shut when his hands left her.

Her gaze lifted just in time to see him pick up the pillar candle and hold it over her stomach. She tried to suck in some much-needed air through her nose.

“It’s a paraffin candle. It doesn’t burn quite as hot as others. Still…” He studied her face once more.

She sucked in a deep breath then closed her eyes, awaiting the inevitable first drop. When it didn’t come, she opened her eyes and found Jack staring at her. “Do you want this, Emma?”

She’d thought the gag was to keep her from protesting. His question confused her. Then she remembered what he’d said. She’d always have a choice.

She nodded. She wanted every experience he would give her and more. Several drops of wax landed on her stomach and she gasped. While the wax stung, the pain was fleeting. Once it cooled, she felt another burning sensation take over, this one internal as her arousal grew. Jack poured more splashing drops of wax on her body. She groaned loudly when one landed directly on her left nipple. Her hips began to thrust as her cunt tried to seek out some much-needed stimulation. Jack’s vibrator was no help.

As the wax hardened, it tightened on her skin and another round of white-hot need racked every part of her body.

Again, she missed her ability to speak, to demand that Jack stop these games and take her.

Finally, Jack returned the candle to the nightstand. He stood beside the bed and for the first time, she realized he was still dressed. He pressed a button on the remote and the vibrator picked up speed. She groaned, her hips still moving, still thrusting, her pussy still unsatisfied. She felt a tear roll down the side of her face.

Jack must have noticed too because he stopped undressing and looked at her. “Are you in physical pain?”

She wanted to nod, to scream she was horny as fuck and he was killing her, but she knew that nod would stop everything. As much as her body chastised her for the motion, her mind wasn’t finished with this game yet. She wanted more. Lots more. She shook her head.

“Do you want to stop?”

This time there was no hesitation as she shook her head harder. Jack grinned.

“Jesus. Perfect,” he muttered, as he continued removing his clothes. Once he was naked, he climbed onto the bed and Emma relished the closeness of his bare body next to hers. He shifted until he knelt between her outstretched legs. One of his fingers pushed into her pussy, pressing the vibrator against her G-spot.

She screamed around the gag and came instantly. She’d known her orgasm was close, lingering at the edges, but she didn’t expect one quick, unexpected thrust to send it roaring to the foreground. Jack seemed to understand the way her body worked better than she did.

He removed the vibrator. “Thought that might take the edge off so we can play some more.”

She was panting, sweating, trembling and exhausted. He wanted to keep playing?

So be it.


Chapter 5

Jack woke with Emma nestled safely in his arms. He’d untied her several hours earlier only to take her again. He’d used her roughly last night and he was overwhelmed by a sense of guilt. She’d nearly walked onto the deck in the midst of that storm. The mere thought of it sent his blood to boiling again. The silly little fool could have been washed overboard by the harsh waves and he would have been helpless to save her.

He refused to lose her. If he had to tie her to his bed every time he left the room, he’d do so. He’d wrap her in swaddling cotton and make sure nothing or no one ever harmed her. An impractical thought if ever there was one. He’d kidnapped her. He was a pirate and she was a lady of society. There was no future for them. Yet without her…

Jack refused to think about what the next few days would bring. He’d given his heart to the woman, knowing nothing good could come of it. There were so many things she didn’t know about him. A secret side he’d yet to share. What would she say when she realized how dark his desires ran?

He longed to take her in front of his men, show off his beautiful treasure. It was a twisted fantasy, but one that played out in his mind time and again.

She sighed in her sleep and raised her arm higher, wrapping it around his chest. Something dark caught his eye. Raising his head from the pillow, he looked at the large black bruise on her upper arm and growled.

The sound roused her. “Jack?” The sweet sound of her voice was heavy with drowsiness.

“What happened to your arm?”

She lifted her head, blinking several times. “What?”

“Your arm, madam. What happened to your arm?”

She looked down and fell silent. He sensed a slight tremor of fear within her. Had he gone too far last night? Was she frightened of him?

He fought to soften his tone. “Tell me, Emma.”

“I fell against the bed last night during the storm.” She paused then raised her eyes to meet his. “When I was trying to get dressed.”

Dressing to come above. He swallowed hard against his anger. “You must promise me you’ll never try to do something so reckless ever again.”

She looked down, refusing to meet his gaze. He would not be denied. “Promise me, Emma.”

“I promise.”

Her reluctant tone didn’t match her vow. He placed his finger under her chin and lifted her face to his. “I understand how hard it is for you to stay below.”

She gave him a look that insinuated he didn’t have a clue. He restrained his grin at her sardonic expression. “You’re a strong, independent woman. I don’t wish to change that. I only want,” he paused, “I need to keep you safe.”

“So you can collect the ransom from my father? Do you think he won’t pay you as handsomely if you return damaged goods to him? For your information, Black Jack, you’ve already soiled the treasure.”

Her words struck him like a blow and he wondered at her sudden hostility. Then he realized the veracity of her words. He would have no choice but to return her to the safety of her father’s arms. What kind of life could he offer her? He was a criminal, a pirate. His life was lived by constantly walking on the razor’s edge of danger. He couldn’t keep her, couldn’t expect her to be a part of that. Could he?

He hardened his heart, forcing it to accept the truth. “Well, my dear, it would seem you’ve found me out. Discovered the truth.”

Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, but his Emma was nothing if not indomitable. She refused to let them fall. Instead, she stiffened her spine. “I demand you release me from this room. Put me in the brig with the other prisoners.”

Her request cut through him like a knife. “No.” He had precious few days left with her. Regardless of the outcome, he wouldn’t let her go. Not now.

“Dammit, Jack!” she cried. “I insist you—”

He twisted quickly, thrusting her beneath him and cutting her demands off with his hard lips on hers. She fought against the kiss, her hands shoving his shoulders. He tightened his grip, grasping her head in his hands, refusing to give up the only bit of peace he’d ever known.

Slowly, her resistance faded. Unwilling to risk another argument, Jack kept kissing her as he parted her legs and pushed his cock into her warm cunt. He sensed her wince, heard her light gasp of pain. No doubt she was sore. He was a bastard.

He remained motionless within her body while his lips continued to worship hers. Soon, her body softened and he felt her juices flowing around his thick erection. Still he didn’t move, didn’t want to hurt her. It wasn’t until she began her own shallow thrusts, her hips seeking motion, that he released her mouth.

“Please,” she whispered. This time the tear did slide down her lovely porcelain skin. He bent to capture the drop with his tongue, resting his face against hers. Jack lifted his hips slowly and returned with great care. Emma wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him back to her after each retreat.

They were both victims of his actions, both lost. But for now, they had each other. For now, they were together.

That would have to be enough. For now.

Jack knew Emma was approaching system overload, yet there was so much more he wanted to explore with her. She was shocking the hell out of him at every turn. The past two days had blown out of the water every belief he’d held in regards to his friend—her submissiveness, her enjoyment of bondage, her desire for pleasurable pain. He’d never suspected she’d like any of that, let alone all of it.

He leaned forward until his lips were poised at the opening of her pussy. He blew a long, cool breath against her heated flesh and she squirmed. “Need a break?”

She shook her head.

“Good.” He inhaled her sweet scent then went in for a taste. Running his tongue along her slit, he savored her body’s response to his attentions. She was wet and hot and wiggling impatiently. She wanted to be fucked, and God knew he wanted to do it. But he wanted to give her so much more than what she was used to. He’d heard enough about her past encounters with lovers to know no man had ever taken the time to love Ms. Emma Potter the way she deserved. None of her previous lovers had ever tested her limits, pushed her to take all she was capable of. He added two fingers to the game, biting her clit as he worked her quivering flesh. She cried out beneath the gag and his cock thickened. He loved the muffled sound, her true helplessness driving his needs higher.

He wanted her completely at his mercy. Wanted her to experience what he was feeling because from this point on, there was very little he wouldn’t do for her or give her. She owned his heart and his soul and he wanted her to understand that completely.

Her inner muscles clenched around his fingers and he sensed she was close to coming again. He removed his hand and straightened, sitting on his haunches. She screamed behind the gag and Jack suspected he’d be getting an earful of obscenities if she’d been able to enunciate the words. As it was, her frustration fueled his patience, strengthened his resolve to draw this out as long as humanly possible.

He was going to give Emma a night she’d never forget.

Rising from the bed, he cupped her cheek in his palm. He loved having the right to touch her like this. “I’ll be right back.”

Her eyes widened with confusion and perhaps fear.

“I’ll be gone less than sixty seconds, Emma. Count them in your head.”

After she visibly calmed a bit, he walked to the kitchen. Gathering a cup of ice and a knife, he returned to the bedroom. Her gaze followed him as he walked back to the bed, placing the knife and ice by her side. Her eyes spoke of her curiosity and concern.

“We need to get the wax off. Ice is the easiest way. I think it’s time we bring the temperature down in this room. We still have a lot of hours left in the night.”

Picking up a small chuck of ice, he watched Emma suck in a breath along with her wax-covered stomach, the move purely instinctual on her part. He grinned.

He loved working with the alternating sensations of hot and cold. Rather than rub the ice around the wax, he placed the first piece of ice against her mons. She hissed and closed her eyes tightly as he pressed the cold ice into her pussy.

Using his finger, he pushed the ice around inside, unsurprised by how quickly it melted. She was on fire.

Grabbing another chunk, he rubbed it lightly around the drop of wax hardened to her nipple. Emma jerked at the first impact of the coldness against her sensitive flesh. Once he’d thoroughly wet the area, he picked up the knife.

“Hold still,” he warned. Emma’s gaze followed his hand, never leaving it. At the last moment, he flipped the knife over, turning the cutting edge away and using the dull side to work the wax off. She didn’t breathe again until the knife and wax were removed from her breast.

“I’d never cut you, Em. I know there are people who are into blood play, but I’m not one of them. Besides, it wouldn’t be much fun with you anyway,” he teased and she rolled her eyes, acknowledging his jest.

Emma was deathly afraid of blood. So much so, she passed out whenever she saw it. Travis had been prone to nosebleeds in elementary school. It was a situation his friend soon learned to deal with on his own simply because the second he got one, Emma’s eyes would roll back in her head and she’d hit the ground. The teacher would thrust tissues at Travis, while the nurse was summoned for Emma.

Jack worked quietly as he removed the rest of the wax from Emma’s chest and stomach, relishing all of her sexy sounds, each intake of breath when the ice touched her skin, each slow sigh when the knife was moved away. Her little whimpers and moans were firing up his libido and, as he pulled away the last tiny drop of wax, his resistance was in tatters.

Reaching above her head, he removed the ties at her wrists. She winced slightly as she lowered her arms and he privately kicked himself for keeping her bound so long. She wasn’t used to bondage yet and he needed to take care to remember that. He pulled the gag out of her mouth then massaged her shoulders gently.

He’d expected her to start talking now that she was free from the constraints, so her continued silence surprised him. Reaching down, he untied her legs as well.

“Still with me?”

She nodded. “I want you, Jack. So badly. Please.” Her voice broke on the last word and so did his restraint. He grabbed a condom from the nightstand, rose above her and placed his cock at the entrance to her body. Resting his weight on his forearms, he kissed her as he pressed slowly into her cunt—inch by inch, savoring each flutter, each clench of her inner muscles against his aching flesh. She was made for him. Their bodies fit perfectly.

Her pussy reacted immediately to his absolute possession, and he had to grit his teeth against coming too soon as her orgasm engulfed him. Her hips thrust against his as she cried out loudly. Her eyes were closed, but even if they’d been open, he doubted she would have seen anything. She was completely, utterly lost to her pleasure, to their joining.

It was the most special moment of his life.

As he watched her in the throes of her orgasm, he tried to remember ever feeling anything as amazing as Emma’s tight pussy gripping his cock. In his attempts to drive her to a fever pitch, he’d ratcheted his own body heat too high. He’d never be able to hold off for more than a few thrusts if he didn’t find some way to distract himself. He closed his eyes, tried reciting multiplication tables in his head and picturing his mother in a bikini, but nothing helped.

“Jack,” Emma whispered. He opened his eyes and looked at her lovely face. “I need you to fuck me. Now.”

He nodded. “Yeah. About that—”

“I’m not going to last much longer.” He looked at her flushed face and felt her pussy clamping around him once more. “I’ve never felt like this. I c-can’t c-control…” She stammered the last two words, her voice dying away before she could finish her thought. She shuddered violently.

He retreated slowly, watching in wonder as he moved. She wasn’t kidding. She was that close. Again. Already.

Fuck it, he decided. They had all night. Reaching down, he pressed on her clit as he rocketed back into her body with one hard, deep thrust.

She screamed, the sound setting free the needs threatening to claw their way out of his body. Over and over he pounded into her as her cries for more, her fingers pulling at his hair, drove him harder, faster.

When his release came, it felt like a nuclear explosion pulsating throughout the room, shaking the rafters, crumbling the foundation. He emptied himself into the condom, panting like a dog after a twelve-mile run. Emma lay beneath him, her face reflecting utter exhaustion and blissful completion.

“You okay?” he asked.

Her eyes, which had drifted shut, opened slowly. “Unbelievably okay and fucked-up. I think I’m in love with you.”

It was a beautiful sentiment, but her face, filled with amazement and terror, was too much for him to take. He burst into laughter.

She mistook his humor and shot him a dirty look, sobering him quickly. He backtracked.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he warned, kissing the end of her nose. “I’m completely in love with you.”

Her scowl faded. “Oh, well.” She looked at him for just a second and then she started laughing too. “So we’re both fucked-up.”

“Amen,” he agreed, shrugging. “But what the hell? We only live once.”

She nodded. “How did this happen so fast?”

“I’m not sure most folks would consider this fast, Em. The words ‘painfully slow’ are drifting through my mind.”

“I’m not sure how we got here.”

He shrugged lightly. “I’m not sure why we didn’t end up here a long time ago.”

She sighed, clearly annoyed by his too-quick, too-easy replies to things that were perplexing her. “You know, you could take your time and think before you fire off the answers to my questions, Smacker.”

Ever the thinker, Emma would likely never become accustomed to his self-assured, take-the-bull-by-the-horns approach to life. God knew she hadn’t managed when they’d just been friends. “I don’t need to think about any of this, Em. I’m in love with you. I have been forever. Apparently I’ve been walking around with my head up my ass, unable to see what was standing in front of me all along.”

She smiled. “I could have told you about that head-up-your-ass problem years ago.”

Jack loved her wit, loved how easy it was to lie in this bed with her after the most mind-blowing sex of his life and revert to their typical teasing relationship. “Is that right?”

Before she could reply, he rose slightly, gripping Emma’s hips and flipping her onto to her stomach. “Speaking of asses…”

“Hey,” she cried, only a second before his hand swatted her bare behind. “What the—”

He placed three more firm slaps against her ass before lifting her hips. She started to lift up on her arms, but he pressed her upper body back to the mattress. “Keep your head down.”

She obeyed, glancing at him over her shoulder. Her beautiful face, which had been pleasantly sated just moments before, revealed the return of her hunger, her interest. He’d never tire of this.

He pushed two fingers into her cunt as she hissed. “Still wet,” he murmured.

“For you,” she admitted. “Always.”

It was an incredible sentiment. He used his fingers to gather up as much moisture as he could, then he left the heat of her pussy and traveled farther back. “I want to fuck your ass.”

He spoke the words as he used Emma’s own juices to ease the path of one finger into the dark passage. She shuddered.

“God, Jack.” Her forehead was pressed to the mattress, her hands tightly gripping the pillow above her head. She didn’t say more as he slowly thrust until he had one finger buried to the hilt, but he didn’t need a reply, didn’t need verbal permission. Emma’s body answered the call as she pushed against his finger, silently demanding more, challenging him to move faster.

She craved the pleasurable pain he wanted to offer. That realization rocked him. She would let him take control, let him push her limits, not simply to appease him, but because she genuinely enjoyed it too.

For several moments, he worked to loosen the tight walls of her ass, first with one finger, then two, three. He grabbed the lubrication he’d pulled out of the nightstand drawer earlier, adding it to his play, using it to ease his way. Through it all, Emma was with him. Her body was trembling softly as she whispered pleas for more.

Unable to hold back any longer, he removed his fingers, replacing them with the head of his cock.

“Yes,” she hissed as he slowly pressed inside. He clenched his jaw and prayed he’d make it all the way in. She was too tight, too hot, too wild beneath him. She was panting, crying for more, her overwhelming excitement driving his higher as well.

“I’m going to fill your ass with come,” he said, needing her to hear, to know what this moment meant to him. “I’m marking you, Emma. From this night on, you’re mine. Only mine.”

She shuddered, pushing her ass toward his hips, trying to claim more of him. He gripped her waist, holding her still.

“Dammit!” she screamed. “Do it, Jack. Please!”

His fingers tightened. Oh, he’d do it. Take her so hard and so fast, her head would spin. But first…

“Tell me, Emma. Tell me you belong to me.”

“I do,” she said, her voice strained, laced with painful need. “I’m yours, Jack. I always have been.” She shoved her ass against him once more and his grip slipped. She forced his cock in to the hilt and Jack felt the first strains of his climax hit, his balls filling.

“God, Em.” She was taking control, taking over, and he was helpless to the beauty of it.

“I’m yours,” she repeated. “And you’re mine.” She looked over her shoulder at him as she spoke. “Make sure you don’t forget that last bit.”

His lips tipped up in a grin that lasted only a moment before she wiped it away with her sensual motions. She pulled forward until only the head of his cock remained in her ass. She froze, her eyes still glued to his face. “Fuck me, Jack. It’s time.”

He wrapped his hands around her waist, gripping her soft skin, now laced with a slick sheen of sweat.

“It’s past time.”

He pulled her against him powerfully as she screamed. Her body convulsed with her orgasm, but he wasn’t finished. In and out, he slammed into her, deeper and harder, yelling as his own climax erupted. He filled her with his come, loving the idea of leaving tangible proof of his claiming.

Her words reverberated as he fell to the bed by her side, dragging her with him.

She wanted him to remember?

Christ, he’d never forget.


Chapter 6

Emma remained in Jack’s private quarters for two more days before stir-craziness set in. She’d promised to remain below deck during storms, but she’d made no vows regarding hiding herself away during sunshine. After lazing in bed for longer than her mother would ever deem proper, Emma rose and got dressed. She smiled as she recalled exactly why she’d felt the need for the extra rest. Jack had been insatiable the previous night, his desire for her driving him to new heights. He’d bid her to get on her hands and knees and taken her from behind. She’d felt scandalous at the time, but the second he put his huge cock inside her, Emma knew she’d discovered paradise.

Checking her appearance in the mirror above Jack’s dresser, she deemed herself decent enough to leave the room. During the course of her captivity, she’d met many of the other pirates on the ship, taking most meals with the captain and his men in the galley. She’d always been raised to believe pirates were the worst sort of villains—thieves and rapists and murderers. However, her time aboard Jack’s ship had changed that notion. The men under Jack’s command had been courteous, treating her with more respect than the most cultured gentlemen in her mother’s ballroom.

Stepping onto the deck, she sighed as the bright, glorious sunshine warmed her skin and the fresh air filled her lungs. Glancing around, she saw Jack at the far end of the stern, deep in conversation with his first mate. He didn’t notice her and she certainly didn’t feel compelled to draw his attention in her direction. She was on deck for the first time since being taken captive. She intended to enjoy herself. Walking in the opposite direction, she found a quiet spot by the railing and allowed herself a few moments of quiet contemplation as she studied the water and the sky.

She’d always loved being at sea, though her father tried numerous times to temper that desire. Fortunately for her, she’d long ago learned how to get her way when it came to her father. Her mother accused her of being a daddy’s girl and Emma didn’t bother to deny it. Sometimes she thought her mother was jealous of Emma’s ability to manipulate the man.

A noise distracted her from her thoughts, and she turned to her left to see a man she’d yet to meet.

“Oh, pardon me, miss,” the sailor said, after almost bumping into her. He was carrying a large bucket that looked heavy. “Didn’t see you there.”

She smiled pleasantly. “Pardon me.” When the man continued to look at her, she gestured toward the direction he’d been walking. “Please, don’t let me keep you from your work. I’m fine here.”

The sailor looked uneasy. “Er, do the captain know you’re here, miss?”

She gave the man a haughty look that had intimidated the most pressing of suitors. “My daily activities are no concern of the captain’s. I come and go as I please.”

“Is that right?”

Jack’s voice, coming from behind, startled her.

She turned to see her arrogant, handsome pirate standing over her, his arms akimbo. He was a threatening sight…to anyone but her. She’d seen his secret side, caught more than a glimpse of the thoughtful, caring lover beneath the gruff exterior.

She gave him a sweet, innocent smile, the one that worked wonders whenever she wanted something from her father. The same smile that had gotten her father’s permission to take the sea journey that now found her in the possession of Black Jack Carlysle.

“Good morning, Jack,” she said breezily. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

Jack nodded his dismissal to the sailor still hovering nearby. “You may continue with your duties.”

The man left quickly, muttering a quiet, “Yes, Cap’n.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Emma, but I seem to remember receiving a promise that you would remain below in my cabin.”

She feigned a surprised look, knowing perfectly well he’d try to use that promise against her. “Only during a storm, Jack. I only promised to remain below during a storm. As you can see, there are no clouds on the horizon today.”

Jack studied her face and she watched his initial annoyance fade a bit. “You may get away with your antics at home, but I think you’ll find I’m not as easily cajoled.”

She laughed. It seemed Jack had spotted some secret places buried deep inside her as well. “Let me stay here. I was going mad inside that cabin. I wanted to be out in the sunshine and around people.”

“I’m not hiding you out of cruelty. I’m simply trying to protect you. There are a lot of men aboard this ship who haven’t seen a woman in several months. You prancing around out here is a bit like waving a fine meal in front of a starving man.”

She hadn’t considered she might be in danger from Jack’s men. The ones she’d met had all been so kind to her. Of course, until now, she’d only ever been with Jack when in the presence of others. “No one’s made any lewd or unsavory advances toward me.”

“That’s because I’ve made it clear you belong to me.”

A slight flutter began in her stomach as she felt an indescribable pleasure over belonging to this man. “Then there shouldn’t be any problem.”

“They’re pirates, Emma. I may be in command today, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t more than a few men who wouldn’t like to take that position away from me.”

She shuddered to think of the constant danger that surrounded Jack. Before, she’d merely thought he was running from the Crown, but to think he faced daily threats from other men like him sent shivers down her spine.

“They would question your authority?”

His face softened. “I’ve faced challenges before and I’m still here to tell the tale. I have no plans of giving up my command—or you—anytime soon. You are my woman and that will remain so until I release you.”

She loved it when Jack called her his woman. She gave him a sexy smile. “I missed you in our bed.”

Jack growled. “You are a wanton, a temptress.”

She took his words as a compliment. Reaching out, she ran her hand along his muscular chest. While he wore a shirt, it was unbuttoned, baring his beautifully smooth, tanned skin. “Do I make you think of wicked things, Jack?”

He pulled her closer and she felt the outline of his thick erection against her stomach. “You have no idea.”

“Tell me,” she coaxed, stepping closer, wanting to feel every inch of his hard body against hers as the cool sea air surrounded them.

“Perhaps I should show you—and make sure these men know you belong to me once and for all at the same time.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “How?”

With his hands on her waist, he turned her until her stomach pressed against the railing of the ship. He stepped close behind her, trapping her with his large, muscular build. “I’m going to lift your skirt right here, bend you forward and take you from behind—in front of God and everybody.” His actions matched his words and Emma felt a slight breeze on her legs as the material of her skirt slowly rose.

“I’m going to fuck you hard and deep, Emma. Not stopping until you’ve screamed your release over and over. I’ll make sure there’s no doubt in anyone’s minds exactly who you belong to.”

She shuddered, his cock making its presence known against her bare buttocks. When had he released it?

How would it feel to be taken in public? All the eyes of Jack’s men focused only on her and the man bringing her so much pleasure. A tremor of need shook her.

“Do it,” she whispered.

Jack’s grip tightened on her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh. She hoped he’d leave bruises, another mark of his possession, his ownership.

“Emma, do you realize what you’re asking?”

She nodded, pushing back toward his cock, silently begging for his possession. “I know what I want.”

Jack remained still behind her and she sensed the internal battle raging within him. He wanted this. He wanted to take her here, out in the open. And, sweet Jesus, she wanted him to. Oh how she wanted it.

His cock brushed against the opening to her body and she shifted slightly, opening her legs to allow Jack to enter. He wrapped his fingers in her skirt, his powerful grip on the material directing her body. Using her clothing, he pulled her closer, his cock delving into her wet folds, not stopping until he was completely buried inside her cunt.

Leaning closer, he began to whisper in her ear. “They’re all watching you, Emma. Coveting you, desiring you.”

She shivered and felt her nipples bud tightly, the constraining cloth of her blouse almost painfully abrading them. She wanted to rip it open, bare her breasts to the open sea and the countless eyes watching her handsome pirate as he took her.

Jack began to thrust into her, slowly at first, then building up more speed. As he fucked her, he continued to paint a picture of their audience. “They’re hard and hurting, Emma. How many of them are rubbing their cocks as they study your beautiful flushed face, listen to your soft pants and moans? I wonder if they’re pulling their cocks out, stroking their hard flesh as they imagine burying themselves inside you. How many of them could you take, Emma? Ten men? Twenty? All of them?”

She cried out at his question, her mind racing to solve the equation. She was hotter than she’d ever been in her life, though the ocean breeze was cool. Sweat rolled down her brow as her grip on the ship’s railing tightened.

“How many?” Jack repeated.

He wanted a response?

He’d worked up such a fever in her body, she suspected she could fuck every man on the ship and never be sated, never be satisfied. Jack reached around her body and gripped her breast, squeezing it almost painfully. The pleasure of his motion sent a flash of realization to her woman’s core.

Only one man could relieve these needs, and suddenly her answer was clear.

“Only you, Jack,” she whispered as her orgasm rose and hovered at the brink of blissful collapse. “I only want you.”

Jack’s teeth grazed her neck, breaking all her powers of restraint. “Only me,” he confirmed as he bit into her flesh, his climax claiming him. He filled her with his seed and she gratefully accepted every drop, her pussy clenching to hold it all.

Jack didn’t move for several moments, gathering her more tightly in his arms until her body calmed once more. Then, keeping her face to the ocean, he set them both back to rights, lowering her skirt and refastening his breeches before he allowed her to turn.

She kept her eyes downcast, sensing the gazes of many men on her as Jack offered her his arm, escorting her back to the ladder that would take them to his cabin. She flushed slightly, realizing what she’d just done. She’d allowed Jack to take her in public, allowed these men to watch. She tried to find some shame in the act, but instead, all she felt was utter pleasure.

As she approached the ladder, she lifted her gaze. They were all watching her, true appreciation, hunger, even envy on their faces. She allowed herself to look each of them directly in the eye before smiling slightly and descending the ladder.

Emma rubbed her eyes wearily. She’d replayed her racy pirate daydream all day long and now she was exhausted and confused. She’d dragged herself out of Jack’s bed just before noon, making some lame excuse about needing to be at work early. In truth, she’d been unable to face him in light of her desires. He was too astute, too in tune with her thoughts. He’d see something was bothering her and he’d drag it out of her.

She wasn’t sure he wanted to know what she was thinking. She’d gone from the most boring lover on earth to some out-of-control nympho in less than a week.

Sex in public? Really? Who did that? Who craved it?

She shook off the thought. Dismissed it as leftover hormones brought to life by her evening on the fetish stage with Jack and last night. It was some residual effect brought on by too much incredible sex. It was bound to wear off soon. She hoped.

“Hey Em!” Travis shouted. “You got a minute?”

She glanced up from the stage to see Travis looking down at her from the landing. The asshole really needed to find another way to summon her. Or at least, come down from his perch in the bird’s nest every now and then.

“I’m sort of busy, Trav.” She gestured at the construction workers dismantling the pirate ship. It was getting late in the evening, but as they were closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, it was the only time they had to dismantle sets and build new ones. It was a tedious task because they needed to make sure none of the parts were damaged or destroyed. They would use the ship again. Pull out the pirate fantasy for another whirl. Emma watched four men lift the bed, carefully carrying it to a safe location away from the stage. The bed was one of the few staples in the plays and a part of nearly every set they created.

“It’ll only take a minute,” Travis insisted.

She crossed the stage and climbed the stairs. So far she’d managed to avoid Travis since her night spent entertaining the crowd at Scoundrels as a damsel in distress. She didn’t want to consider the fun he’d have at her expense over her playing that role. Plus she wasn’t sure how to tell him about the status change in her relationship with Jack. For most of their lives, it had been the three of them—friends ’til the end. She wondered how Travis would feel about her dating Jack.

“What’s up?” she asked as she entered Travis’ office. Though he kept an apartment on the outskirts of town—in the ghetto of L.A., as he called it—she suspected he spent most nights sleeping on the sofa in this room. Puberty hit Travis harder than any kid Emma had ever known. Her easy-going, fun-loving childhood friend underwent a drastic change in eighth grade. He became sullen, suddenly preferring to be alone. In the course of one year, he’d lost every friend he’d ever had—except for her and Jack. Jack was loyal to a fault to those he loved, and she was just hard to shake. A tenacious bitch, Travis called her, though she suspected in his mind it was a compliment.

When Travis gestured for her to sit on the sofa, she knew she was in trouble.

“Have you talked to Jack today?” she asked, sitting gingerly on the edge of the couch.

He shook his head. “No. Why? Should I have?”

“No.”

He gave her a too-pleased grin. “That was some show the two of you put on the other night.”

She rolled her eyes. “Jesus. If you brought me up here to make fun of me, I have better things to do.” She started to rise, but he waved his hand in surrender.

“I don’t want to make fun of you, Em.”

His tone was more serious, more caring than she could ever remember hearing from him. She sat back down, leaning on the cushions and sighing. She needed to talk to someone and Travis had always proved a worthy ear.

“It was just a one-night thing,” she said. “The fetish fantasy show.”

“Really?”

“Of course, really. It was just a fluke that Marshall and Jennifer both called in sick. I don’t look for anything like that to ever happen again.”

He nodded. “The patrons who were here Saturday night have been ringing my phone nonstop and sending tons of emails. They were hoping you and Jack would become part of the regular rotation of actors.”

She laughed, though the idea of what Travis was suggesting hit her like a bullet to the brain. Do it again? Could they? Would he?

“No,” she said, softly. “It was a one-time deal. I don’t think Jack would go for it again.”

Travis leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees. “Would you go for it?”

She fell silent, uncertain how to answer.

Travis didn’t wait for a response. “You seemed to enjoy the dildo Jack used on you.”

Heat suffused her face and she scowled. “He told you?”

Travis shook his head and pointed at the two-way mirror. “You forget. I had a different perspective on that night than the rest of the clubgoers. I had the unique privilege of seeing it from the back of the stage.”

She glanced at the glass and closed her eyes. Of course. While Jack’s left hand had been hidden from the audience, Travis had a bird’s-eye view of it. “Shit,” she muttered. “What do you do? Stand at the glass and watch?”

Travis shrugged, not acknowledging her question. Instead he posed his own. “What’s going on with you and Jack?”

She took a deep breath and dove in. “We’ve sort of expanded on our relationship.”

Travis smirked. “Is that your way of telling me the two of you are sleeping together?”

She grimaced. “Yeah. It is.”

Travis leaned back in his chair, and Emma was uncomfortable under his steady gaze. “Hmm.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I have no idea what I mean.”

She laughed. “Yeah, well, join the confusion club.”

“So you slept together. I think that’s great. I assume this started the night of the show?”

“No. Last night.”

“Ah,” he said. “So you followed the standard Emma-like pattern, taking twenty-four hours to think about it.”

She picked a pillow up from the couch and lobbed it at his head. “For your information, asswipe, it was only eight hours.”

Travis caught the pillow midair. “Impressive. You shaved a considerable amount of time off. Well played.”

“Why am I friends with you?”

Travis shrugged and grinned. “I like to think it’s because you find my animal magnetism irresistible.”

Emma snorted. “Yeah. That must be it. God, Travis, I’m so fucked-up right now.”

Her friend sobered and she hastily continued, not wanting him to get the wrong impression. “Not about Jack. I mean, not totally about Jack. Sex with him is amazing and—”

“Christ.” Travis raised his hand. “Please don’t feel compelled to give me details. I ate a late dinner.”

“I was going to say being with him feels right. So right.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“Your fucking club is the problem. The other night when Jack and I were on the stage, I think maybe the show triggered some bizarre, latent fetish in me.”

“You got off on having sex in front of the crowd.”

She blew out a long, hard breath. “Yeah. I did.”

Travis didn’t seem surprised by her admission. “You’ve always been one of those people who liked the limelight. Back at school, you were the center of attention. Even here in L.A., you’ve managed to find a way to shine. You may not get on the stage on a regular basis, but you’re the heart and soul of Scoundrels. Everyone who comes here knows you.”

“You make me sound like an attention seeker.”

Travis frowned. “That’s not my intention. All I’m saying is you have one of those personalities that people flock to. You’re fun to be with. I think over the years you’ve gotten used to people watching you, looking to see what you’re doing. You’ve sort of learned how to thrive in that environment.”

She’d never considered what made her tick, but now that Travis put her psyche in perspective, she thought he had a point. She didn’t usually seek the spotlight, it just sort of found her. And she didn’t mind.

“You want to do it again? The fetish show?”

She started to shake her head then stopped, unable to lie. “No. Yes. I don’t know. I don’t think Jack would go for it again.”

Travis released a brief, loud laugh. “I think he would.”

Emma didn’t agree. “No. I’m serious, Trav. I had to twist his arm to get him to agree in the first place. Regardless of how well he did onstage, he was only doing it as a favor to me.”

Travis nodded slowly, his face showing he wasn’t buying a word she was saying. “He didn’t look like a man who was doing a favor. He looked like someone born to be there. He ruled that scene and he got off on the audience every bit as much as you did. Don’t forget. I had a better perspective. You were too busy screaming with those orgasms to really notice Jack’s face.”

She gave him a dirty look, though the effort behind it was in fun. Travis’ teasing had ceased to bother her years ago. Most of the time she thought he was pretty funny. Her body tingled as she recalled the climax Jack had given her onstage then tried to recall his reactions, his response. She’d been so wrapped up in her own arousal, out of her head with amazement and excitement and ecstasy, she’d failed to notice how Jack felt about the evening. Then, of course, like a fool, she’d taken off right after the show.

“He enjoyed it?”

Travis nodded. “You have no idea how much.”

“He told you that?”

“That wasn’t something I needed to be told, Emma. It was written all over his face. He was in his element.”

She rested her elbow on the arm of the couch, propping her cheek in her hand. “That’s not Jack’s element. He’s never been a glory hound, never tried to stand out in a crowd.”

“A lot of that has to do with the business he’s in, don’t you think? He works security. It’s his job to blend into the background. That doesn’t mean he always wants to stay there.”

“Maybe,” she said, not completely convinced by that argument.

“Or maybe he’s always been content to let you shine.”

Her heart stuttered. “Me?”

“Jack and I have spent a lifetime following in your wake, Em.”

She leaned forward, rested her elbows on her knees. “You’re right. You have. I’m sorry.”

Travis’ eyes widened. “Sorry? What the hell for? God knows I didn’t want to be out in front, all eyes on me.” He looked down at this lap and Emma sensed he was uncomfortable. They’d never spoken so frankly about themselves. While they’d debated and disagreed on everything from politics to religion, personal feelings typically got pushed to the background, Travis opened up only on very rare occasions. “You gave me a life I couldn’t have for myself. If anyone should apologize, it’s me. I’ve been living my life vicariously through you…and Jack.”

She wasn’t sure how to respond to Travis’ confession. She could see it brought him no joy to make it. For a moment, she was reminded of the boy she’d known in elementary school. He’d been so much like her, they were often mistaken for siblings—both outgoing, flamboyant, dramatic and loud. Travis’ love of life had been so bright, it had hurt her eyes at times. When did that light disappear? She tried to put her finger on the exact moment, but the passage of time was a tricky thing. Sometimes it seemed to move like the Earth rotating on its axis, so slow she couldn’t see it. Other times it raced by at the speed of light and she was hard-pressed to keep up.

“Why do you do that?” The question fell from her lips before she could call it back. She knew it was wasted breath. This was the furthest Travis had let her into his head in a very long time.

He shrugged and the mask fell into place once more. “Beats the hell out of having to deal with idiots and losers myself.”

She let the moment pass.

“Do the show again,” he prompted.

She shook her head. “No. Regardless of your opinion, I’m sure Jack’s not interested in an encore.”

“Do the show with someone else.”

“Good God, no. Are you crazy?”

He laughed. “Are things that serious between you two already?”

Emma looked at Travis and the truth came spilling out. “I’m in love with him.”

Travis grinned. “That’s pretty fast.”

“Or pretty freaking slow if you consider that I’m thirty-five years old and I’ve been friends with the guy since first grade.”

“Good point. Maybe instead of congratulations, I should say it’s about damn time.”

She brushed her hair over her shoulder and released a long, tired breath. It felt good to confide in Travis, to have someone she could talk to about her concerns. “You think we can make a go of it?”

He was quiet for several tense moments and Emma worried she might not like his answer. However, Travis didn’t lie and he didn’t hedge. She could trust his opinion to be sincere. “I think you have the best chance of any couple on the planet. What’s that old saying? Friends first? You and Jack have proven you care about each other enough to overlook the bad stuff.”

“Well,” she teased. “I manage to overlook his issues. I, of course, don’t have any.”

Travis laughed. “I stand corrected.”

She sighed and spoke the secret fear that wouldn’t leave her alone. “You don’t think we’re a mismatch? I mean he’s pretty arrogant and controlling and, well, so am I. They say opposites attract, but I’m afraid Jack and I are too much alike.”

“Birds of a feather,” Travis said. “I think you’re different where it counts.”

Heat crept to her cheeks as she considered where their differences were most apparent. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

Travis noticed her blush. “Man, I think I would have paid serious money to be a fly on the wall in Jack’s bedroom last night.”

She shook her head. “You’re going to have to give up your role as spectator one of these days, Trav. Step out of this office and into the world.”

He shrugged. “I’m happy in my gilded birdcage.”

She glanced around the room and realized how accurate his description was. He’d surrounded himself with every comfort, all the latest technology. The problem was, all he had when the day was over was a room full of stuff and no one to share it with. “Don’t you ever wish for more?”

He shook his head. “This is more than I deserve. I’m satisfied.”

She was perplexed by his comment, but as she watched his face close down, she knew he wouldn’t offer any further explanation.

“You look tired,” he said.

“I am. Late night.” She gave him a wicked grin and raised her eyebrows.

Travis rose and glanced down toward the stage. “It looks like the construction crew has things well in hand. I don’t mind keeping an eye on them. Why don’t you head out now?”

She rose slowly, grateful for Travis’ offer. “I think I’ll take you up on that. I’m beat.” She’d gotten very little sleep last night. Though she and Jack hadn’t made plans to spend this evening together, she was fairly certain he was expecting her to return to his place. Before she did that, she wanted some alone time—in her bathtub with a glass of wine. She needed to unwind.

“I’ll talk to you in the morning,” Travis said as she used the back door to his office, which led to stairs that took her directly to the parking lot. Once she hit the bottom, she cursed. Streetlight was still out. She’d called twice about getting it repaired. The lack of lighting cast the lot in eerie shadows. She’d asked one of the bouncers to walk her to her car the past few nights, but she’d forgotten tonight.

There were only three cars in the lot and no people, unlike nights when the club was open. She shrugged off her fear, digging for her car keys. She was fine. The lot was quiet.

She clicked the unlock button a few feet away from her car and was about to open the door when someone grabbed her from behind. A hand covered her mouth, halting her scream, and she was pushed against the side of her vehicle. She struggled hard, trying to break the man’s powerful grip.

“It’s me,” Jack’s gruff voice said in her ear.

She ceased fighting and closed her eyes, trying to batten down the terror he’d provoked. She reached up to pull his hand away from her mouth, but he wouldn’t release her.

“It’s dark as shit out here,” he said, his tone alerting her to his anger. “Do you know how dangerous it is for a woman to walk through a parking lot alone at night?”

She tugged at his hand again and this time he uncovered her mouth. Unfortunately, he kept her pressed firmly against her car.

“Yes, I know, but I looked around. I didn’t see anyone.”

“I think I just proved you didn’t look very well. It was too fucking easy for me to sneak up on you.”

She huffed out an annoyed breath. “Yeah, about that, Smacker. You scared the fucking shit out of me. Now do you mind backing up a step? You’re crowding me.”

Jack didn’t move, nor did he relax his tight grip. “No. I’m not letting you go until we come to an understanding.”

She wished she weren’t getting turned on by his physically aggressive treatment, but she couldn’t deny the sudden wetness flooding her panties. Jesus. “What kind of understanding?”

“We agreed that inside the bedroom, you’d submit your body to me. We also know that there’s no way in hell you’ll submit anything to me outside the bedroom, right?”

She nodded. She was far too independent to take orders from any man. Jack understood that. It was probably the only reason their newfound relationship had a chance at success. “Sex is one thing, but my life, my decisions are my own.”

“And I respect that. Hell, that’s one of the things I love most about you.”

She smiled, wondering if the pleasure that simple admission evoked in her would ever pass.

He continued speaking. “However, that also means I trust you to take care of yourself when I’m not with you.”

She sighed. He had a point. “I get it, Jack. Honestly, I do. Every night I’ve had one of the bouncers walk me to my car. Tonight, I just got distracted.”

“By what?”

She leaned forward, placing her head on her car. There was no way she could tell him what had been hovering at the back of her mind all day. She still couldn’t believe she’d told Travis.

“I—” She hesitated, searching for some reasonable excuse. “You. Okay? I was freaking thinking about you.”

Jack pressed his hard cock against her ass and she groaned. “Me? Or this?” He pushed harder and the naughty girl inside came out to play, returning the pressure, wiggling a bit.

“Both,” she whispered when he reached around and grasped her breasts in his large palms, squeezing her sensitive flesh and driving her arousal higher.

“I want you,” he admitted.

“Take me.”

Keeping her back to his chest, he propelled her several steps to the left, toward the hood of the car. “Unless you tell me no, I’m going to fuck you right here, Em. Right now.”

Her body shifted into overdrive and she knew there was nothing she wanted more. “Do it.”

Jack’s grip tightened on her waist and she sensed her answer pleased him. She wanted him, wanted the world to see this incredible man staking his claim and taking her.

He pulled up her skirt, his fingers delving beneath her panties. He shoved two inside to the hilt as she leaned over, her elbows landing on the hood. “God, yes,” she hissed.

Jack finger-fucked her faster as she pushed against each thrust, trying to drive him deeper. He bent over her back, reaching around with his free hand to grasp her breast. He pinched her nipple and she spun into orbit, her orgasm hitting her like a runaway train.

For several moments, Jack held her, both of them remaining motionless as she tried to calm her ragged breath. His fingers were still lodged inside her as his hand cupped the sensitive flesh of her breast, only her thin T-shirt and bra serving as a barrier.

“Please,” she said at last. “I need you, Jack. Inside me.”

“Here?”

She tried to understand if his question was based on amazement or horror or some combination of the two.

“Here.” She’d passed the point of no return, not caring where he took her and who saw. From their current position, she suspected Travis could see them through the back window of his office if he was looking. Anyone could walk behind the bar from one of the side streets and catch them.

She heard the rasping sound of Jack’s zipper being lowered. She looked over her shoulder and saw him reach for his back pocket.

“No condom. I’m on the Pill,” she said.

He looked at her for just a moment before nodding. “I love you.”

She smiled, unable to hold in the happiness threatening to shatter her into a million tiny pieces. “I love you too.”

He moved forward, tugging her panties to the side and placing his cock at the entrance to her body. She shivered in anticipation, the slight chill of the evening adding to her arousal. The hood of the car was cool, the sensation seeping through her T-shirt, causing her nipples to tighten. It reminded her of the ice Jack had rubbed on them to remove the wax.

Jack slowly pushed forward, entering her not with the same roughness she’d come to expect—and love—from him, but with a patient pace that was as torturous as it was beautiful.

Once he was lodged fully, he froze for a moment. “Hold on.”

She pressed her palms flat against the hood, using them to anchor her as Jack fucked her in earnest—his blows coming rapidly, stroking every needy inch of her cunt. She came twice before he joined her in ecstasy.

The night was silent, the distant sound of traffic from the main street mingling with their labored breaths as they tried to recover.

Jack stood, refastening his pants. Emma was too overwhelmed—physically and emotionally—to move. She startled slightly when his hand lightly brushed her ass as he lowered her skirt. Strong hands wrapped around her upper arms as Jack pulled her upright. She turned and he tucked her closely against his chest, holding her securely.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

Her mind whirled over the apology, trying to think of a single thing he had to be sorry for.

Finally, her mind landed on something. “You didn’t scare me that bad.”

He shook his head. “I mean for taking you like that—here in public. Anyone could have walked by and seen us, Emma. I didn’t mean to put you in a position like that.”

Her heart fell. He was ashamed of what they’d done. While they were in the act, she could have sworn he was as turned-on as she was. Had he simply gotten carried away by the moment? Was he truly appalled by their actions?

She swallowed heavily, trying to dislodge the lump in her throat. “It’s okay,” she said softly, pushing away the crushing disappointment she felt.

Had she been right? The other night onstage, tonight—both times, had Jack been forced out of his comfort zone while she’d found her personal Eden?

She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter one way or the other. Her feelings for Jack certainly outweighed some unexpected, unwelcome fetish. If he wasn’t interested, she’d simply find a way to suppress the desire. Hide the truth.

She could do that.

Right?


Chapter 7

Jack looked out at the horizon and acknowledged that time was not on his side. Soon they would land ashore and Emma, along with the other hostages, would be ransomed and returned to their homes. He’d spent a majority of the past few days losing himself in her sweet body, enraptured by her spirit, her intelligence, her beauty. Letting her go would be the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he knew there was no help for it. He was a pirate, a wanted man. He had nothing to offer a woman of her ilk. This morning, the realization sunk it. Emma had to return to her father, to her home.

“There you are.” She walked up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist. His attempts to keep her below deck had failed miserably. Emma had managed to charm his entire crew, the men treating her as a little sister, caring for and spoiling her. He’d begun to suspect if it came down to taking orders from Emma or him, three-fourths of his men would follow her.

He swallowed heavily, resigned that the next few moments were bound to be some of the most difficult of his life. “I was simply admiring the view.”

He felt her slight jolt of surprise when she spotted the land in the distance. “We’re almost home.”

He shook his head. “No, madam. You are almost home. I live on the sea.”

She fell silent for several moments and he prayed she wouldn’t ask the next question. As always, heaven wasn’t on his side.

“What are we going to do about us?” she asked.

“Us?” he asked gruffly. “There is no us.”

He continued to stare hard at the sea. He feared one look at her face and he’d fall apart, beg for forgiveness. Terror gripped him as he realized exactly how close he was to pleading with her to run away with him.

“I don’t understand.”

He swallowed heavily and took a deep breath. Painting on an expressionless face, he turned to look at her. “What exactly don’t you understand?” His tone was deliberately hostile. Perhaps if he could rouse her temper, he’d manage to match the emotion.

She narrowed her gaze and he was grateful for her dry eyes. She was strong and proud. She wouldn’t cry. That thought only made him love her more. “Forgive me, but I thought…” She paused. Her words weren’t coming easily. “I believed that you loved me.”

He watched the effect his harsh bark of laughter had on her. He knew the exact moment her heart broke. Knew it because his shattered as well.

She blinked rapidly. She wouldn’t let him see her beaten. She was too confident for that. “I see.” Her voice was soft, but the anger behind her words was unmistakable. “So, it would seem you really are as black-hearted and cold as they claim.”

He bowed slightly, acknowledging her insult with feigned pleasure. “I didn’t get the name Black Jack by accident.”

She surprised him then, her lips turning up slightly in a smile. He narrowed his gaze, wondering what she was thinking.

Why wasn’t she shedding any tears? He felt as if he could dissolve into a pool of agony. Had he been alone in his feelings of fondness?

“Well, then it would seem I owe you another one of these.”

Before he could reply, she struck him. Hard. She put so much strength into her blow that he fell back a pace before he could steady himself. Again, Jack heard the gasps of his men.

As he’d hoped, his fury broke. He was losing the most important person in his life. Suddenly, irrationally, he wanted her to share his pain.

“You’ll pay for that, madam.” Bending forward, he threw her over his shoulder, the motion reminding him of her first day on the ship. The day he’d conquered her, claimed her maidenhead and made her his woman.

Emma fought him, beating at his back with hard, pummeling fists. He ignored the pain as he descended the ladder, carrying her to his bedroom. They hadn’t landed ashore yet. There was still one more night to be shared. Be it with loving touches or fists and rope, he didn’t care. He would have her one last time.

Setting her on her feet, Jack was prepared when she launched herself at him. He caught her swinging arms, twisting them behind her back. Her gasp of pain caused him to loosen his grip, only to tighten it once more when she landed an excruciating kick against his shin.

“Let me go, you bastard! You whoreson. You…you…”

“I think I’m following your theme. Regardless, we are at sea and you are still my prisoner.” He pushed her toward the bed and saw shocked awareness creep into her eyes.

“You can’t be serious. I won’t lie with you again, you rutting cock. Let go of me! Put me in the hold with the other prisoners. This game is done.”

He shook his head and pushed her none-too-gently onto his bed. She tried to push herself upright, but he followed her down, trapping her with his body. She struggled with renewed vigor and it took all his strength to pin down her flailing arms. Unfortunately, he failed to capture them before she dug her fingers into his left cheek, her nails leaving gouges that stung painfully.

Holding her against the mattress, he stilled for a moment, taking stock of his injuries. Once he’d determined he wasn’t bleeding too badly, he turned his attention back to her. Her hair had fallen loose from her chignon and she was breathing heavily—equal parts exhaustion and fear. She’d put up a hell of a fight. His arousal grew. She was an amazing woman.

“The game isn’t over until I say it is.” He pressed her wrists more tightly as her lips parted with a gasp.

“I won’t give in to you this time. I won’t stop fighting.”

“I look forward to the battle. It will make the spoils of war that much sweeter.” He bent down and placed his lips against hers. It wasn’t a gentle kiss or a wooing. He forced her lips open, driving his tongue into her mouth. She wasn’t going to forget him or this night. He intended to leave a mark, to weave himself so deeply into her soul that she’d never be rid of him.

She tried to twist away from his hard kiss. He moved her arms above her head, capturing her wrists in one hand. With the other, he gripped her hair, holding her in place as he ravished her lips. Plunging his tongue in again, he jerked when she tried to bite him. He moved his face away a few inches, studying her glaring eyes. “You want to play rough, do you?”

She continued to squirm, her fury knowing no bounds.

“So be it.”

He rose from the bed and grabbed a length of rope from the corner. Emma bolted, running for the door. He caught her before she reached the knob. Carrying her as she kicked and screamed, he ignored her blows, his intent clear.

He threw her back onto the bed, landing on top of her. After several moments of sheer aggression, he managed to secure her hands to the headboard. When she continued to thrash out at him with kicking legs, he tied first one and then the other leg to the corner posts of his footboard. Reaching for the nightstand drawer, he took hold of a knife.

She gasped, but refused to give up her struggles.

“I suggest you hold still lest you want to be cut.”

She froze, panting furiously. She never moved a muscle as he succinctly and systematically cut every inch of material away from her body. Once she lay naked, spread-eagle before him, he rose and slowly stripped off his own clothing.

Emma fell silent, though her eyes bespoke murder, vengeance, hate. Her anger fueled his, allowing him to escape his pain at letting her go on the morrow.

“I’ll never forgive you for this,” she whispered when he climbed atop her trembling body and placed his cock at her wet opening.

But he refused to give up this last evening inside her precious body. “So be it,” he repeated as he thrust inside.

Jack paused outside the club and tried to cast the disturbing nightmare from his thoughts. The pirate fetish had infiltrated the deepest parts of his psyche, consuming him day and night. He’d relived the fantasy of Black Jack and Emma ever since he’d shared the stage with her, but this latest addition to the story haunted him. Terrified him. He’d never hurt her, never force her. Yet he felt like he was propelling them—propelling her—toward an inevitable outcome. He was afraid of driving her toward a life that would ultimately disgust Emma and cause her to hate him.

The image of her face in his nightmare returned, as did her words. I’ll never forgive you for this.

He pushed the thought aside. It wasn’t real. He’d never do anything to hurt her. Never.

Emma was turning out to be so much more than he’d ever expected in bed. Every night they came together in a rush of overwhelming need, his hunger for her insatiable. He was a selfish bastard for wanting more than she’d already offered. Guilt for taking her publicly in the parking lot had obviously led to the nightmare. He needed to back off. He had no right to ask for anything else. She was a giving, loving, amazing woman and he was a fool and an ass to think anything was missing from their newfound relationship.

He took a steadying breath and tried to release some of the tension in his shoulders. He wouldn’t lose her. He couldn’t.

Walking into Scoundrels, he spotted his girlfriend instantly. He grinned at the thought. Emma was his girlfriend. It was incredible how natural their changed status seemed. It felt like they were trying to make up for a lifetime of sheer blind stupidity. His perfect partner had been standing next to him his entire life and he’d never managed to put two and two together.

She had her back to him, standing with the hostess as they looked at the list of people waiting for a table. It was Saturday night and the club was hopping with partygoers, celebrating the weekend with drinks and sex—either real or imagined. Emma was wearing a short skirt and silky blouse, her hair pulled back in a low ponytail that made his fingers itch to release it just to watch it fall over her shoulders.

She shook her head and, by her demeanor, it was clear she trying to sort out some problem. He hung back for several moments, watching her in her natural environment. She was in her element, poised and professional. The hostess listened to Emma’s instructions intently, nodding occasionally.

Once it appeared she had dealt with the problem, he moved, remaining behind her. Stepping close, he put his hands over her eyes, leaning forward to whisper in her ear. “Have you been a good girl?”

He felt her cheeks lift as she smiled. “Hell no,” she said. “Where’s the fun in that?”

He grinned at her response. Emma was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman. She removed his hands on her eyes and turned to face him.

“Does this mean I need to punish you later?”

“Why wait?” she teased.

He took a deep breath and felt the resurgence of his cock. That didn’t take long. He’d become accustomed to walking around with a hard-on every time Emma appeared. Of course, his fantasies about her tended to keep him riding at half-mast even when she wasn’t around. “Don’t tempt me.”

She winked at him. “Why not? I’ve missed you today.”

“You’re asking for it. I’m warning you now. I’m a man on the edge.”

He heard her quick intake of breath and watched her face flush with arousal. Jesus, she wanted him too. He couldn’t wait. Maybe they could find somewhere relatively private… “As I recall, there’s a storage closet off the back hallway. Start walking.”

She bit her lip, looking around the crowded club, then she turned in the direction of the closet. He’d sworn after the incident in the parking lot he wouldn’t put her in an uncomfortable position at work again. Christ, he’d decided as much just before walking into the nightclub. What was wrong with him? Where was his willpower?

He followed Emma down a dark passage, trying to convince himself to stop now. They paused outside the door but before he could rescind the invitation, she pulled him inside, closing the door behind them.

To hell with it. He needed her. It was as simple as that.

He pulled her face toward his, initiating a strong kiss. His need for control surfaced whenever she was within a few feet of him. He loved commanding this powerful woman, knowing she bent to his will alone.

He pushed her against the wall, thrusting his tongue between her parted lips as he pulled her hair free of its constraining band.

She pushed back a fraction of an inch. “Hey, I’m still on the clock. You’re messing up my hair.”

He ignored her complaint, pulling her face back to his, resuming the kiss. He wanted more of her. Reaching down, he lifted her leg to his waist, letting his fingers dip beneath the flimsy material of her skirt. She moved her hips back, allowing him easier access to her pussy.

She mewled softly when he delved beneath her panties and pressed one finger inside her. She shuddered slightly as he began to thrust shallowly, his thumb rubbing her clit. As he played with her cunt, he continued to worship her lips—determined to share her space, her air, her cries.

“God, Jack,” she whispered. Her pussy muscles clenched tightly and he sensed she was nearing an orgasm—when a voice in the hallway disrupted the private paradise they’d created in the tiny closet.

“How many packs do you need?” a male voice called out to someone.

Emma lowered her leg quickly, the motion forcing Jack to remove his hand from her wet depths. Her skirt fell back into place and they separated as the door opened. The man—a busboy, judging from his uniform—seemed startled to see them. When his gaze landed on Emma and her mussed-up hair, he stammered, “Sorry, Ms. Potter. I didn’t know you were in here.”

Jack saw a faint blush cover Emma’s cheeks and he felt guilty. Once again, he’d put her in a precarious spot at work. He needed to get a handle on himself and his desires before he pushed her away with his demands. His feelings for Emma were strong and true. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her by forcing her into situations that made her uneasy.

“Did you need something, Pete?” Jack was impressed by the steadiness of Emma’s voice. She never let anything fluster her for long.

“We’re out of napkins,” Pete replied, red-faced with embarrassment.

Emma pointed to a shelf on the opposite wall. “They’re over there.”

Pete hastily grabbed two large packages of napkins, turning for the door and his escape. “Thanks. And um…sorry!”

Pete closed the door behind him. Jack turned and gave Emma a guilty grin. If the busboy hadn’t spoken before entering, they would have been caught in a much more risqué arrangement. He’d been seconds away from unzipping his pants and driving his cock into Emma’s cunt.

“Damn,” Emma muttered. Jack knew it bothered her to be caught making out with her boyfriend while on the job. Emma took work very seriously.

“Sorry,” he said, with an apologetic shrug.

She gave him a rueful grin. “Busted.”

He laughed, pleased by her amazing resilience. Somehow she always found a way to find the humor in any situation. “What do you say we cool off with a couple of drinks at the bar?”

Emma glanced back at the door and Jack wondered at her reticence. Surely she didn’t want to continue where they’d left off. Did she?

“Emma?”

“I saved us a table for the fantasy show,” she said.

Jack just barely restrained from groaning aloud. He was finding it extremely difficult to keep from pulling her skirt up, bending her over a stack of boxes and fucking her senseless. With any other woman, that’s exactly what he would do, but he couldn’t do that to Emma. He wasn’t trying to get laid. He wanted the whole enchilada—a relationship, love, trust, commitment. If that meant he needed to curb his twisted kinks for a lifetime, then that’s what he’d do.

“Jack?” she asked quietly. “Don’t you want to see the show?”

He wanted to fucking be in the show. With her. There was no way he could sit in that darkened theater and keep his hands to himself.

Instead of speaking the truth, however, he heard himself say, “Sure. The show sounds great.”

He waited while Emma attempted to put her hair back in its ponytail. He used the time to try to convince his cock to deflate a bit. It was going to be tough walking through the club with an erection the size of his forearm.

“Okay?” he asked when she smoothed the material of her skirt.

“Yep.” She opened the door and he did a quick readjustment of his cock. His hard-on clearly wasn’t going anywhere. This was going to be a long night.

As they settled themselves in the corner booth Emma had reserved, Jack knew he was in deep shit. If she’d chosen one of the more visible tables toward the front of the auditorium, he’d have found it easier to restrain himself. Instead, she’d placed them in the back, tucked away in one of the darkest, most secluded areas of the club.

In other words, all bets were off.

He couldn’t watch the sexual fantasy onstage and not touch her. He swore to himself he’d go slowly. If Emma stiffened up or gave him the slightest inclination that she was uncomfortable, he’d find a way to stop. Otherwise, she was going to find herself with a pussy full of fingers very shortly.

The lights dimmed as the music cued the beginning of the show. The stage was sparsely furnished and Jack quickly realized this week’s theme was a striptease act. Four scantily clad women danced around poles that had been positioned at various places on the stage. Their movements were fluid, sensual, hot as hell.

Jack moved closer to Emma on the booth’s bench seat. Reaching down, he gripped her right knee and pulled until her leg straddled one of his. The position left her open for his questing fingers.

He halfheartedly watched the dancers while he used his peripheral vision to try to read Emma’s reactions to his touch. He lightly caressed the soft skin at the inside of her upper thigh and he heard Emma’s struggle to take a steady breath.

The women’s movements around the poles slowed as the music grew louder and four men walked onto the stage, carrying chairs. Each man positioned himself beside one of the dancers and the women’s performances resumed. This time, Jack found himself enthralled by the responses of the males. He shared their painful needs, understood how difficult it was to sit next to sex personified and not be able to release those desires.

Emma’s hand tentatively rubbed his covered cock and he gritted his teeth. An image of her dancing in front of him clouded his vision to everything in the club. She’d twirl and twist sinuously until he freed his dick, rubbing the hard flesh with his fist. Then he’d bid her drop to her knees to suck him.

The speed of her strokes beneath the table picked up and she pressed harder. He imitated the movement, driving two fingers deep inside her pussy, both of them oblivious to the actors onstage.

He wrapped his other arm around her, pulling her closer, enjoying the feel of her hot breath on his face. They were struggling to remain quiet, to keep the motions of their hands beneath the table subtle enough that those at neighboring tables wouldn’t know what they were doing. The concealment of their actions drove Jack’s arousal higher, lost in their secret world of give and take.

Jack brushed her clit with his thumb and Emma gasped. Both of them stilled at the sound, waiting to see if anyone else had heard. A waitress walked by with a tray of drinks, but she bypassed their table without glancing their way. Jack crooked his fingers inside Emma.

“I want to touch you,” Emma whispered. Her fingers tightened around his cock as best they could, given the constraints of his pants.

They were pushing the limits of acceptable behavior already. If she released his dick, he’d never manage to restrain from fucking her right here, right now. Public indecency arrests be damned.

He shook his head. “Later. I’m going to push you to your knees and you’re going to suck my cock until I explode. Then you’re going to drink down every single drop of my come.”

His sensual promise had her eyes drifting shut and her pussy clenching around his fingers until he added, “But not here, Emma. Not now.”

She opened her eyes and looked at him. He watched as she recalled their surroundings and removed her hand from his cock. She apparently expected him to follow suit.

He grinned and shook his head. “You’re not waiting.”

She frowned, confused.

“You’re coming now.”

He began to move his fingers inside her cunt, faster, harder. Her hand wrapped around his wrist, but he refused to stop.

His thumb rubbed her clit firmly and she shuddered. He sensed she was fighting to remain quiet, perhaps even struggling not to come. He wouldn’t give her that option. He added a third finger and leaned closer, whispering in her ear. Nothing sent Emma over the edge faster than dirty talk.

“Don’t fight this, Emma. Don’t fight me. I own this cunt and this body and I want to watch you disintegrate right here, with all these people around us.”

She shook her head, her eyes closing slowly, and he knew she was still holding back.

“Goddamn it,” he whispered, keeping his voice low. “Don’t you dare refuse me. Keep fighting this and I’ll take you home and beat your ass until you can’t sit comfortably for a week.”

The threat hit home. Not because of fear, but because of Emma’s pure, unabashed love of his hand striking her bare ass. He’d given her several sexual spankings over the past two weeks and her resulting orgasms were some of the strongest he’d ever witnessed.

“Please,” she hissed as her inner muscles compressed, clamping down on his fingers painfully.

“Now,” he murmured.

She jerked when he crooked his fingers inside her. Her hand flew to his upper arm, gripping it tightly as she tried to ride out her orgasm in silence. The music reached a crescendo, the noise helping to drown out her quiet moans. The spotlights on the stage flashed in a variety of colors, casting Emma’s gorgeous face in a rainbow, highlighting her ecstasy.

As the music dimmed and the theater went dark with the end of the show, Jack removed his fingers, making sure her skirt covered her once more. As the house lights came on, he glanced at his girlfriend and felt a twinge of guilt surface once more. Christ. He’d done it again.

“Emma.”

She looked at him, her face a mixture of quiet expectation and what he thought was nerves.

“You make me lose my head.”

She smiled softly. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

He shrugged. “I find it very difficult to keep my hands off you, regardless of our surroundings. I apologize for that.”

She started to speak but he cut her off. If she spoke now, he might lose his nerve, might not find the strength to say these things later. “It’s hard for me to set limits with you. When I’m with you, I want you. It’s as simple and as difficult as that. You’ve set free some fairly well-hidden inclinations in me.”

“Inclinations?”

He nodded. They’d been friends for too long. Regardless of their changed status, he couldn’t hold the truth from her any longer. She deserved to know exactly what sort of man he was. He’d confess and then they’d find a way to move on from here together. The idea of moving on separately wasn’t an option.

“I loved performing that fetish fantasy with you onstage.”

She seemed shocked by his admission. Christ, this was going to be harder than he thought.

“You did?”

He nodded. “I think you’re pretty aware that I like to do some kinky things in the bedroom.”

She laughed lightly. In the two short weeks they’d been together, he’d tied her up countless times and ways, indulged in wax play, anal play and introduced her to a host of toys.

“Really?” she asked, feigning surprised. “I had no idea.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re an amazing woman, Emma. Loving, giving, open to new experiences. I’ve pushed you hard in every way, even knowing that your sexual proclivities, until we got together, were fairly tame.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“I don’t have the right to ask you for more.”

She frowned. “But you want more?”

He hesitated, trying to interpret her tone. Was she appalled, intrigued? “I’ve been having some fairly racy fantasies since that pirate act. I’m finding it difficult to shed the Black Jack persona.”

She grinned. “I liked Black Jack.”

“Yeah, well, my Black Jack tends to get a little rough and demanding at times.”

“What’s he demanding?”

He looked at her, dropping the walls and offering a clear view straight to his soul. “Sex in public, capture fantasies, whips, chains.”

She blinked rapidly.

Jesus. He’d gone too far. “I don’t need that,” he said hastily.

“But you want it?”

He took an uneasy breath, finding it difficult to get air to his lungs. “Listen, forget it.”

She scowled. “I don’t want to forget it.”

“No,” he insisted. “I’ve said what I wanted to say. I don’t need or expect an answer right now, Em. Take some time. Think about it. I know you don’t like to speak without considering all the angles and I want you to do that. If you decide it’s all too much for you, then we drop the subject here. We never have to mention it again.”

“But—”

He placed his fingers against her lips. “Shhh. Conversation’s closed. I said my piece. Now we can move on as we were.”

“Jack—”

He kissed her to silence her. Emma was a thinker. He knew she’d need time to consider everything he’d said. He’d give her plenty of time and he’d be very careful to remain within the limits they’d already drawn. “Let’s go home and make love, Emma.”

The rest could wait.

Forever if need be.


Chapter 8

Emma stood outside the jailhouse and cursed herself for being a fool.

She’d fallen for Jack’s lies on the ship. Let herself believe he didn’t truly care for her. After their night of overpowering passion, she’d awoken the next morning alone in Jack’s bed.

Time at that point flew by. They landed onshore and Jack negotiated the terms for her release as well as that of the other sailors in her father’s employ. He’d locked her in his cabin, not returning. Once the ransom was received, she’d been escorted home by strangers, despite her demands to speak to Jack. She’d left him a long letter expressing her true feelings for him. She loved him, and she would until the day she died. She begged him to come to her.

No response came and for days she’d tried to hate him, tried to feel joy over the news he’d been captured and was facing execution for piracy and kidnapping, tried to forget how much she loved him.

Then she’d overheard her parents speaking about her strange behavior upon her return, concerned that she was uncharacteristically subdued and quiet. She listened as her father expressed his surprise that Black Jack hadn’t taken any money for returning her to her family.

She was also shocked to discover Jack hadn’t been captured. According to her father, he’d surrendered. Jack hadn’t ransomed her. He’d released her. The fool had thought she’d be better off without him and now he was sacrificing his life to protect her.

Her path was suddenly clear.

A door opened and Emma was ushered inside the jailhouse, along with three other women. She’d recruited the help of Jack’s crew in plotting his rescue. Together, they’d hatched a plan to break the pirate captain out of the prison.

Dressed as a prostitute, she followed the other women. They’d told the guards Jack’s men had splurged for their captain to have one last fuck before facing the gallows in the morning. The guards allowed Emma into Jack’s cell, while the other prostitutes entertained them with alcohol and sex. Little did the guards know, the drinks were drugged.

Emma’s heart pounded as she stepped into Jack’s dark cell. It took several moments for her eyes to adjust to the shadows. Jack was sitting on the floor, chained to the wall, and he appeared to be asleep.

“I’m not interested in what you’re offering.” His voice was gruff, almost angry.

She didn’t move, too overwhelmed with joy. This plan would work. It had to. She couldn’t imagine a world where Black Jack didn’t exist. When she didn’t respond, he leaned closer.

“What do you want?” he asked and she knew he didn’t recognize her.

“You,” she whispered.

The chains clanged against the wall as Jack jerked with surprise. “Emma?”

She moved closer, pausing when she reached the thin beam of moonlight touching the floor from a high window.

“Am I dreaming?” His voice seemed pained.

Emma walked closer, dropping to her knees. She could see dark bruises on his arms and face. Her lover had been beaten. Badly.

“Jack,” she said, her heart breaking as she touched his injured eye.

He scowled. “Jesus. It’s really you. What the hell are you doing here? What are you wearing?”

“I came to rescue you.”

His face darkened. “Are you fucking mad? Get the hell out of here before someone discovers you!”

She shook her head. “No. I’m not leaving without you.”

“Goddamn it, Emma. You need to go back home. To your family. You’ll be safe there. You can’t stay with me.”

She kissed him on the cheek, her beliefs confirmed. He’d lied to protect her. “I can’t live without you.”

She threw her leg over his lap where he was seated on the floor, covering his face with gentle kisses.

He resisted her ardor for a moment, then his willpower seemed to break and he moved his lips toward hers. “Kiss me, my love,” he whispered.

She covered his mouth with hers, loving the feeling of his tongue as it brushed her lips, her teeth, tasting her.

For several moments they simply kissed, like lovers reunited after years apart. Jack broke the connection first.

“You need to leave, you little fool. Don’t you understand? Everything I’ve done is for you. For your safety and happiness.”

She cupped his cheek. “You’re the fool to believe I’d ever be happy without you. I’ll leave, Jack, but only with you.”

The door to the cell opened. One of the other prostitutes came in and thrust a ring of keys into Emma’s hands.

“The guards are asleep,” the woman said. “You better hurry up and find the key to those chains though. No telling how long they’ll stay that way. We’ll stand watch outside. Make haste or we’re all bound for the gallows.”

As the prostitute left, Emma hastily began working to find the correct key, despite Jack’s protests that she leave.

“Emma. I mean it. Get out of here. I’m not leaving with you.”

She paused briefly and narrowed her eyes. “If you don’t leave, I don’t leave.”

His frown darkened as she continued fiddling with the keys, trying one after another in the lock. “And where do you think we’re going to go? Have you even considered that?”

“Your men have secured a ship. It’s awaiting us just offshore. Once I give the signal, we can row out, board it and sail off into the sunset.”

Jack appeared taken aback by her thorough planning. “What about your family?”

“I left them a note. My future is with you, Jack.” As she spoke the words, the lock gave way. Jack pulled off the manacles. Before Emma could rise, he pushed her onto her back on the dirt floor, coming over her and kissing her senseless.

“I love you,” he whispered.

She smiled. “I love you too. Now get up. We have to leave.”

Jack rose, reaching down to give Emma a hand up, not releasing it as the two of them snuck past the sleeping guards and out into the moonlit night.

Jack pulled her closer, kissing the top of her head. “Sunset, here we come.”

Emma looked at herself in the dressing room mirror, fighting to recognize the image staring back at her. She’d spent the past two weeks in a constant state of sexual frustration. Not that she’d been lacking for sex. She’d spent every single one of those nights in Jack’s bed, constantly breaking her personal records for most orgasms in an evening. No, it wasn’t the lack of sex that was annoying her.

It was Jack. He was pissing her off. Big-time. Infuriating man dropped his sexual fetish bombs and then refused to let her respond, insisting she take time to think about it.

Think? What the fuck did she need to think about? For the first time in her life, she’d had an answer at the ready within seconds. She’d been fully prepared to dive into all of Jack’s fantasies immediately, without a moment’s hesitation, because she wanted every single thing he did.

But the fool thought she needed time, kept insisting he wouldn’t rush her, force her into anything. She blew out a long, exasperated breath.

She’d tried every day since his confession to bring up the subject, only to have the conversation shot down by Jack. Tonight, he would listen—if not to her words, then definitely to her actions.

He’d given her more than enough time to make a plan and she intended to blow her lover’s mind.

“Five minutes, Emma,” the stage manager said from the doorway. She gave a quick wave to let him know she was ready.

She took one last look in the mirror and smiled at her image. Her eyes were heavily lined in black, her lips a vivid red. She was in head-to-toe black, wearing a leather bra that showcased her breasts in a way she’d never imagined possible. She ran her hands along the tight leather leggings, trying to imagine what Jack would think of her Dominatrix look. As she walked toward the hallway, she grabbed the flogger propped up in the corner.

Jack wanted whips and chains and that was what he was going to get…with a twist. He’d pay for making her wait.

Standing in the wings, she snuck a quick peek toward the audience, just in time to see the hostess showing Jack to the front-and-center table she’d reserved for him. She grinned as she watched Jack glance around the crowded room. No doubt he’d expected her to already be seated.

As the house lights dimmed and the music started, a spotlight shone on the lone piece of equipment. A tall wooden beam with manacles hanging from a hook near the top, positioned in the center of the stage. She’d had it installed earlier in the day, making certain the specifications were perfect for her intentions. The length of chain with the wrist straps could be adjusted to accommodate a tall man like Jack, or a shorter woman like her.

Tonight was supposed to be the last night of the striptease fantasy, but Emma had convinced Travis to allow her to shake things up a bit. Actually, she hadn’t had to do much convincing at all. When she’d laid out her scheme for Trav, he’d jumped on board wholeheartedly. She’d appreciated her friend’s confidence and support.

The dancers walked onto the stage. As the men placed their chairs onstage, the women began to move—a synchronized lap dance. Emma glanced toward Jack and saw him looking around, searching the darkened audience for her.

The music changed slightly, her cue to enter stage right. She tried to still her racing heart. She was a perfect combination of nerves and excitement. She and Travis had spent nearly an hour together this afternoon as he tried to teach her how to properly wield the lightweight suede flogger in her hand. She’d been surprised by Travis’ knowledge when he’d outfitted her with a small one he’d claimed was better suited to a beginner and shown her how to use it.

Emma took a steadying breath as the multiple spotlights on the dancers faded and a larger one headed toward her. Stepping into the light, she walked straight for the smooth wooden beam. She concentrated on her movements as she spun around the beam, letting the heat of the spotlight thaw away the cold nerves in the pit of her stomach. She was careful not to look in Jack’s direction too soon.

She wondered what he was thinking as she ran the soft suede straps along her body slowly. All talking in the audience had ceased, thrusting the room into a profound silence that drove Emma’s arousal higher, her sexual show gaining strength. She made a production of checking the chains on the beam, pretending to test the quality of the manacles.

The dancers froze in mid-motion as a voice came through the loudspeakers. Emma saw several members of the crowd jerk with surprise. The stage manager was speaking, inviting one lucky man to join the show and perform with their Dominatrix. For the first time, Emma allowed herself to look toward Jack’s chair.

His gaze captured hers and held it for a long, tense moment. Then, Jack rose from the table and walked to the stage. Emma fought to restrain her smile. Everyone associated with the show knew there was only one man she’d perform with. They’d all been cued to allow only Jack to join her, even though several other men were jostling for the part.

As he walked across the stage, his eyes never left hers. He oozed confidence, hunger, sex. Emma was certain every woman in the room was as spellbound by him as she. When he reached her side, he held out his hand.

She smiled and shook her head. “Mine.”

He scowled, but he didn’t argue. Instead he lowered his hand and shrugged as if to say, “It’s your show.”

The dancers had remained motionless until that point. At the first sign of Jack’s acquiescence, they moved back into the play. As Emma oversaw the scene, one of the female dancers began to unbutton Jack’s shirt. When the woman’s hands began to roam, Emma moved closer, striking the dancer’s leg with the flogger as a warning. Another dancer stepped up behind Jack to pull the shirt off. Once he was naked from the waist up, Emma nodded toward two of the male actors.

Jack stiffened briefly as the men walked closer. Emma reveled in her position of power. She’d always been content to let Jack lead the way in their sexual adventures and while she knew that was the way she preferred it, she couldn’t deny there was a certain headiness to being the one in control.

The men escorted Jack to the beam, each of them lifting and securing one of Jack’s wrists to the manacles. When they were finished, they stepped back, allowing Emma to tighten the chain, pulling his arms high above his head.

A quick glimpse below Jack’s waist proved he wasn’t exactly opposed to this role-reversal either. His cock was straining against the denim of his jeans and Emma briefly wished the rest of the audience were gone so she could free him and take him as she wanted.

The other dancers resumed their spots on the outer edges of the stage. The men sat once more as the women recommenced their sensual lap dances. Emma knew they were merely for decoration. She had no doubt every eye was following her motions, curious about what she’d do next.

She lifted the suede flogger and, starting at his temple, dragged it tantalizingly down his body. Jack appeared to stop breathing when she moved it below his waist toward his cock.

“You might not want to injure the crown jewels,” he murmured under his breath.

She gave him an angry glance, warning him to remain silent. It was a tricky look to maintain considering she was laughing inside at his jest.

Raising the flogger once more, she bid him to open his mouth. Jack obeyed, but his look let her know there would be a serious reckoning for everything she dished out on this stage. While she suspected he erroneously thought that would slow her down, it only proved to her she’d better get her money’s worth now while she had him at her mercy. She pushed the handle between his lips and ordered him to bite down.

Once he held the flogger in his mouth, she looked toward the stage manager, who started the next song. “Pump It” by the Black Eyed Peas began coursing throughout the club. The dancers began to move in time with the fast pace and Emma picked up the beat, walking around Jack, her hands touching every part of him as the women in the crowd began to cheer.

The dancers leaned over the men seated beneath them, pumping their hips up and down. Emma reached up to retrieve her toy, bidding Jack to turn around. The chain had enough give that he could face the audience or the wooden beam. When she lightly tapped the suede straps against his leg, Jack issued her a gaze promising retribution before he turned away from the audience.

Emma raised the flogger, swinging it first toward his jeans-covered ass. She could see the dancers had cast the chairs aside and the couples were performing a dance that screamed sex. The temperature on the stage increased and Emma felt sweat trickle between her breasts.

Jack released a breath after her third lashing. The thick denim and her light swings were ensuring he felt no pain. Once he relaxed, she moved in for the kill.

Raising her arm again, she remembered Travis’ lessons as she swung hard—and brought the flogger down on Jack’s bare back.

Jack jerked and, for the first time, he fought against the bonds at his wrists. She didn’t pause, didn’t lose the beat as she lashed him five more times. Tiny red marks crisscrossed his smooth skin, slick with sweat. She felt her own arousal grow as she imagined those same marks, that same pain on her own back. What wouldn’t she give in that moment to trade places with her lover? She couldn’t think of a single thing.

As the song neared its end, Emma dropped the flogger to the stage, turning her captive back toward the audience. She’d expected surprise, perhaps even a bit of anger in Jack’s gaze. What she wasn’t prepared for was the unconcealed hunger.

She heard several women in the audience cheer loudly, appreciating that look as well. She was going to have to keep a closer eye on her boyfriend after this.

Stepping closer, Emma rose on tiptoe to kiss her captive lover. If she’d had any illusions of being in control, Jack wiped them away in an instant. His lips claimed hers, devouring her, letting her know in no uncertain terms he’d allowed everything that had occurred on this stage to happen.

It was that knowledge that changed the tide for Emma.

The dancers moved into position for the final beats of the song. During rehearsal, the plan had been for Emma to raise her flogger one last time, the lights flashing off with her frozen in that frame.

She changed her mind. As the last pulse of the song played, Emma dropped to her knees, signaling her own submission.

The Dominatrix became the dominated as she knelt before her new Master.

The stage went dark, the music silent. For three heartbeats, not a sound was heard—and then the crowd went wild.

As the house lights came up, two dancers came over to release Jack. Emma stood slowly, turning, amazed to see every clubgoer in the place on their feet, giving them a standing ovation.

She didn’t have time to acknowledge their applause before she felt Jack’s arms engulf her. Much to the delight of the audience, he picked her up and carried her off the stage. He didn’t release her until they’d entered the dressing room. He placed her on her feet and she watched him turn to close and lock the door.

Suddenly, her bravado left her. “I can explain,” she said.

Jack whirled quickly, cutting her off. “No. Not a word. Take off that outfit.”

Her heart raced at his deep-voiced command. Was he angry? Upset?

“Now, Emma.” Crap. He sounded beyond angry—furious, pissed.

Had she fucked up? Gone too far? She tried to find some ounce of guilt, some shred of penance, but she simply couldn’t muster the emotion. He’d brought this on himself. For two weeks he’d held her at bay, refusing to give them what they both so obviously wanted.

Her own temper rising, she struggled with the zipper at the waistband. She wanted out of the outfit too. Impatiently, Jack took two steps forward and helped relieve her of her too-tight pants. Before she could lift her hands, Jack was there, working free the clasp of her bra, pulling it off her as well.

Though she’d been naked before him countless times before, this time was different. She felt vulnerable and exposed. Irritated. Hot.

He was still shirtless and, despite the anger that seemed to radiate from him, she couldn’t miss the hardness of his cock, waging a battle against the material of his jeans.

“Jack,” she started.

“Goddamn it, Emma. I don’t want to hear one fucking word from you. Turn around and bend over that dressing table.”

She snapped. “What? No. I’m not about to—”

He gripped her upper arm, turning and propelling her toward the table. She tried to fight, but her struggles were nothing compared to his strength at that moment. A strong hand at the back of her neck pushed her forward until she was in exactly the position he’d demanded.

She lifted her head to look at his face through the reflection in the mirror.

“I’m about to explode,” he said, his fingers working the zipper of his jeans. “Jesus, baby. That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, ever felt in my life.”

She was confused. “You’re not mad at me?”

He was struggling to shed his jeans, but her words drew him up short. “Mad? Are you kidding me? I can’t believe I didn’t come on that stage in front of everyone. God knows it was a close call. When you dropped to your knees…” He visibly shuddered.

He’d liked it. All of it.

This time, he didn’t stop, didn’t give her a chance to respond. He placed the head of his cock at the opening to her cunt and pushed in with one hard, fast thrust. She cried out—not with pain, but in sheer, utter relief.

“I want it all, Jack,” she said as he moved inside her. “The sex in public, the whips, the bondage, the dominance. I want all of it. And I don’t need any more fucking time to think about it.”

He stopped moving, his gaze capturing hers in the mirror’s reflection. “You realize I plan to be the one wielding the whip next time.”

She grinned. “I hope so.”

He leaned forward to press a kiss on the back of her head. “I love you, Emma.”

Her throat clogged with unshed tears of happiness. She pushed back against him and he resumed his motions, both of them reaching the peak together. For several moments after, they simply stood together, connected, one. Then Jack withdrew from her body and helped her up.

She turned to face him, cupping his cheek with her hand. “I love you, Smacker, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

Jack’s smile brightened the room. “You sure you don’t want to take some time to think about that?”

Her gaze narrowed, but his laughter cut off any chastisement she might issue.

“I’ll take the lifetime,” he said, leaning forward and kissing her.


Epilogue

“Ah. I love our little island. Love these long, lovely days.” Emma sighed as she stretched out on the blanket, soaking up as much of the glorious sunshine as possible. She peered at him with a sinful gleam in her eye. “And the even longer, sweeter nights.”

Jack lay down next to her and grinned, deciding he liked the rich brown tan on her skin. Porcelain-skinned women were overrated in England. He’d take a healthy-looking woman with color on her face any day. “You’re spoiled.”

She rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “I’m spoiled? Oh no, my dearest Black Jack, if anyone is spoiled it’s you. I’m far too accommodating to your desires.”

He turned on his side, resting his weight on his elbow. “My desires are tame compared to yours, wildcat.”

Emma rolled toward him, her hand drifting languidly down his bare chest. He held his breath as her fingers roamed closer to his breeches and the hard-on residing there. “I don’t want to be disciplined with you,” she whispered. “I only want to be wicked, to be free.”

He bent forward and kissed her—the strength of their passion growing with each passing second. Jack suspected they’d feel this incredible bond even when they were old and gray. He’d never tire of Emma, never have his fill.

She worked loose the ties on his pants, pulling his cock free as he slowly lifted her skirt, letting his fingers dance along her soft skin. Her legs parted, offering him easy access to his own personal Eden. He drew his hand along her slit, savoring the slippery feel of her juices. She was always wet, always ready to welcome him home.

She moaned as he dipped two fingers inside, her inner muscles clenching tightly. Typically he took his time with her, driving her to climax several times before entering her body. This time, he found his patience gone. He wanted her too badly to wait. Rising to his knees, he pressed his erection to her opening.

As he was about to enter her, he was distracted by a flash of bright sunlight—reflected on several drawn swords. He heard the pounding of many feet in the sand.

Glancing up, he realized they’d been surrounded.

Strong hands grabbed him and, though he tried to fight back, he was quickly captured, bound and trussed tightly by five savage-looking men.

Emma screamed and, as he watched, she too was confined by the brutish rogues.

“Let her go,” Jack demanded in as firm a voice as he could muster. They were in trouble. He’d been a fool to let down his guard, but when he was with Emma, the rest of the world seemed to disappear from his view.

One of the villains punched him in the stomach, the blow telling him only silence would be tolerated.

Emma continued to struggle against the hands holding her and Jack was suddenly grateful he hadn’t taken the time to undress her. She was decently covered. He may not be able to protect her at the moment, but at least she was spared that indignity, that humiliation.

The man who’d punched him walked over to Emma and Jack fought to escape the hold of the men, their grips punishing. The bastard ran his hand along Emma’s cheek and Jack felt a surge of pride as his fiery love spit in the man’s face.

The man calmly wiped her spittle off, seemingly unmoved by her insults and anger.

“You will bring us a fair price in the slave trade,” he said.

Jack’s heart skipped a beat, fear surging through his veins. “I’ll die before I let you use her so!”

The leader glanced over his shoulder, his gaze telling Jack that was a likely scenario. “She’s ours now, pirate. The sheik will pay a fair price for this beauty to become a member of his harem.”

Travis watched the unfolding scene from his office above the stage. Emma was struggling against the silken ties at her wrists, binding her to the headboard of the large bed. According to the script, she’d been captured and transported to this Arab country in the hold of a rogue’s ship, along with a dozen other frightened women. Now she was an enslaved bird in a luxurious cage, awaiting her initiation into the sheik’s harem. She’d been washed and pampered by two muscular eunuchs—men Emma had hired in hopes of rousing Jack’s jealously. She was scantily dressed in flowing silk and satin.

Tonight, the club was embarking on a new fantasy, but Emma’s costar was the same as always.

She and Jack had become regulars on the Scoundrels stage, their performances never failing to sell out. This evening’s event was no exception. Emma glanced to the window above the stage and threw him a covert wink. He chuckled.

“Where is she?” Jack bellowed just off-stage. His deep, firm voice sent a visible tremor of excitement through his captive. Travis glanced out into the crowd and suspected every other woman in the club was turned on too. The fairer sex considered his best friend pretty fucking hot when he was in fantasy mode. If that truth didn’t make Travis so much money, he’d have a lot of fun teasing Jack about it.

Jack walked onstage in flowing pants and an open robe that displayed his bare chest. Emma closed her eyes though it was hard to mistake the undeniable lust on her face.

She struggled against her bondage when the sheik lover approached her. Jack was an expert at assuming domineering roles. Travis had been told on countless occasions by women attending the shows how lucky he was to have landed Jack as one of his actors.

“Hello, my lovely slave,” Jack said, his voice oozing with sensuality. He placed his finger under Emma’s chin, studying her face as if inspecting his new property.

She twisted her head, shaking loose of his grip. “I don’t belong to you,” she proclaimed strongly. “And I never will!”

Jack gave her a wicked smile. “Is that so? Perhaps we should reevaluate that statement later. Much later.”

Travis grinned at the hidden meaning behind the threat. No doubt his friend would spend extra time after hours making sure Emma remembered exactly who she belonged to.

He’d never confessed to his friends the role he’d played in their debut on the Scoundrels stage. He figured somewhere down the road he’d let them in on the secret, tell them how he’d convinced both Marshall and Jennifer to call in sick.

Travis sighed and walked away from the window as the play continued, his two best friends finding bliss in each other’s arms. Ordinarily he enjoyed the shows, not shy about finding his own release with his hand as he watched his two best friends perform. Tonight, however, he felt restless. Caged. Alone.

It was simple for Jack to portray the dashing, commanding heroes the women in the audience loved so much. His friend was confident, handsome, and the world was his for the taking.

What would the crowd see in Travis, should he take the stage? A shattered soul seeking forgiveness and understanding? A broken, scarred baron living in eternal anguish in his lonely, dreary castle?

There wouldn’t be any bright spotlights on his stage. Only darkness. Always darkness.

Travis sank down onto the couch and closed his eyes. For the first time in a long time, watching wasn’t enough…

The End
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Prologue

Travis Knight turned away from the two-way glass in his office, the performance on the stage no longer filling that empty place inside him. Tonight’s fantasy involved a harem girl captured by a dominant sheik. The talented actors—his best friends—had never failed to capture his attention and enflame his imagination, but tonight the show left him cold.

Dropping onto a chair, he rubbed a weary hand over his face, his gaze traveling from one end of the room to the next. His desk was an experiment in disorderly conduct, papers stacked high, covering every horizontal inch of oak surface on the antique. He’d acquired the desk at an auction, the overly large piece appealing to him at the time. It was a desk that spoke of power and purpose, two attributes he’d worked hard to maintain throughout his life. Like the piles of shit teetering precariously atop it, he suspected all his hard-won control was about to topple as well.

His gaze moved to the walls lined with bookshelves, overflowing with countless novels. An avid reader, Travis’ tastes ran the gamut from horror to poetry. Books—like the fetish fantasies enacted in his club—allowed him brief escapes from reality. Glancing at the table beside him, he studied the dust gathering on the cover of the last book he’d attempted to read. He hadn’t picked it up in weeks, the words failing to pull him out of his stupor, his depression.

Darkness had finally descended and Travis was helpless to hold it at bay. He was too fucking tired of the fight. Enough was enough. Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes and succumbed to it. Clenching his fists, he considered his next move. It was clear he couldn’t remain in this club, couldn’t escape the demons roaming the rooms.

Maybe he’d leave Scoundrels to Emma. Give it to her and Jack as an engagement gift. After all, they’d found each other on the stage below. He knew their happiness and love shouldn’t leave him with this ache in his gut, but he couldn’t shake it. It was selfishness, pure and simple. He could admit that shortcoming. It’s not like he was proud of it. He wasn’t. Even so, that didn’t make it go away.

His friends had discovered love after years of standing right in front of each other. Love had a funny way of showing up in moments when you least expected it. At least that’s what Emma said. Travis had never felt the emotion. Not once. He grimaced and rubbed his side. Fucking ache was back again. He was screwed up—no two ways about it. Thinking about love shouldn’t cause physical pangs. Jesus.

He likened himself to a gentleman soldier, wounded and home from war. He could picture himself, scarred from too many battles, hardened by killing and bloodshed. He’d lock himself away in a dreary, cold manor, letting the chill and dampness settle into his bones as he waited for death to claim him. He’d shut himself away from the balls, the ton, the matchmaking grande dames, keeping everyone at arm’s length to live out the rest of his days in misery.

The absurd daydream faded. It was Emma’s fault. She’d given him a Regency romance novel for his birthday as a gag gift, claiming he needed a few lessons in chivalry and true love. In a fit of boredom, he’d actually read the fucking book cover to cover. Now he was addicted to the things—read them voraciously—and had taken to daydreaming in historical times. As if he wasn’t crazy enough…

Reaching beside him, he picked up the glass of whiskey he’d poured earlier and downed it in one long drink. Slowly he breathed in and out, waiting for the booze to take off the edge. When it failed to take effect, he reached for the bottle and poured another glass. And then another. And another. Only when the tumbler fell from his hand, bouncing on the plush carpet without breaking, did he feel the numb peace take over.

The club had long since closed, the office illuminated only by the flickering security screens that showed him an empty bar, a dark stage, quiet nothingness.

Always nothing. His eyes drifted shut on that thought and he felt the chill of his Regency manor prison form once more.

Nothing.

I have nothing.

I am nothing.

Chapter 1

Three months later

Shea Landon finished clearing up the last of the dirty glasses after the fetish show. She glanced toward the stage, remembering exactly what she’d witnessed there only a few hours earlier. She felt her face—and her body—flush, a purely ridiculous reaction given her upbringing. Still, there was something about the show that had sparked a definite thread of arousal.

Her new boss, Emma, had been the night’s star, performing with her incredibly handsome fiancé, Jack. When she’d interviewed for the waitress job at the club, Shea never could have imagined the no-nonsense, all-business woman who ran Scoundrels in the provocative schoolgirl outfit, bent over a desk getting her ass spanked. It was shocking to see Emma in that light. However, the whole act, while not a personal fetish for Shea, had been hot.

“So how was your first night?”

Shea found Emma smiling at her, back in business mode and attire. “Fine,” Shea said, wishing she weren’t blushing.

“I wanted to tell you that you did a great job tonight. You saved me, Shea.” Emma grinned at her. “So, what did you think of the show?”

“Well, it was,” she paused, trying to find the right word, “erotic.”

Her new boss nodded. “I should have warned you I’d be one of the performers but it completely slipped my mind. After the whole Bethany drama and hiring you so quickly, I’m afraid I’d almost forgotten it was my night to star in the show.”

Shea knew Emma was annoyed with her previous waitress for deciding to elope with her boyfriend and move to San Diego. Ordinarily losing one waitress wouldn’t have been so detrimental, but her defection had coincided with the absences of two more waitresses. Emma had been left with no one to call in and forced to hire someone on short notice.

Lucky for Shea. Her money had officially run out yesterday. Landing the job at Scoundrels was the answer to a prayer.

“Can I ask a favor?”

Shea nodded. At this point, there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for the woman standing between her and starvation. “Of course.”

“How are your hospital corners?” Emma asked.

“Pardon?”

Emma gestured toward the stage. “Bethany always changed the sheets after each night’s performance. She may have been flighty and impulsive, but she made one hell of a bed.”

“It just so happens I was a hotel maid in a former life. Where are the clean sheets?”

After spanking his naughty student, Jack had swept Emma to a bed positioned on the opposite side of the stage, where the two pretended to have sex. Shea decided—with a fair amount of depression—that their fake sex was hotter than any real sex she had ever had.

Emma led her backstage, showing her the hutch where the linens were stored. She also pointed out the laundry bin where the dirty sheets could be tossed. Along the way, Emma gave her a quick tour, something there hadn’t been time for after her whirlwind hiring and training session this afternoon.

Emma nodded to the mirrored glass above the stage. “And that’s the lion’s den. Only venture there under extreme caution.”

“Lion?”

Emma winked good-naturedly. “I’m kidding. Travis Knight owns the club. His office is behind that glass.”

“Oh.” Shea lowered her voice. “Is he mean or something?”

Emma laughed. “God no. His bark is worse than his bite. Although lately he’s been taking some nips. Not sure what’s gotten into him.”

“Does he come to the club often?” She worried that the owner would take exception to her super-fast hiring.

Emma shook her head. “No. I can’t tell you the last time I’ve actually seen him down here on the floor. He stays locked up in his office most of the day, taking off right after the show.”

Shea sighed a breath of relief. An absent owner was fine with her.

“Well, as soon as you change the sheets you’re free to go. I’ve finished all my chores, so I’m about to take off. Bill the bartender is always the last one out. He’ll lock up. Did you drive?”

Shea shook her head. She couldn’t afford to take the bus, let alone own a car. “No, I walked.”

“Oh, do you want a ride home then?”

Shea panicked. She was currently homeless, but she didn’t want Emma to find out. If she’d earned enough tips, she could get a room in the shitty hotel she’d stayed in upon arriving in L.A. last week. “No, I’m very close. Another reason why I was so excited to get this job.”

Emma nodded. “Sounds like the whole deal is a win-win for both of us. You get a job close to home and I get a wonderful waitress.”

“Thanks, Emma. For everything.”

“I’m the one who should be thanking you.” Emma sighed, sounding very tired. “Mercifully, tomorrow is Saturday.”

“Don’t we still have to work on Saturdays?”

“Oh yeah, but I don’t keep office hours on the weekend.”

“Office hours?” Shea asked.

“Jack swears I have the schedule of a vampire. The club is open until two a.m. Tuesday through Saturday. During the week, I come in at noon to deal with paperwork and stuff like that. Saturdays I don’t do that. Give myself a few extra hours to relax.”

“So your weekend is really Sunday and Monday.”

“Exactly. Same will hold true for you too. Hope you’re not in love with Saturday.”

Shea reached into the hutch, pulling out fresh sheets. “No. Not at all.”

“The chef and I will show up around three tomorrow, but I don’t need you here until four. We open for dinner at five and the performance takes place at ten, followed by the dance-’til-you-drop routine.” Emma reached into her pocket. “This is my cell phone number in case you need to get in touch with me for some reason.”

Shea took the business card and tucked it in her pocket.

Emma stifled a yawn and Shea struggled not to mimic the action. She was dead on her feet, but she refused to let Emma see how tired she was.

“Damn. I’m beat. I’ll see you tomorrow, Shea.”

“Night, Emma.”

Shea walked to the stage and slowly stripped the sheets from the bed. As she flipped out the new ones, tucking the fitted sheet around the mattress, she resisted the urge to lie down and close her eyes. She tried to batten down the anxiety that had been eating at her all night. She had nowhere to go. It had taken her longer to find a job than she’d anticipated and she’d used up the lousy few hundred dollars she’d traveled to L.A. with.

Once the bed was made, she sat down on the edge of it, sinking into the mattress and almost groaning. She’d never felt a softer, more comfortable bed in her life.

Pulling out her tips for the night, Shea counted the money. She had a little over two hundred dollars. She sighed with relief, so happy to have money in her hands. It was enough for a room at the fleabag motel—as she liked to call the crummy place she’d been staying—and some food. Unfortunately it was two a.m. and she didn’t like the idea of venturing into East Hollywood so late. While she was desperate for a roof over her head, especially after spending last night dozing in a Laundromat chair, she wasn’t stupid enough to put herself in danger.

She rubbed her eyes wearily, too tired to think. She couldn’t keep trying to exist from day to day. When she’d come to L.A., she’d had a plan, a goal. She looked one last time at the comfortable bed, wishing she could lay her head on the pristine white pillow. Then she stood up and headed back to the bar.

“How you doin’, kid?” Bill asked.

Shea had instantly liked the bartender. He was a gruff-looking man—ex-Marine, according to Emma—in his mid-forties. He was quick to laugh and just as quick to eviscerate rude drunks. As long as patrons behaved at his bar, all was well.

“Fine. I finished cleaning in the theater.”

“Great. The other gals took care of the dance floor area and the bar. I’m just about to finish a few things. You mind checking the bathrooms for me one last time? Make sure there aren’t any drunks curled up in the corner and the lights are off.”

She grinned. “I don’t mind. I’ll do it before I head out.” The back door to the club led to a parking lot. Shea recalled seeing an all-night diner across the street from the lot. Maybe she could have a cup of coffee there, caffeine up and try to figure out her next move. If she could remain awake until daybreak, she could hit the subway with the commuters and head back to the cheap motel to catch a few hours of sleep on the lumpy mattress.

“Oh hey. Here’s your bag.”

She’d asked Bill to stow her duffel behind the bar. She was ashamed to say everything she owned in the world was in that bag. He’d remarked on the size of it when she’d come to work, but mercifully hadn’t questioned her. “See you tomorrow, Shea.”

She took the bag and hitched it onto her arm. “Good night, Bill.”

Walking down the hallway, she heard Bill humming as he worked. She opened the door to the men’s room, peering inside. The place was empty. Switching the lights off, she crossed the hall to the women’s bathroom. It was also deserted.

She recalled the bed on stage…the clean sheets, the soft mattress.

An idea formed. A terribly stupid idea.

Glancing back toward the bar, she noticed Bill had gone to the kitchen. She took a deep breath for courage—then walked into the bathroom and turned off the lights.

The room was plunged into darkness and her heart began to race. Her earlier exhaustion gave way to nervousness and fear. What the hell was she doing?

Feeling her way across the room, she let herself into the stall farthest from the door. Sitting down on the toilet, she waited in silence. Too many minutes later, she heard the sound she’d been dreading and anticipating. She lifted her feet and sat frozen. The back door opened then closed. She heard a lock being thrown into place.

Shea remained where she was for fifteen minutes longer then lowered her feet and stood.

She’d done it. She was locked in the club. Christ, she was insane. She’d just gotten the job and with one foolish, rash act, she’d probably jeopardized it.

Reaching into her bag, she pulled out her mini-flashlight. Switching it on, she pulled off the white blouse and black mini Emma had supplied her with earlier. She didn’t want to wrinkle the material since she’d have to wear it again tomorrow and she certainly didn’t have an iron.

She pulled on a t-shirt and loose sleep shorts, brushed her teeth then left the bathroom, walking toward the stage, grabbing a blanket from the hutch along the way. If she was going to lose her job, she’d at least make it worth her while. When she reached the bed, she slipped off her shoes and lay down. She covered herself with the simple blanket but didn’t dare crawl between the sheets, already feeling guilty for taking advantage of Emma’s kindness. She took out her small travel alarm clock and set it for eleven. She prayed no one found her. Maybe after a good night’s sleep, she’d be smarter, be able to figure out what the hell she should do next. For tonight, she was too tired and the bed was too soft.

* * * *

Travis watched his new waitress curl up on the bed and fall asleep. He had watched her all night as she’d worked. Emma had stopped by after the show to tell him how impressed she was with the new girl’s waitressing abilities.

He didn’t give a damn about her drink-slinging talents. Travis had been fascinated by her face. She was pretty, but it was the look of determination and—for lack of a better word—hunger that caught his eye. He recognized the exhaustion, the desperation and fear written there. He’d come to know those emotions well. He also felt a definite attraction. That would come as a surprise to Emma, who often accused him of taking the California-girls dream too far. He typically surrounded himself with tall, slim, suntanned blondes. Shea, with her dark hair, pale complexion and curvaceous body, didn’t fit that bill.

He’d watched her walk into the women’s room on one of the security monitors and been surprised when she didn’t come back out. After Bill locked up, he’d waited patiently. She didn’t disappoint him. Travis watched her sneak out with flashlight in hand. He picked up his phone, ready to call the police. However, her attire confused him and he paused. She appeared to be dressed in pajamas.

When she walked to the stage and lay down on the bed, he rose, watching her through the two-way glass. That was when he realized her goal wasn’t robbery, it was rest.

He stood watching her for nearly half an hour. Once he decided the exhausted girl was deeply asleep, he quietly crept down the stairs at the back of the stage. Shedding his shoes at the foot of the staircase, he padded across the stage until he stood next to her. Dim lighting from his open office door illuminated her face.

Shea Landon. Emma had told Travis her name. While he was typically absent from the main parts of the club, there was very little that happened in the place he didn’t know about.

He was curious about the petite woman. Reaching down, he picked up her duffel bag, retrieving the mini-flashlight she’d used earlier. He didn’t feel guilty about searching her stuff. After all, the woman was squatting in his club. Best to make sure she didn’t have a weapon.

Her bag didn’t answer his questions. If anything, it added more. There were several changes of clothing, some toiletries, a wallet and four books—all of them reminding him of the romance novels he’d been reading lately. Who the hell was this woman?

He replaced her things and put the duffel back on the floor. Shea rolled over and curled into a ball, nearly losing her blanket in the process. Travis slowly and carefully pulled the blanket up until it once more covered his sleeping waitress.

He was losing his mind. If he had half a brain, he’d wake her and fire her ass. Shea mumbled something incoherent and he grinned.

“You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?” he whispered.

She sighed, but didn’t stir.

Fuck it. He wasn’t going to fire her. Where was the fun in that?

He climbed the stairs to his office, shutting the door. Usually he headed to his apartment but he didn’t want to leave Shea alone. Grabbing a blanket from the chair, he lay down on the couch. For the first time in a long time, he actually felt sleepy, his usual insomnia remaining at bay. His last thought before he drifted to sleep was of Shea. He didn’t know who she was, but she’d done something no one had done in a very long time.

Surprised him.

* * * *

The waves crashing on the shore pulled him from his restless slumber. Lord Travis Knight had been home nearly six months and the sea still tormented him. The sounds that had comforted him throughout his childhood were now threatening, reminding him too much of the terror he’d barely escaped when the war with Napoleon finally ended, the cursed emperor at last exiled to Elba. May he rot in hell there.

Travis had never feared the ocean before, but now the thunderous roar reminded him of the sound of a thousand horses’ hooves, hammering out a deadly beat as they approached. Death following behind with her arm raised, sword in hand, recklessly taking lives without thought, without care.

He stroked the long scar on his left cheek, recalling how closely Death had come to claiming him. Sometimes in the midst of a cold, dark night, he quietly prayed to her, begging her to finish the job.

A loud banging at the door disturbed the perpetual silence that permeated every crack and crevice of his home. He’d lost his parents to a fever while at war. They’d left him to wear an ancient, unwanted title, alone in this musty old mausoleum.

The knocking at the door continued. Finnegan would answer it and send the usurper on his way. Travis lay back on his bed and sighed heavily as he faced the beginning of yet another endless day.

“Milord?”

Travis glanced toward the door as Finnegan opened it and entered. The man had served under Travis’ command in the regiment. It was Finnegan who had saved his life on the battlefield, delivering him home and tending to his wounds. After Travis recovered, Finny stayed on, taking on the role of butler, valet and jack-of-all-trades.

“What?” Travis let his annoyance show.

“You have a visitor, sir.”

Travis raised his eyebrow, equal parts anger and surprise. “I don’t see callers. You know that. Send whoever it is on their way.”

When Finny didn’t leave the room, Travis stared, frowning at the unflappable old warhorse as he fidgeted, ill at ease.

Finny cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I tole her you don’t see no one, but—”

“Her?”

“Lady Landon, from the estate next door.”

Travis groaned. It seemed his reprieve was over. The only reason he’d been spared so long was because Shea had been in London for the season when he returned home. She’d stayed in the city longer after her mother had taken ill and needed care. It appeared the elder Lady Landon had recovered well enough to make the trip home at last.

Travis dressed quickly, not bothering to check his appearance in the mirror. Shea was certain to find fault with it regardless.

Finny directed him to the parlor where she was waiting.

Travis paused at the door, mentally preparing himself. Shea Landon was his oldest friend in the world, the two of them having grown up together. She was also a bluestocking, far too outspoken and opinionated for his peace of mind.

Conversations with Shea often left him off guard. She knew him too well and he feared she’d make him a project if she saw how far he’d fallen. He was content to wallow in misery and he didn’t need Shea trying to change that state.

Shea glanced up at his entrance. It had been years since he’d seen her, but somehow he didn’t recall her looking quite so…beautiful before. She crossed the room, hugging him tightly.

Her scent was familiar, reminding him of far happier times.

She pulled away to look at him and shook her head. “You look dreadful.”

He nodded, not offended by her observation. He and Shea didn’t mince words and they didn’t lie to one another. “And you look lovely.”

She smiled but he sensed a sadness in her eyes he’d never seen before.

She raised her hand, lightly tracing his scar with her fingertips. “I was terribly worried about you.”

Travis grasped her wrist and gently pulled it away from his face. “As you can see, I am well.”

She nodded. “Yes. I see.”

Her tone told him just how much she saw. He needed to distract her. “You’re home to stay, I assume?”

“Yes, Mother is feeling much better.”

He crossed the room, sitting behind his large desk. He felt the overpowering need to place some distance between them. “I’m glad to hear that. I appreciate the social call, Shea, but I’m afraid I have a great deal to—”

“Oh, this isn’t a social visit. I’m here to offer you a business proposition.”

Travis reared back in his chair, surprised. “Business?”

Shea nodded. “I’ve endured my fifth season in London. I think it’s safe to say I am officially on the shelf.”

“I don’t agree.” There was a new radiance about her he’d never seen before. Surely other gentlemen of the ton must see it.

She gave him an appreciative smile that said she didn’t believe him. “It’s neither here nor there. I have no desire to enter the parson’s mousetrap with any of those fops. Unfortunately, there are rules in society associated with unwed women. I’m feeling constrained by them.”

“Constrained by what rules?” He was a fool for asking the question. Shea was the only person in the world who could surprise him and she did it on a regular basis. Her mind worked in ways he couldn’t begin to fathom or understand. All he knew was she had a plan and he was in trouble.

“I want to learn about pleasures of the flesh. Sex. And I want you to teach me.”

Travis sighed. Trouble indeed.

Chapter 2

Shea stepped carefully onto the toilet seat and lifted the ceiling tile above the stall in the club’s bathroom. She’d begun hiding her duffel bag there when she took up temporary residence at the club.

After spending her first night in the bar, she’d continued to sleep there every night for the past eight evenings. Shea had never slept on such a soft bed. She’d been reluctant to return to the motel in East Hollywood. Hiding out in all-night diners or Laundromats after work until she dared to return to the dangerous area wasn’t something she could keep up without dropping into exhaustion.

Actually, the club made an ideal impromptu home. There was a small shower stall in a bathroom backstage for the performers, so bathing was easy. She simply rose each morning, took a quick shower, ate a granola bar for breakfast then read her book until it was time for Emma to arrive. Due to the club’s security system, she had to do some clever maneuvering, hiding in the storeroom until Emma arrived at work and disengaged the alarm. Once Emma was ensconced in her office, Shea snuck out the back door, roaming around the neighborhood, eating a quick lunch or doing laundry until it was time to return for work.

Pulling out her wallet, she placed the evening’s tips in the pouch, relishing the growing thickness of the wad of money. Hopefully in a couple more weeks, she’d have enough tips saved for a deposit on an apartment. Scoundrels was positioned in the center of high-priced downtown L.A. She’d use up every bit of her money if she stayed in one of the ritzy hotels in this area. She simply had to avoid being caught for a little while longer. Guilt tweaked her conscience for abusing Emma’s kindness, but she couldn’t come up with a better way of saving money and achieving her goals.

She’d written a list of plans for the future while on the bus from Vegas. She’d accomplished the first—get a job. Now she was working toward the second—get an apartment. By saving her money, rather than blowing it on hotel rooms, she was that much closer to her third and main goal. Once she was established in L.A., she intended to save enough to go to college to study business. Someday, she’d find a way to pay Emma back for the few weeks of safe lodging in the nightclub.

Shea returned the bag to its hiding spot and stepped down carefully. She wiped her nose before washing her hands, silently attempting to will away a coming head cold. Gazing at the mirror, she realized she looked like shit. Her eyes were watering and puffy, her nose red.

I can’t get sick. I can’t get sick.

Unlocking the bathroom door, she stepped out into the hallway, checking her watch. It was midnight. If she could make it two more hours, she could crawl into her comfy bed onstage and sleep. Surely all she needed was rest to get rid of the woozy feeling in her head.

She sneezed.

“Uh oh.” Emma appeared seemingly out of nowhere. “You feel all right, Shea?”

“I’m fine. Um, allergies,” she lied.

“It’s not allergy season. You sure you’re okay?”

Emma’s concern for her well-being helped ease some of Shea’s loneliness. “Really. I’m fine,” she repeated, her hoarse voice betraying her.

Emma studied her face. “No. I don’t think you are. Tell you what. Finish up those last two tables in the theater and I’ll have Jenny cover your area in the dance club section. I think you should head home early.”

Shea panicked. “Oh no, I’m fine, Emma. Really. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Shea. I can’t have you waiting tables, sniffling and sneezing all over the patrons. Trust me, this is better for both of us. You need to go home and rest.”

Shea tried to think of another argument but her head felt full and fuzzy. She was definitely getting sick. Shit. “Okay.”

She slowly finished serving the final tables in the theater. Usually after a fetish show performance, the crowd split into two groups—those who remained to drink and chat at the comfortable tables and those who headed to the dance floor on the other side of the bar. Tonight, the theater crowd had cleared out earlier than usual. She had to give props to Emma and Mr. Knight for their creativity in the designing and management of Scoundrels. It offered something for everyone.

Pocketing the last two tips, she wiped the tables and glanced at the mirror above the stage. Shea still hadn’t seen the mysterious Mr. Knight and she’d become increasingly curious about him. Emma confided that they’d gone to school together, so she knew he was in his mid-thirties. Other than that, and the fact he never came out of his office, she knew little else.

Emma walked toward her. “There you are. Good lord, Shea. I told you to go home.”

She’d hoped she could stall. “I was just about to head out.”

Emma began to walk with her and Shea groggily panicked. Much as it hurt her to do it, she was going to have to dip into her savings and get a hotel room for the night.

“Here.” Emma handed her a bag of cough drops. “Zinc. It’s supposed to help ward off colds. Lucky for you, it’s Saturday. You’ll have two days to rest and relax before having to worry about work again.”

Shit! It was the weekend. Shea’s pile of money shrunk even more as now she’d be forced to get a room for three nights.

“I need to pop into the bathroom and then I’ll be on my way.” Hopefully Emma would be gone by the time she came out and wouldn’t spot her carrying a duffel bag she hadn’t walked in with.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait on the bathroom until you get home. Damn toilet is clogged. I’ve got Raoul in there working on it.”

Shea stumbled slightly.

“Wow, you really aren’t feeling well, are you? Didn’t you wear a coat?”

Shea shook her head. She didn’t own one.

“Well, if you hurry, you may make it home before that rain starts.”

Emma opened the back door to the club and Shea stepped out into the damp, chilly night. She had twenty bucks in her pocket, none of her stuff and three long nights ahead of her. What was she supposed to do now?

* * * *

Travis checked the security monitors again but still couldn’t find Shea. He’d been keeping an eye on her as he worked on the club receipts. Watching her had become his latest pastime. Every night for eight nights, he’d observed her routine, entertained by her ingenuity in hiding her belongings and eking out an existence in his club without disturbing anything that wasn’t hers.

She’d stealthily slip into the bathroom after saying goodbye to Bill, hiding until the coast was clear. The first few nights she’d remained in hiding for nearly thirty minutes, but with each progressive evening she was becoming braver, emerging earlier, always dressed in her pajamas. Using her flashlight, she’d read her romance novels until she fell asleep.

Since her arrival, Travis hadn’t spent a single night in his apartment, instead opting to watch Shea.

Shortly after one, he realized she wasn’t working her usual tables. Now it was closing time and she still wasn’t here. Travis picked up his cell phone and called Emma.

“Yes,” she said, using her standard Travis tone. They’d been friends for far too many years and their relationship had somewhere evolved into something more closely resembling siblings. They didn’t mince words.

“Where’s the new waitress?”

“She was sick. I sent her home early.”

“Home?” Travis immediately felt a shard of panic.

“Yes. I know it’s not a familiar concept for you, but typically it has four walls, a roof, pictures of smiling people and food in the refrigerator.”

“Jack’s a lucky man,” he deadpanned.

“I know. I have work to do. Nighty-night.”

He hung up. Where the hell could Shea have gone? She clearly didn’t have a home to go to. He watched the monitors carefully, ticking off the twenty minutes after Bill’s departure, hoping she would emerge from the bathroom, that she’d found a way to hide herself.

When she didn’t appear, his anxiety took over. Glancing toward the window, he saw a flash of lightning pierce the sky followed by a loud boom of thunder. The rain had started as a drizzle but now a full-fledged storm was in effect.

Shea was out in that. And she was sick.

Grabbing his raincoat and an umbrella, he cursed himself for a fool, wondering where in the hell he’d begin his search. All he knew was he needed to find her. Needed to know she was safe.

Stepping out into the driving rain, he crossed the parking lot to the street. He looked both ways, studying the signs, hoping for a clue. Glancing directly across from him, he spotted the diner. And Shea sitting in a booth by the window.

He sighed in relief. That didn’t take long.

As he walked into the diner, he immediately noticed her damp clothing clinging to her shivering body. He suspected she’d been waiting in the rain, hoping for a chance to get back into the club before it closed. Her trembling hands were wrapped tightly around a coffee cup. She coughed and Travis frowned at the deep, congested sound.

He took a seat at the table next to her booth. “Lousy night.”

She looked up at his voice. Besides the waitress, they were the only two people in the place. Once she determined he was talking to her, she smiled slightly and nodded.

He gestured to her wet clothing. “Looks like you got caught in the storm.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Forgot my umbrella.”

The waitress interrupted. He ordered coffee. While the woman went to get his drink, he looked at Shea. “You had dinner yet?”

She shook her head, though he spotted the suspicion in her gaze. He suppressed a grimace. He must look like king of the losers, trying to pick her up in a diner. Screw it. By the end of this night, she was going to know exactly who he was. “I was about to order a sandwich. You want to join me? My treat.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t. We don’t even know each other.”

He could tell she was hungry. From what he’d observed, she lived on cereal bars and peanut butter sandwiches. She was painfully thin and he ached to change that.

“I’m Travis, the only other person in L.A. crazy enough to be out on a night like this.”

“I’m Shea.”

He picked up his menu and slid into the seat across from her. “Nice to meet you.” He handed her the menu. “And despite the fact I did just say I was crazy, I can assure you I’m harmless. Mostly.”

She took the menu from him but didn’t look at it. “I’m not really hungry, but thanks for the offer.”

Now that he was closer, he could see the dark circles under her eyes, made more prominent by her pale skin. She was definitely sick.

“If you don’t mind me asking, you don’t look like you feel well. Shouldn’t you be home rather than out on a rainy night?”

She closed her eyes and sighed sadly. “I’m, um, staying with a friend. I accidentally got locked out and I don’t have a key.”

Her comment wasn’t too far from the truth. “Staying with a friend? So you’re here on vacation?”

She shook her head. “No, I just moved here. I haven’t had a chance to find my own place yet.”

The waitress delivered his coffee and topped up Shea’s. “You two want anything to eat?”

Travis shook his head, revising his previous plan. She wasn’t well enough to eat. He intended to get her back to the club as soon as possible. First he needed to gain her trust. If he told her who he was too soon, she was likely to run off.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“Vegas.”

He lifted his coffee cup and Shea raised her hand in warning.

“That coffee’s terrible,” she confided quietly.

He took a cautious sip. It was strong as shit and thick as paste. Just the way he liked it. Putting the cup back down, he grinned. “It’s okay. At least it’s hot.”

She crinkled her nose. Clearly she didn’t think that fact redeemed it.

“What brings you from Vegas to L.A.?”

“I needed a fresh start.”

It was an innocuous answer and fired a whole list of new questions in his mind. “Sounds dire. What happened in Vegas?”

She laughed softly. “Given the city’s motto, I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Has to stay there, right?” he joked.

She stifled a yawn. She was worn out. He watched her rub her eyes, battling to remain awake. He was overcome by the urge to bundle her up and drag her back to the club.

“Were you born in Vegas?”

She nodded. “Yep. I’m the embodiment of a bad Vegas cliché. Daughter of a stripper.”

“And your father?”

She raised her eyebrow. “Really? I need to answer that? I have no idea who my father is. Not sure my mother knows either.”

There was no anger in her response. In fact, he thought he saw a glimmer of humor there. “Wow, cliché in every sense of the word.”

“In so many ways, it’s not even funny.”

“I take it you didn’t follow in Mom’s footsteps?”

She grimaced. “Hell no. I’m never taking my clothes off for money.”

Travis cleared his throat uncomfortably, considering all the times he’d offered women cash to masturbate in front of him for his pleasure. Hell, he made his living from a club that enticed the audience with bare skin and fake sex.

“I waited tables in Vegas for a few years after high school. Started living with this guy I was dating. Life was okay for a while, I guess. One night I came home from work. My boyfriend had lost yet another job and was drunk off his ass. I lost my temper. He lost his and he hit me. After he passed out, I realized I was about a million miles from where I wanted to be.”

Travis clenched his fists, wishing her asshole boyfriend was around right now. “What did you do?”

“I cleaned out my bank account, threw a few things in a bag and bought the cheapest bus ticket out of town.”

“Los Angeles?”

She nodded. “There are worse places to end up.”

“When you say fresh start, you mean fresh start.”

She smiled, wincing slightly, but the effort seemed to cause her pain. She rubbed her temples wearily and he assumed she was suffering from a headache. “Yeah. It was probably impulsive and dumb, but I don’t regret it.”

“Even now? When you’re sitting in wet clothes in a diner in the middle of the night because you’re locked out of the club?”

She looked at him, her gaze suddenly suspicious. “What?”

He stood slowly. “Come on, Shea. I’m taking you home.”

Her face completed the transformation from shock to sheer panic in less than a second. “I told you. I’m locked out.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key ring. “And I have the key that will get you back into Scoundrels. Let’s go before you shake yourself out of that booth. Your chills are getting worse.”

“Who are you?”

“Travis Knight.”

He didn’t think it possible, but Shea managed to go three shades paler. “You are?”

He pulled out his wallet and showed her his driver’s license. “Yep.”

“You know,” she whispered.

He reached down and helped her rise. Taking off his raincoat, he placed it around her shoulders. “I know.”

He threw a few dollars on the table then took her hand and walked to the club. The rain had abated but left bitterly cold air in its wake. Travis led her through the back door. Turning on the lights, he stopped at the door to the women’s bathroom.

Shea had been absolutely silent throughout their walk. He suspected if she’d felt better, she would have run away, given him a chase.

“Is your stuff in here?”

She nodded, taking the lead as they entered the restroom. He watched her retrieve her bag. Walking to the sink, she placed the duffel down, rummaging around. He wasn’t sure what she was looking for but was surprised when she pulled out her wallet, drawing out a thick stack of bills.

She tried to hand him the money. “Here. This is all the money I earned in tips. I’m very sorry for abusing your trust. Staying here was wrong. I knew that, but I still did it. I swear I won’t bother you again. I hope you’ll tell Emma how sorry I am.”

He scowled. “Put that damn money away. It’s yours. You earned it.”

“I couldn’t—”

“Goddamn it, Shea.” He took the money she continued to thrust at him and shoved it in her wallet. Picking up the bag, he grasped her hand once more. “Come on.”

She started toward the back door when they exited the restroom, but he shook his head and dragged her to the stage. Her hand began to shake and he felt her resisting him.

“Oh God. Please don’t call the police. I didn’t steal anything. Honest. I—”

He stopped and looked at her. “I’m not calling the cops.”

“I don’t understand.”

He pushed her toward the bed. “You’re sick, Shea, so I’ll say what you don’t seem to be figuring out. I’m not firing you and I’m not calling the cops.”

He tossed her duffel on the floor by the bed and pulled the raincoat off her shoulders. He turned his back to her, staring at the back wall of the stage.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I thought you might want to take off those wet clothes and put on your pajamas. I’m being a gentleman and not watching.”

“I should leave.”

He twisted to face her once more. “You’re shivering. You’ve caught a nasty chill and it’ll be a miracle if you don’t wind up with pneumonia. I’m giving you five minutes to put your pajamas on and get in that bed or I’ll do it for you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Angel, I work in a sex club. Believe me, you don’t have anything I haven’t seen a million times before. What’s it going to be?”

“Turn around.”

He resumed his previous position, facing away from her. He listened to her progress for several minutes before she softly said, “Okay.”

He faced her and his breath caught. His assurances had been a lie. He’d seen countless women in various states of undress, but none of them held a candle to Shea Landon in her far-too-practical, not-the-least-bit revealing pajamas. She was a petite thing, the top of her head barely coming to his shoulders. Her pencil-thin shape told him she hadn’t had a proper meal in far too long. He’d take care of that issue in the morning.

For now, he needed to get her warm. There was a blue tinge around her lips and her trembling grew worse by the minute. Drawing down the sheets and comforter on the bed, he instructed her to get in.

The moment her body hit the mattress, it seemed to give out. It was then he realized how weak her illness had made her and how strong her will was. She’d remained on her feet this long by sheer, unshakable determination.

“Wait here.”

He quickly ran up to his office for some medicine. He kept Nyquil on hand, less for the cold relief and more for the sleep aid.

When he returned, he found her trying to set the alarm on her little travel clock. “What are you doing?”

“I need to g-get up b-before eleven. That’s when the c-cleaning lady c-comes in.”

He’d watched her cleverly dodge the cleaning lady last Sunday, amused by her secret-agent-style maneuvering. She’d spent nearly three hours hiding in the costume closet while the other woman worked. He’d been amused when she’d reemerged looking as if she’d just awoken from a nap—then touched up a few places around the club she clearly didn’t consider clean enough. “You aren’t getting out of this bed until you’re well. Cleaning lady be damned.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

Her words took him aback. Hadn’t anyone ever been kind to her? He suspected there was more to her clichéd upbringing than she’d told him, but that story would have to wait for another day. He poured some medicine into the tiny cup and held her head as she drank it. Then he retrieved two more blankets from the linen hutch.

She closed her eyes. She’d be asleep within moments. Her trembling continued and he was concerned by her pale face.

Fuck it. He’d never be able to sleep in his office, worrying about her. He grabbed her flashlight, returning to the hallway to turn off the lights. Using the tiny beam, he made his way back to the stage, dragging a chair with him. He sat down next to the bed and placed his hand on Shea’s forehead, checking for fever.

She startled but didn’t speak.

“Go to sleep, Shea. I just want to stay close in case you need anything.”

She sighed and, just like that, she was asleep.

Travis sat awake for hours as he considered what he’d done. When he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer, he moved from the chair to the bed, careful to remain above the covers in case Shea woke up. He didn’t want to scare her, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to fall asleep upstairs alone.

Shea rolled over and placed her head on his shoulder. He froze. Her hand rested on his chest and, for the briefest moment, he wondered how he could move away without waking her.

He closed his eyes as a surprising realization dawned. He didn’t want to leave the bed. She was touching him and, rather than feeling the usual revulsion, Travis felt warm, relaxed.

He looked down at Shea’s peaceful face. He wasn’t sure what it was about her, but she’d caught his attention and held it. For years he’d existed in a solitary world, careful to keep everyone around him at arm’s length. He didn’t feel the need to maintain that same distance with Shea—which was ridiculous considering the fact she was a stranger.

He suspected in the morning she’d try to leave again. Offer her silly apologies with the intention of walking away. He put his arm around her shoulders and held her tighter to him.

She was staying here until he figured out what the hell was going on—with her and with him.

She wasn’t going anywhere.

Not yet.

* * * *

Shea had considered her proposition carefully before coming to see Travis. She’d heard the rumors surrounding his so-called war madness all the way back in London. She’d struggled not to let him see her shock at his appearance. The slim, boisterous, cocky boy she’d grown up with had definitely changed. In his place was a quieter, sadder, less trusting Travis. He’d lost too much weight and she didn’t like the dark circles under his eyes. He was hurting—anyone could see that—and she was quite resolved to help him.

Despite the new scar and weariness on his face, he still managed to take her breath away. Not that she’d ever let him know of her attraction to him. Travis had never lacked in female companionship, widows and housemaids all lining up for his affections. That was why she’d come up with her proposition. He needed a distraction. She wanted his experience.

“Sex?” Travis rose from his desk, leaning forward slightly. “Have you gone mad? Get married. Your husband will teach you about that.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I told you. I don’t intend to marry.”

“Then I suppose you’ll simply have to forget about—”

“I won’t forget about it.” She raised her voice, pretending to be angry. Travis never failed to rise to the occasion of a good fight and she was anxious to produce some sort of emotion in him. She didn’t like the distant man standing before her. “I can see you won’t even consider the thought and that I’ve wasted your time.”

“Shea. Please be reasonable.”

She walked to the other side of his desk, leaning toward him with her hands pressed flat across the top. How many times had they faced off in exactly this manner in the past?

“Reasonable? Is it reasonable for society to draw impenetrable lines around women? Is it reasonable to trap us in boxes under the pretense of protection? Why does this male-dominated society assume single women don’t have brains…or needs?”

Travis sighed. “I’ve heard your opinions about the supposed mistreatment of women in society since you were old enough to speak, Shea. We really don’t need to go over them once more.”

She studied his weary face. In the past, Travis used to love to debate. They’d spent hours, nay days, locked in intellectual discourse over a variety of topics. “What happened to you?”

Travis scowled. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

Yes he did. “What happened to you in the war? How did you get that scar?”

He stood straighter then took a step back, trying to distance himself. She didn’t like it. Travis had never allowed anything to come between them, but there was definitely a wall surrounding him now. “It was a war. Lots of killing, senseless death. I failed to dodge a sergeant’s swing and his sword altered my appearance.”

“I understand you were bedridden upon arriving home.”

“I suffered some injuries. There were others who fared much worse. I can assure you of that.”

She wanted to ask more but Travis’ stance, his entire disposition warned her further questions would go unanswered. “I was sorry to hear about your parents.”

The elder Knights had contracted a fever during the winter, passing away before Travis could be summoned home from war.

He nodded, accepting her condolences in silence. How much loss and pain could one person be expected to endure in a single year? Concern for his mental well-being was one of the main things prompting her request. Travis needed something to take his mind off his woes.

The corners of her mouth tipped up in a small grin. What better distraction than sexual pleasure? She’d read everything she could get her hands on about the act of coupling and she was fascinated, enthralled.

Unfortunately, countless now-wed friends seemed to find the marriage bed a cold comfort. Shea had long ago given up hope of finding a husband. She was too outspoken for most men of her acquaintance. Travis was the only man she’d ever met who didn’t consider her intelligence a major flaw in her character.

“So you won’t even consider my request?” she asked.

“To bed you?” He shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

Shea took a deep breath, refusing to give up the fight just yet. Time to advance to the next level. “Very well. Good day, Travis.”

He narrowed his eyes. “That’s it?”

She nodded. “There seems to be nothing left to discuss.”

“So you will forget this harebrained scheme?”

She gave him a mischievous grin, shook her head and turned to leave.

“Wait,” Travis said. “You’re not going anywhere. Not yet.”
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Bound In Red, Book 1

Lila Dubois

Chapter 1

What the hell was she doing here?

Swirling the alcohol-enhanced punch in its small plastic cup, Elizabeth Brown surveyed the room despairingly. The occupants had broken off into pairings or groups of three. For the most part the women were seated on chairs and couches placed against the walls while the men stood over them. In another setting this might be taken for consideration, the gentlemen having kindly allowed the ladies to sit while they stood, but in this room, in this situation, that was not the case.

Liz eyed the other women with mild distaste. Everything about them was sending off waves of submission—their posture, the gentle murmur of their voices, the soft, easily removed clothing they wore.

Liz was the only woman in pants.

Shoulders curled forward, chins tilted down, words soft and hesitant, they were exactly what the men in the room were looking for. She was not.

Fingering the red ribbon around her neck that marked her as a submissive, Liz took one more look at the potentially partnerless men in the room, those who stood in groupings of two or more men to one woman. Strangely, she had assumed that there would be more women than men. Perhaps that view was shaped by BDSM literature she had read, which always had Dominants with multiple lovely young submissives, making it seem that beautiful, naturally submissive women were as thick on the ground as leaves in fall.

In one corner, two men lounged in arrogant splendor, their eyes fixed on the large breasts of the woman sitting between them. Their body language was relaxed, confident—their postures said that if they wanted the girl, they could have her.

Liz shuddered at the thought of allowing either of them to kiss her cheek let alone stick his dick in her. Both men looked weak in both body and spirit. One had a beer gut and love handles, his clothes poorly fitted and wrinkled. The other was rail-thin and gangly, like a bean sprout, his hooknose and squinty eyes adding to his overall air of unattractiveness.

The conversation between the couple next to her caught her attention. Shifting in her pumps, Liz leaned against the wall, watching them out of the corner of her eye.

The man was older than many in the room—early to mid-sixties. He wore a simple black sweater with a V-neck that allowed curling white chest hairs to escape. He had an older-man paunch, accentuated by his pants—belted tightly below his belly. She couldn’t begrudge him his homely face but he had obviously let himself go. How could the woman sitting so quietly in front of him hope to be mastered by this man who clearly could not take care to master himself? How could she expect to feel captured, captivated by his arms when they contained no muscle, only soft flabby flesh? For a moment Liz pictured herself on her knees before the man, his—old, wrinkly—cock pressed to her lips demanding entrance, her lips parting, his cock forcing its way deeper into her mouth…until her forehead came up against his flabby belly, the insertion of his cock into her mouth stopped by the paunch.

Repressing a gag, Liz pretended to sip her revolting punch as the fantasy she had been trying to build shattered. With a shiver she went back to eavesdropping on the paunchy man’s conversation.

“You will be a good slut for me, won’t you?”

“Yes, Mr. Robert.” Ugh. His name is Bob.

“What if you are a bad girl, slut?”

There was a slight hesitation before, “You will punish me, Mr. Robert.”

Liz heard the tremble of arousal in the girl’s voice now, the words broken by soft huffs of air as her breathing quickened.

“That is right, slut.” The girl flinched slightly as “Mr. Robert” called her “slut,” but he didn’t seem to notice and barreled on, saying, “I will punish you, nice and hard, just like you need it.”

“Thank you, Mr.—”

The idiot cut her off, clearly not hearing her, not caring what she’d been trying to say, the obedience she had been trying to show. His eyes were fixed on the plump brunette’s cleavage, visible above the plunging neckline of a purple wrap dress that showed the top of a lacy bra in addition to all that creamy skin. He rambled as he built his fantasies around his own pleasure.

“You will always be kept naked in my presence, and always on your knees. Whenever I want, you will suck my cock and anyone else’s cock. You will become a little cum-bucket. Don’t worry, my pretty slut, I will teach you to take my cock so deep in your throat that it feels like it is a part of you. I will train you so that you will feel like something is wrong if you don’t have a cock in your mouth.”

The girl’s features tensed, her body drawing away from him as the arrogant prick rambled on about his toy cocksucker fantasies. Liz couldn’t blame her. Never once did the man mention pleasure for the girl, or how he would cherish the gift of her submission.

When the man’s eyes glazed over in lust at his own fantasies and he stopped talking, the timid young woman gamely tried to salvage the conversation and the fantasy she was trying to live.

“What would you do to punish me, Mr. Robert?” There was a hopeful note in her voice. Undoubtedly she was waiting, praying for him to describe how he would pull her firmly over his knee and spank her, deny her orgasm while keeping her highly aroused, or put her in tight bondage.

“Why, my pretty slut, I would deny you my cock in your mouth. The denial of her Master’s cock is the ultimate punishment for a slut.”

Liz watched the girl crumble, the last of her fantasy shattered. Her vision of a Dominant as a sexually powerful and knowledgeable man who would demand her obedience but treasure her, and pleasure her, replaced by the reality of an all-too-human man who only wanted to stick his dick in her mouth. Mr. Robert thought his prick was God’s gift to women.

Well that’s done it, Liz thought, I’ve truly had enough.

Reaching up, Liz yanked at the red ribbon around her neck, jerking it free. Some of the men glanced up at her, frowning, but none approached her. That, more than anything, solidified Liz’s belief that these men were nothing but posers, playing Dominant when in reality they were users and losers. Setting her cup down on the nearest table with a loud snap, Elizabeth strode proudly from the room. Some eyes were on her, watching the sway of her hips and breasts, focusing on the parts of her that they could understand and control. These oh-so-powerful men shied away from her as a whole—the sexual, powerful woman who did not need losers like them to give meaning to her life.

Liz slid into the hallway of the community center. The host organization had rented out the one-story building for the evening. The event, called The Gathering, was an invitation-only affair held four times a year. Liz received her invitation upon her completion of a BDSM 101 class.

She had stumbled onto an advertisement for the class buried deep in one of her favorite erotic stories websites. The class had claimed to be an introduction to living a BDSM lifestyle in the real world, the perfect bridge for people who wanted to make their fantasies a reality.

A few years ago Liz had finally acknowledged that regular sex just wasn’t enough. She’d brought up her desire to be more sexually adventurous with her then-boyfriend, but he hadn’t been into it. He was willing to do what she asked, but the point was she didn’t want to have to ask or direct the play. In the end, the relationship hadn’t lasted, and since then she’d only dated casually, never sure how to bring up the issue. Realizing that it might be easier to separate her sexual and romantic lives, Liz had signed up for the class. She was hoping to get her sexual needs met by someone who was in the BDSM lifestyle, and that would alleviate the pressure on her romantic relationships.

Liz had paid the $500 fee with her Visa after they assured her “Vineyard Educational Services,” as opposed to “BDSM 101,” would show up on her statement. The ten-week class had been divided into Doms and subs, to keep it from turning into a mixer. Each session was a one-hour lecture with Q and A and then discussion time.

Many of the “rules” they taught seemed more like common sense. Most handouts had titles like, Why It’s Important to Have a Way to Say No—Safewords, or The Difference between RACK—Risk Aware Consensual Kink—and SSC—Safe, Sane, Consensual. At the end of the course they had a few guest lecturers, including a Dom who lived the BDSM lifestyle fulltime. Though she wasn’t looking to change her whole life, it was the memory of him that kept Liz from giving up all hope. While his stiff formality and four-page list of rules weren’t the traits of her ideal Dom, he was much closer than any of the pricks in the community center tonight. Clearly there were good Doms out there. She just had to find one.

Liz was looking for a man who could handle her desires—who didn’t make her feel like a freak. She didn’t need or want a BDSM boyfriend. When your sexual desires were this dark you didn’t get to have love and sex with the same man.

As far as Liz was concerned, there had been no one there tonight she would have had sex with after six tequila shots, let alone with the cold calculation needed to embark on a BDSM affair. She’d come to The Gathering hoping to find her Mr. Right—er—Dom Right. The itching sexual need that burned inside her, that beast that girls were taught from an early age to deny existed because society fears female sexuality, was awake and howling. Tonight was supposed to mark the beginning of the end of her self-imposed celibacy.

And it was a disaster.

With quickening steps, Liz passed other rooms filled with members of the BDSM community, both seasoned players and new hopefuls.

A less-determined, less-sexually-frustrated person would have given up, but even as she pushed through the double doors leading to the parking lot, Liz was forming a new plan of action. This was only the first one of these events she had attended. There would be another one in a few months. Until then she would go through some of the contacts that they had been given in class—online message boards and groups dedicated to and run by the local BDSM community.

She was so focused on formulating a new plan of action that she almost didn’t see the man who stood slumped against the grill of an SUV, though he was clearly visible in the security light illuminating the parking lot. When she did see him, she stopped. Her first impression was one of size. This guy was BIG. His slumped posture made it all the more apparent that when he straightened, he would tower over her. Dark hair hung down to his neck, a few strands had fallen in front of his face, shielding it from view. He wore jeans and a t-shirt, which was pulled taut across the swell of muscle on his arms and shoulders.

Liz froze—her heart picking up speed as hope bloomed. It was unlikely that someone not in the scene would be standing outside the community center at nine p.m. on a Thursday night. Could he be a Dom? He was the perfect physical embodiment of what Liz wanted in her Dom—physically attractive, with plenty of muscles to sink her fingers and teeth into—someone whom she could trust not only emotionally but physically.

Knowing her luck, he was probably a sub waiting for one of the Dommes inside. With a disgruntled sigh, Liz started walking again, headed toward her car, which she now realized was parked only two spaces down from the SUV. As her heels clicked closer, the dark-haired dream looked up.

The way he moved, his head snapping up, eyes bright and sharp, made Liz think of a predator. Raising her own chin a notch, Liz kept walking, but as she got closer and saw his face, her steps slowed.

Straight, dark eyebrows pulled together over his nose as he frowned at her. Liz stopped, sure she knew him from somewhere. He remembered first, his features relaxing, his lips curled in a devastatingly sexy smile.

“Liz? Liz Brown?”

It was the deep, rumbling voice that triggered her memory, and his name came back to her. “Marcus Palmer?”

With a few long strides he was at her side, his arms coming around her in a rib-crunching hug. On instinct Liz’s arms went up around his shoulders, returning the fierce embrace. It was not the greeting an adult woman would give to an old acquaintance but the hug of a twenty-year-old college student to a good friend. After a final squeeze, Marc held her at arm’s length, his big hands spanning and cupping her waist.

“Lizzy, wow, how are you?”

“Marc, it’s been so long. I’m fine, how are you?”

“I’m good, I’m good, thanks.”

Marc’s gaze made a slow, easy sweep over her, from the crown of her head to her toes. With a smile, Liz returned the favor. His dark hair was longer than she remembered, curling against the nape of his neck, the sides pulled back behind his ears. It should have looked boyish but instead he looked like a warrior. The breadth of his shoulders tapered to a nice waist. His pants were tight around his thighs, outlining the powerful muscles there.

Liz could see appreciation reflected in his eyes. She found nothing offensive in his examination, merely an acknowledgement of her beauty, and she returned the favor. They had given each other similar perusals while in college. They had met in class, each from very different parts of their university community—she an involved student leader and crusader, he the star wide receiver of their national championship football team. Back then they had both been in other relationships. Only with their frank appraisal of each other had they acknowledged that if the situation were different they might have been together. But they’d been committed to other people, which meant their friendship had grown strong without an underlying need to posture and pose.

*

Marc let his gaze sweep over the stunning blonde. She’d changed from the sweatshirt-and jeans-clad co-ed he’d known into a polished and professional woman. They’d parted ways after college, both knowing when they said goodbye the last time that theirs was a friendship that would not survive the transition into their adult lives. She had gone on to corporate America and he to the boys’ club of professional football. There’d been some regret for the friendship lost but he had appreciated the time they spent together enough to celebrate it for having existed rather than mourn its passing.

Then Marc remembered where he was, and more importantly he remembered what was going on in the community center. He grinned slowly, until he showed teeth. For a moment Liz looked uncomfortable. She turned her head slightly, as if embarrassed. She shifted her feet, heels clicking against the pavement of the parking lot, but as Marc watched, she straightened her shoulders and met his gaze. Her look said that she would not be afraid or ashamed for having been found here. Indeed, Liz raised one eyebrow and tilted her head, giving him a questioning look, her posture inquiring what he was doing here. Then it was his turn to feel slightly uncomfortable at having been caught.

“Well, this is certainly an interesting situation,” Liz said.

“Yeah, well, I guess you could say that. But I would have said ‘fucking embarrassing’ instead of interesting.”

Liz laughed, her head falling back, exposing the long smooth line of her throat. The slow burn that had started in Marc’s belly when he first saw the stunning woman walking toward him fired a little bit hotter.

“So, I figure there are three things we can do.” She raised her index finger. “One—we can walk away and pretend this never happened. Two—we can exchange business cards, renew our friendship by e-mail and just pretend that we didn’t meet each other here. Three—we can go and get a cup of coffee and catch up.”

“You always were direct.”

“No point in being any other way.”

“It’s good to see you, Liz.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Marc.”

He rolled his shoulders, a habit left over from his playing days. “I say number three. There’s a good place down the street or we can go downtown,” he offered.

“Let’s go to that place on the corner of Ninth and Fig. You remember it?”

“Yeah, I remember. You always drank Diet Coke. When did you grow up and start drinking coffee?”

“As soon as I realized how much more caffeine there was in a cup of coffee than a Diet Coke.” Liz was smiling softly, the memories sweet and mellow with age. “There are times at night when I crave that sweet fake-sugar taste.”

“Then let’s get you some.”

Liz headed toward her black SLR, hips swaying. Marc watched her walk away, his eyes tracing the outline of her tight ass through her pants.

Now that is one fine-looking, sassy woman. Too damn bad she’s a Domme.

* * * *

An hour later, Marc and Liz were sitting comfortably in a booth at a 24/7 diner that served all-you-can-eat waffles and coffee between midnight and five a.m., which made it a favorite venue for a late-night carbohydrate fix among the students at the university.

With a nod to nostalgia, Liz had skipped the coffee and ordered a Diet Coke. She was slouched on the bench, one leg tucked under her, the other swinging free, her heel making a rhythmic thump against the booth with every swing. Her pumps lay discarded under the table. Marc had assumed a familiar pose, his back against the window, long legs stretched out along the bench with ankles crossed. He was so tall that every time the waitress came by, she had to dodge his feet because they stuck out so far. One thickly muscled arm rested along the back of the booth, the other along the tabletop. His big, rough hands were relaxed. Occasionally he would lift the arm that rested on the back of the booth and use it for emphasis when making a point.

They had been sitting here for over forty minutes, reminiscing. There were tears of laughter in Liz’s eyes as Marc retold the story of Liz going toe-to-toe with the evil TA of their class. His colorful retelling, with Liz as a warrior of Arthurian proportions crusading for the repressed members of BUAD 428—Advanced Biz Development—was wildly inaccurate and hysterically funny.

When he wound down, Liz went to wipe her eyes with her sleeve, a habit from the time when sweatshirts made up most of her wardrobe. She stopped herself just in time and plucked a napkin from the dispenser.

Liz examined Marc’s face. Maturity had slimmed it down, refined it, but that wolfish grin was still the same. Though humor sparkled in his eyes and his posture was relaxed, the bulk of his physical presence combined with the grin was vaguely threatening.

As the echo of her laughter faded, they fell into a companionable silence. It was amazing how easy it had been to fall back into her old friendship with him. It had always been a friendship that had included simply the two of them. They had no mutual friends, so when they were together there had been no one there to expect them to act like the star football player and student leader. What started out as an assigned partnership for a class project grew into a refuge—a chance to vent frustrations and worries.

Bending her head, Liz took a long drink, letting the bubbles fill her mouth. She glanced up from beneath her lashes to see that Marc was studying her with cool appraisal. With a sigh she lifted her head, flicking her tongue across the tip of her straw to catch any stray drops. Leaning back against the creaky vinyl, Liz prepared herself for what would undoubtedly be an embarrassing conversation, though oddly she didn’t feel as embarrassed as she thought she would have.

“So, how did you get an invitation to The Gathering?” she asked, wincing at the end. The name seemed melodramatic in the cheery warmth of the diner.

Marc snorted. “It is a stupid name, isn’t it?”

Liz smiled. “It really is.”

Marc returned her sunny smile with his own darker one. “I got the invitation because I’ve been to a couple of parties hosted by the group that runs the class.”

“How did you get involved in that?”

This time Marc’s smile was wicked. “A few years ago I saw a notice online about a conference and demonstration they were holding at their club. You had to go through a bunch of hoops to get tickets but I had been curious for a long time so I kept asking, pushing. Eventually someone recognized me from my pro years and like magic I was invited to the inner circle.” He shrugged off the ease with which his fame had given him entry to an exclusive clique.

“Weren’t you concerned about tabloids finding out?”

He grimaced, but said, “Not really. Now that I’m not playing ball anymore, I’m not really news, and everything I read said these people like their privacy. It would be worse if I tried a BDSM relationship with a woman who wasn’t into it. If she thought there was money in the story, or just got scared and told someone who told someone else, I’d have a problem—that’s why all my subs sign a nondisclosure agreement with a multimillion-dollar penalty.”

Liz stared at him in amazement. She had never considered how hard it would have been for a guy like him, so physically imposing, to treat a woman like a submissive without scaring her.

“Going opened my eyes. I realized that all my life I had been treating the girls I slept with like submissives, except I always felt like an abuser. Every time I ordered a woman to spread her legs, I felt like I was raping her, even though I was always careful to make sure she was into it. Once I found BDSM, I had a name for what I wanted, a name that came with a certain set of expectations.

“I started looking for submissive women, women who wouldn’t freak out if they ended up tied to the bed.”

“So why were you there tonight? Just looking for a play date?” she asked.

“Naw, I’ve had plenty of those. There were always unattached girls at the parties, or girls who had Masters, but whose Masters were willing to share. That was fine for a while, but I’ve discovered that it’s the guys who have just one sub, who know their girl like the back of their hand, who really have the good life. I went tonight looking for a girl I could keep for myself.”

Liz shifted on the bench, sliding her foot out from beneath her so she could press her legs together. His casual talk of dominating a woman—tying her up, ordering her to spread her legs—had her incredibly aroused.

She could hardly believe that her ideal partner seemed to be sitting across the booth from her. The problem was that now she didn’t know how to broach the subject. She wasn’t prepared to do it while sitting in a diner. She had been prepared to deal with this back at the community center, but not here. If she was to start a sexual relationship with Marc, it would take away some of the danger—she was fairly sure he wasn’t a serial killer.

Then a horrible thought occurred to her—he may be just what she was looking for, but what if she was not what HE was looking for?

Liz figured it would be just her luck to find the Dom of her dreams and then find out he had an Asian fetish.

“So what about you?”

Liz looked up with a start. “Me?”

“Yeah, how did you get invited?”

“Oh, I took the BDSM 101 class. I haven’t had much luck with real-life BDSM and got tired of being dissatisfied. It seemed like the safest way to meet someone who was already into it.”

“You just felt safe taking a class. You always were a school nerd.”

Liz threw a napkin at him that he caught with hands well accustomed to accepting a thrown item.

“Okay, maybe you’re right, I know how to take classes, and it’s something I was good at.”

“Didn’t find what you were looking for?”

Liz moaned in exaggerated anguish. “Not even close. That’s why I left early, but what about you?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

“So you didn’t find any subs you liked?” she asked, fishing for information on his preferences.

“I met a bunch of girls who were nice and quiet and submissive. They probably would have done exactly what I told them every fucking moment of the day.” He shook his head in disgust, or maybe it was frustration. The boy she’d known was there in the man, but buried under the years that separated this moment from the last they’d spent in the diner. She no longer knew him well enough to read his expressions with any confidence.

“Isn’t that what you want?”

He shifted on the bench, uncrossing and then re-crossing his legs with the opposite leg on top. “I don’t want a girl who lies there. I want someone with more something.” He ran a hand through his hair, and this time she had no trouble telling it was frustration that furrowed his brow. “Sometimes I don’t know if what I want is really a submissive girl, because the girls who were there tonight…” He trailed off and shrugged as if he were unable to find the words he wanted.

Liz’s heart leapt into a fast tempo. She wanted to scream that she was different from the girls who were there. She wanted, no—craved, the domination of a strong man but she wouldn’t, couldn’t, simply drop to her knees. She needed a man strong enough to take her.

Can he really be this perfect?

The Dominant of her dreams was sitting on the other side of the table and he seemed completely unaware of her as anything other than an old friend. She wanted to jump across the table and say, “Look! What about me?”

It was fear that stopped her. He knew the girl she had been, and wouldn’t be surprised to find out she was now a ruthless venture capitalist. Nothing about her would indicate that she’d be a good sexual submissive. Maybe if they didn’t have a past, if he had no idea who she was…

“I wonder if you and I might not have the same problem, Liz. I glanced in the male subs room for a minute and they all looked like a bunch of pansies. I bet you would chew them up and spit them out in a heartbeat.”

Liz stared at him in astonishment. “You looked in the male subs room and…?”

“I didn’t see you. Then again I wasn’t really looking very hard at anyone in there.”

“You didn’t see me in the room for female Dominants and male submissives?” she repeated, knowing she sounded stupid.

“No.” He raised one eyebrow, the question apparent in his face if not in his words.

Liz took a deep breath and reached one hand into her pocket, curling her fingers into a fist.

“Marc, there was a reason you didn’t see me there.” Liz laid her closed fist on the tabletop with the back of her hand resting on the cool Formica. Marc looked first at her hand then her face, his eyebrows drawn together in a frown. With her gaze locked on his, she slowly uncurled her fingers.

Marc stared at the crumpled red ribbon in her palm. For a minute he simply gazed at it in confusion, and then the implications hit him. A picture of slender necks circled with red ribbons popped up in his mind’s eye.

Startled, he met her gaze. He read defiance and power in her eyes, both a thin mask to cover her fear of rejection and uncertainty, he was sure.

He glanced back down at the ribbon curled on her palm. In one motion he swung his legs off the bench and sat up straight. He took the ribbon from her hand, letting the tips of his fingers caress the soft hollow of her palm.

He lifted the ribbon, draping it over his index finger, drawing out the moment as he studied it. Raising his eyes to hers, he smiled and clenched the ribbon in his fist.

There was a stabbing pain in Liz’s chest. She released the breath she’d been holding for too long and shuddered as she inhaled again. Terror, excitement, and dread filled her. Had she made a mistake, or the best decision of her life? Marc wasn’t a stranger the way she’d planned.

“Liz, do you mean to tell me you were wearing this ribbon?” His voice was lower than normal, almost threatening, yet he was smiling.

Retreating behind her pride, she lifted her chin. “Yes, I was.”

His grin widened. “You’re a submissive?”

Her chin notched up another degree. “Yes, I am.”

“Well, isn’t that interesting?”

“Drop the smug attitude,” she snapped.

“Are you getting fresh with me? That’s a risky thing to do.” He suddenly sounded smarmy and fake Dom-ish. Her perfect man was turning out no better than the wannabe Doms.

Liz gritted her teeth. “Don’t think that just because I’m a submissive you can treat me like a mindless toy.”

Abruptly Marc’s expression became serious. “I don’t think you’re a toy. I was surprised—”

“You think that because I’m a woman who has her own life, who can stand up for herself and make her own decisions, I can’t look for something different in the bedroom? I am so tired of men’s inability to see a woman as a complex person. Why can’t I be submissive in the bedroom and nowhere else? And why is it that a man just assumes that if I am submissive, I will fall to my knees and beg to suck him off while he taunts me with petty threats? As far as I’m concerned, he had better be willing to fight for my submission, to earn it.”

Liz’s hands were fisted on the tabletop as she leaned forward. Anger had knotted the muscles in her shoulders and back. There was a hollow, gray feeling in her stomach. Marc hadn’t laughed at her, but he also wasn’t really the man she was looking for. He’d jumped right to the attitude she despised. The faux threats, the condescension…

Marc, rather than pulling away, was leaning toward her, absorbing her anger and drawing in the emotions in her words.

“Liz, Liz, let me finish my thought. I would never treat you like a toy. I didn’t mean to be arrogant or condescending. That was a dumb-fuck thing to say.” He studied her for a moment. “I can only imagine that you would be an incredible submissive.”

She took a breath, closing her eyes and visualizing the anger leaving her like water filtering through a sieve. When she was calm, she opened her eyes.

“That’s sweet, and thanks, but I know my attitude isn’t…” She sighed and toyed with her straw. “I want sex, Marc. I want lots of sex. I want pleasure and pain and bondage and yes, I want to be controlled, but if that control involves being told to vacuum the house naked while not having sex for days, then I’ll walk.”

Marc’s eyes darkened, the pupils swelling until the iris was only a thin ring. The happy, normal bustle of the diner faded away, until there was nothing and no one but them. The tension and chemistry encircled them like a thick-skinned bubble, and inside the air was dense and dark, like maple syrup.

“You blindsided me.” Marc’s voice was a low rumble. “You know I don’t handle surprises well. I like to run the play that was called. Let’s pretend that didn’t happen. Pretend I didn’t say what I did.”

Liz let out a slow breath and sat back. “I’m sorry I jumped on you like that. After all the bullshit I had to see tonight at the center…”

Marc imagined some of the so called Doms from the gathering putting their hands on her. Reminding himself of his dentist’s warning about grinding his teeth, he unclenched his jaw.

“Those dicks weren’t fit to lick the bottom of your shoes,” he growled. “They couldn’t handle you.”

“Are you implying that you are?” She searched his face. He wouldn’t want a submissive like her. Would he?

He met her gaze squarely. “Yes, I think I am.” He held out his hand.

Returning his stare, she took a chance, both on him and on her fantasies. “I think you are too.”

Chapter 2

The next night Liz met Marc at a rotating restaurant atop one of the city’s most expensive hotels. Considering the planned discussion for the evening, it might have been better to meet at either his condo or her house but this particular restaurant boasted enclosed booths with walls that touched the ceiling.

After trading a valet her car keys for a ticket, Liz strode to one of the black glass elevators. Stepping in, she positioned herself so she could use the reflective dark glass for a last-minute check of her appearance. As the elevator began its quiet ascent to the fortieth floor, Liz gave the hem of her little black dress a quick twitch. Made of a thick silk, the strapless dress hugged her curves in a way that spoke of tailoring, not spandex. Rather than a straight bodice, this dress had a molded top, the fabric rising over each breast with a deep dip between. Clipped to a hanger, it looked like the top of a heart, but once on, it was nothing but sex appeal in black silk. Tonight she had decided to dress it up with a gold and black antique shawl. Black strappy Coup D’états with burnished gold detailing and black chandelier earrings completed the ensemble.

Liz knew what she probably should be wearing. A loose skirt, button-up shirt, no underwear and hooker makeup were what most girls in BDSM stories wore. One of the classes had covered the topic of attire. When she had questioned it, asking why a Dom would want his sub to look sloppy, the instructor for the evening had told her that “sloppy” was her opinion and the only person whose opinion mattered was that of her Dom. As much as Liz was trying to understand submission as the world told her it was, she just couldn’t make herself agree.

She didn’t want to look like a sidewalk hooker; she wanted to look like sin and sex in leather and velvet—a courtesan, not a whore. While the idea of not being allowed to wear underwear was sexy as hell, Liz had boobs, real boobs, the kind that liked to rest closer to her navel than her chin without assistance. This dress would be a tragic fashion mistake without the half corset she had on underneath lifting her breasts. As the light in the elevator panel moved from floor 29 to 30, Liz checked her hair. While normally it was straight, she’d used hot rollers to give it a soft wave. The curl shortened her hair so it just brushed her shoulders. She’d pulled back one side, exposing her neck. With the soft wave, she looked like a sultry femme fatale from Hollywood’s bygone era. Her makeup was done in the darker shades appropriate for an evening look—a smoky eye, careful blush to boost her cheekbones, and deep rose lips with a high gloss finish. She looked like a high society girlfriend, too pretty to be a stockbroker herself, too voluptuous, too sexual, to be a stockbroker’s wife.

Liz was proud that she could hang up her Anne Taylor business suit for a Tadashi Shoji cocktail dress and not only look good in both, but like who she was in both.

When the elevator door slid open with a slow hiss, she was standing dead center of the car, one hip cocked, the shawl draped over her arms and framing her black silk-encased waist. Stepping carefully from the elevator, she savored the moment. She was minutes from taking her first real step toward making her fantasies realities in the flesh. No matter what happened, she could savor the anticipation. She rolled her hips as she walked—boom, tisss, boom, tisss—the heavy thump of a floor drum followed by a single tap of a cymbal.

The hostess didn’t even ask her name, simply rose and with a murmured, “Will you follow me, ma’am?” led her around the teak-paneled entryway. While the entry was stationary, just behind it the rotating floor began. Situated in one of the hotel’s round glass towers, the restaurant took one hour to go all the way around—the only interruption in the view when the floor rotated past the entryway. Liz stepped onto the slow-moving floor and followed the hostess. The booths were on her left, the floor-to-ceiling windows to her right. The restaurant was so large, it was hard to tell how far around the circle she was from the entryway once it passed out of sight. Just ahead of them, a man slid out of one of the booths. Marc.

*

She looked like sex on a stick. Expensive sex on a stick.

Marc barely noticed when the hostess drifted away. As he had in the parking lot, he gave her a once-over, a slow appraisal. He tried to start at her feet and work his way up but he got distracted by her breasts. He heard the hiss of air as she took a deep breath and then had to do a little deep breathing of his own as those fantastic breasts rose and fell. They seemed to call out to him, “come, Marc, pet us, love us, play with us.”

Manfully ignoring the fact that he had just had an imaginary conversation with her tits, he started again with her feet. She had on strappy things, which looked painful but did amazing things to her calves. The skirt of the dress hugged her thighs and hips just so, the material pulled taut by her one-hip-cocked stance. On the way to her face he once again was drawn in by her breasts. After a quick eye caress and mentally promising to have a nice long conversation with those babies at a later date, he made it to her face. Her eyes seemed more exotic tonight, surrounded by dark girly stuff, her lips were very red and kissable, fuckable. That perfect blonde mane just touched one side of her face. She was the girl-next-door after she moved to the city and learned a few things. There was no uncertainty in her eyes—she knew she was ravishing—but there was challenge, as if she dared him to disapprove. She had a long wait coming if that’s what she was waiting for.

“Liz.” He took her hand and raised it to his lips, placing an open-mouthed kiss on the back. “You’re utterly gorgeous.”

“Thank you, Marc,” Liz murmured as goose bumps rose along the back of the hand he’d kissed.

*

He looked great in a dark-gray suit with a white shirt and navy tie. Not exactly the most GQ outfit but it was a classic look that would never stop working for the gentlemen, and considering his size, Liz shuddered to think of the cost of having suits tailored. His hair had been brushed so that it fell back from his face without being tucked behind his ears. Liz had to stop herself from reaching over and pulling one lock forward just to re-create the rakish look from last night.

He eased her into the booth, opposite where he had been sitting, with a hand at her back. As he slid in across from her, she took stock of the table, eyeing two black leather portfolios. Seeing her look at them, he slid them down onto the seat with a teasing smile. As the waiter glided up, they settled easily into the routine of two urbanites enjoying a high-quality meal out on the town. After the waiter listed that night’s meal options, they chose the fish, Marc seamlessly selecting an appropriate white wine. Liz mentally lifted an eyebrow. While she had never taken him for a dumb jock, that level of wine knowledge was a bit above the norm.

After the waiter had glided away, she asked about it. “Where did you acquire such extensive wine knowledge?”

Marc settled back into the booth and smiled. “I wish I could say that I was a true connoisseur, but a buddy of mine from my pro days bought a vineyard as an investment and then got really into it. For years I got cases of different wines for holidays until he finally dragged me up to his vineyard for a week. I learned more than any man could ever want to know about wine and grapes. For example, do you know why they plant rosebushes at the edges of the grapes?”

The conversation continued as the four-course meal was served, moving easily from one topic to another. Liz was once more struck by how easy it was to fall back into a friendship with him. They talked about their jobs—Liz’s venture capital company, Marc’s post-pro career as a sportswriter and commentator.

When the entrée was gone, Marc asked the server to hold off on dessert. He reached down next to him and then carefully placed the portfolios on the table. Liz sat up a bit straighter, a shiver running down her spine.

Marc took one and placed it in front of her. She let her hand rest on it but kept her eyes on Marc.

“I’m going to be honest with you, Liz. I’m having fun and you look fucking amazing. Right now I’m worried about the catch—there has to be one, right?”

He smiled and Liz laughed. She felt the same—this was too easy, too perfect.

“It’s eerie that we would find each other again under these circumstances, when we each want what the other,” she smiled, “possesses.”

“Then let’s get to business. Tell me if we aren’t seeing eye to eye on anything I’m saying.” Marc took a small sip of his wine before continuing. “You’re looking for a Dom. I’m looking for a sub. I’ve had some experience and pretty much know what I like, and know that what I want is not the ‘standard’. From what you said last night, I think you might be the same, but we need to be sure. In here,” he tapped his portfolio, “is a BDSM checklist.”

Liz let out a little breath, her fingers tingling with excitement. BDSM checklists outlined and categorized every possible kinky toy and scenario in the BDSM world. She’d seen a sample in class, but never a full one, since real ones could be hundreds of items long.

“This is my checklist, so I’ve removed anything I won’t do, or stuff that’s really fucked up. Mark your answers and then we’ll swap and go over it. If nothing matches up, we’ll have dessert and…” He trailed off.

“And no hard feelings,” Liz finished for him.

“Exactly.”

Liz smiled. This was better than anything she’d dared hope for. She was a logical soul and the idea of a checklist was very appealing. He knew what he was doing.

As the city rotated past, Liz opened her portfolio and began to read.

*

Marc leaned back and took a sip of his wine, enjoying both the view beyond the glass walls and the sight of his lovely companion. He could already imagine her chained to a wall in his bedroom, her hair tangled around her as she fought him at the same time her pussy dripped for his cock.

Since he’d put the list together and had done this before, it wouldn’t take him long to fill it out. As he watched her bite her lip and swallow hard, he decided he wouldn’t hold anything back. Usually he toned down his desires and wants, making sure that he wouldn’t scare his partners when they went over the list. But this woman… Marc took a deep breath as his dark urges rolled through him. He wanted to do everything to her.

*

Activity

Abrasion

Anal plugs

Anal sex…

Liz had to stop and take a breath, look away from the list. Her skin was tingling with arousal and she was wet. She’d read three lines and she was already panting. Half-disgusted with herself, she closed the portfolio. She was so lost in her tangled thoughts and feelings that she’d forgotten that Marc was there until he spoke.

“Too much?” he asked quietly.

Liz looked over at him, a quick smile and platitudes rising to her lips. She knew what it was like to be made to feel a freak for wanting this. She wouldn’t do that to him. Just as she was about to reassure him, tell him it was all right and she was just excited, she stopped herself. She took a breath and released it slowly.

“Do you ever hate yourself for wanting this?” she asked instead. She meant for the words to be strong but they came out like a plea.

He sat back, clearly surprised. “Well, yeah, sometimes. Do you?”

She looked down at her fingers, curled together on top of the checklist. “All the time.”

His large tan hand covered hers. His palm was so large it dwarfed her joined hands. He was warm, she was perpetually cold. “Lizzy, listen to me.”

She looked up. There was no sympathy in his gaze, but there was understanding. “There is nothing wrong with us,” he told her. “We’re mature, consenting adults engaging in responsible sex. Some of this stuff,” he gestured to the portfolios with his free hand, “is even mainstream. You don’t think people try a little light bondage, a little spanking? They do.”

“But that’s not what we want, is it?” Liz wasn’t sure why she was pushing Marc. She wanted him to say something to make this okay, say something to make her feel as if she weren’t damaged in some way.

“No.”

“Why? Why can’t I just accept the life I have? Wanting this is…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“Selfish. Greedy.” His voice was firm. “You should be satisfied with vanilla sex, but you’re not.”

Liz sighed in relief. “Yes.”

“I feel the same.” Marc leaned back. Her fingers were cold without the heat of his skin. “I had things most men only dream of. I could have had some of the most beautiful women in the world and it wasn’t enough.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the honey-sweet anticipation that had covered them replaced by grim self-loathing.

“I was in love.” Liz spoke before she had the chance to talk herself out of it. “He sold me my house and we hit it off. The night it closed, we went out to dinner. He was as busy as I was, and so when we had time to be together it was explosive, like we were packing days of togetherness into only hours. I fell in love with him and him with me. The sex was good.”

“But not enough.”

Liz hoped she wasn’t blushing. It was embarrassing to talk about her past sex life, though that seemed ludicrous considering why they’d come here tonight. “That’s the thing, I like vanilla sex. I like the intimacy of a man’s body pressed against me, of how it can be lightning-fast or slow.” Liz’s breath was growing shallow as memories filled her, of groping like teenagers in the foyer, quick, sweaty sex up against the door, slow Sunday-morning sex that faded into lazy drowsing.

“What happened?” Marc asked. Liz refused to look at him. She could feel him watching her with a gaze that promised things she was scared to want.

“We were fine for a while, but when we started talking about committing—moving in together, maybe getting married—I knew I had to say something. I loved him, but I knew that if I didn’t say something I’d be unhappy later.”

Liz huffed out a little laugh. “I used to lie awake at night and fantasize about him doing things to me. I wanted him to bend me over his knee, to toy with me, torment me, use toys on me. There I was, fantasizing about a man who was lying right next to me.”

She shook her head at the memory. “I was sure it’d be fine. He was an aggressive, dominant guy. I thought he’d be excited by what I wanted. At first he was. He knew a bit about serious D/s, though not much. I very carefully outlined the kinds of things I liked but I didn’t want to plan each move for him. That…that control is exactly what I didn’t want.”

“What went wrong?”

Now she did look at him. “Everything.”

Marc kept his gaze steady. “Did he hurt you?”

She could only nod as a flood of embarrassing, frustrating, and frightening memories filled her.

“Tell me,” he said. It wasn’t a command, not in the way those ridiculous fake Doms had issued commands, but it was a demand.

“Let’s just say he didn’t get it, and the more I tried to explain, the worse it got. He didn’t understand that I wanted that behavior confined to the bedroom. He used to smack my ass, all the time. If I said anything he didn’t like—if I teased him about the way he’d parked his car—he’d swat my ass and whisper, ‘Naughty girl deserves a spanking, doesn’t she?’” Liz curled her fingers into her palms. “It was all I could do not to knee him in the balls.”

“He really didn’t get it, did he?”

“A lot of what happened was my fault. When I wanted him to be…masterful.” She winced at the word and Marc let out a bark of laughter. Liz smiled ruefully before continuing. “If I wanted that domination, I’d try to goad him into it—taunting him, saying he wasn’t man enough—but then he’d just get pissed.”

“Did he hit you, in anger?” Marc growled.

Liz wished she could say yes and play the victim, but the truth was she was the abuser. She’d taken something that should have worked, that should have been enough for her, and she’d destroyed it.

“No.” Tears prickled her eyes. “He was a good man. He would never do that. He would walk away—leave and call me later.”

Marc stood and came around to her side of the table, sliding into the booth next to her. She stiffened slightly, keeping her back straight.

He laid one arm around her shoulders and pulled her into his side. “You can cry if you want,” he said with impressive stoicism.

Liz tilted her head up so she could look into his face. He was a handsome man, made more attractive by the concern that marked his features. He understood her, he cared that she’d suffered, and he wanted to comfort her.

A little crack started in the shell she’d carefully erected around her heart.

“I’m not going to cry.” She smiled. It was true. She’d wept plenty of tears over lost love.

“You looked like you were going to cry.”

“I was, but I’ve probably cried enough about this.” She took a deep breath, and if it shuddered slightly neither of them mentioned it. “I’m sorry, Marc. I seem to have destroyed the mood.”

“I would rather know more about you than maintain a mood,” he said. “If what you really need is a friend you can talk to about this stuff, I’ll be that friend.”

“Oh, Marc, I—”

He cut her off. “However, I need you to know that I will not be happy about it and I will be picturing you naked every time I see you.”

Liz laughed, a deep belly laugh that had more to do with releasing emotional tension than with amusement. She relaxed into his side, tipping her head back against his shoulder to look up at him.

“Naked, huh? How do I look?”

“Fucking amazing. But you’re not just naked.” His voice was deeper and rougher than it had been a minute ago. His gaze, which had remained on her face as she spoke, now traveled south to her breasts.

“What am I wearing?” She was desperate to know. She wanted him to say she was draped in chains, fastened facedown to a bed, wearing a mask, a gag.

His gaze returned to her face. “You’re aroused. I can see it in your eyes, your lips—” He touched his thumb to her lower lip. “—your cheeks.” He moved his hand to cup her face, thumb pressed into her cheekbone. “I want to do things to you that should frighten you.”

“I don’t think they will,” she murmured. Her skin felt like molten lava encased in ice. She was shivering with cold and burning with heat at the same time.

She hated herself for derailing their evening. She should have just filled out the checklist, handed it to him, and begged him to fuck her.

“Let’s go,” she begged. “Marc, I want you.”

With a growl he pressed his lips to hers in a hot, rough kiss.

*

The evening was not going exactly to plan, but plans were made to be broken. At least that’s what Marc told himself as he left the restaurant with Liz on his arm. They stepped into the glass elevators. The city was spread before them, the lights dazzling.

“I’m going to regret this,” Liz said quietly, “but I want you.”

Marc hadn’t figured out what she was talking about before she turned, wrapped one arm around his neck, hitched up her skirt with her free hand and, with a little hop, wrapped her legs around his waist.

He figured it out then.

Never one to pass up a good opportunity, Marc tucked a hand under her butt, the other around her back.

He grinned at her, loving the weight of her in his arms.

“Does this turn you off?” she asked him, face serious.

Marc suppressed a groan. He really wasn’t in the mood to have another long discussion.

He pressed her back against the elevator wall. “What do you think?” he growled as he brought his lips to hers.

Their lips were millimeters apart when the elevator doors opened.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me.” Marc glared at the open doors.

Liz smiled—she really was gorgeous—then pressed her lips together, suppressing the smile. Marc could still see it sparkling in her eyes.

She unwrapped her legs from around his waist. Marc didn’t release her. She raised a brow in question.

He was seriously considering pressing the button for the highest floor and starting a second elevator ride, but he didn’t want to be interrupted. He ran the hand cupping her ass around her hip and then up her side, cupping her rib cage so that his thumb rested just below her breast. She took a deep breath, shuddering a little.

Marc’s cock jumped and he suppressed a growl. He wanted this woman with a ferocity that was frightening. She was so strong, so self-assured and confident, that the glimpses of vulnerability and submission he saw in her were all the more potent. He knew that when she finally submitted to him, it would be something rare and special, like winning against a strong opponent. Quick, easy victories were nice, but they didn’t mean as much as the ones you had to work for. He wanted to take her, master her, hurt her, and pleasure her.

He backed away as the elevator dinged, stretching out one long arm to keep the doors from closing.

“Tonight ends here,” he said.

“Probably best.” Liz twitched her skirt down.

“After you.” He held the doors so she could precede him.

She didn’t wait, but started toward the valet stand. Marc took one extra-long step to catch up with her and put his hand on her back. She looked at him from beneath her lashes.

“Why did you think I would be turned-off?” he asked in a low voice, keeping the conversation light.

Her reply had to wait as they each handed their tickets to the valet. Marc paid for her car and, after a pause, she put the money she’d pulled out back in her purse. He liked that she hadn’t assumed he’d pay. The minute people knew he had money, they expected him to pick up the tab—especially women.

“Because I was being aggressive. Is this about you being in charge or about you being a gentleman?” She gestured to the valet stand and to his hand, which still rested on her back.

Marc knew this was a gray area. Liz was perfectly capable of walking by herself and paying for her own parking—he didn’t think she needed him for those things.

“If it bothers you, I won’t do stuff like that.”

“It doesn’t bother me—I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t a control thing.”

“I always open doors and pick up the tab while on a date. My dad would say it’s good manners.”

“I’m a secure enough feminist to say that I have no problem with that.” She smiled.

They brought her car first. Liz looked at him as the valet climbed out and held the door open. “This didn’t go the way I expected.”

“This isn’t what I’d expected either.” A part of him—his dick—was aggravated that they hadn’t gotten through the checklist and made plans to take this to the next level. “But I don’t regret it.”

“You sure?” There was a hint of something in her face—vulnerability, maybe—that made him simultaneously want to hug her and paddle her ass.

“I’m sure,” he cupped her neck, kissed the corner of her mouth. “This isn’t over. It’s just starting.”

Marc watched her drive away, ignoring the stares of the valets. They brought his car around, but with a curt, “I’ll be back,” he went inside. Once in the elevator he leaned against the cool glass, the city at his back, and tried to will away his hard-on.

Liz was…perfect. She was perfect.

The hostess smiled when he walked into the restaurant. She crouched and pulled the portfolios from under her podium. “I thought you might be back for these.”

“Thanks.” He examined her face for a reaction to what she’d found inside the book. Was her smile a little too bright?

Leave it, he told himself. He no longer needed to search constantly for a woman who might share his tastes.

He’d found Liz and finally had an opportunity to have the sexual relationship he’d been longing for. All he had to do was get her to submit.

* * * *

Liz poured herself a glass of wine then stood there, bottle in hand.

Wow.

Just…wow.

The night hadn’t ended the way she’d anticipated, but she didn’t regret it. There was something delicious about drawing this out.

If she was being completely honest with herself—which Liz always tried to be—she’d admit she was scared.

The grin she’d been wearing ever since she got in her car disappeared at that thought. Liz stoppered and put away the wine, taking her glass to her favorite chair, which faced a large portrait window. She lived in the hills just east of Hollywood, and on clear nights like this she could see LA spread before her—an ocean of lights and movement crowned by the terraced downtown skyline.

The fear she felt wasn’t the easy-to-understand fear she’d experienced when she started out on this BDSM journey. That fear was the fear of a woman about to do something dangerous—easily countered by taking appropriate safety measures like the BDSM 101 class.

This fear was murkier. She wanted, desperately, to have the sex she’d been dreaming about with Marc. But she liked him, really liked him, and part of her wanted to ignore the sex and instead see if a friendship was possible. Taking a sip, she grimaced at herself. One date—a date to plan kinky sex no less—and she was thinking about a relationship.

It was probably a sign that it had been too long since her last relationship ended. She wasn’t getting any younger, though she certainly wasn’t old, but she valued her few friends, and valued romantic relationships even more. Breaking up had been horrible, and the return to being single, and the accompanying social stigma of lacking a plus-one when at this point all her friends and associates were in relationships, had taken its toll on her self-confidence. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the end of the relationship hadn’t been her fault. Her friends didn’t know how to comfort her. Their first instinct was to call the guy a “jerk” and blame him for everything, but that didn’t work this time.

She needed to get her expectations about the relationship with Marc in check, right now. This was about finally having the sex she’d been dreaming about. Just sex.

The next day Liz went into the office to catch up on paperwork. She arrived home to find a package propped against her front door. There was no return address and no postage. She took a step back, thinking it was a mail bomb or something equally hideous. She had her phone in hand to call 9-1-1 when she noticed a red rose, tied with a red ribbon, hiding behind the package.

Slipping her phone into her pocket, Liz instead took out her keys and opened the door. Setting down her purse and taking off her shoes, Liz did all the things she normally did when she first got home before retrieving the package and rose. She put the rose in a bud vase, smiling at the malformed bow.

Considering the lack of postage, she wondered if Marc had delivered it himself. Looking at that bow, she was sure—no florist would have let that bow walk out the front door.

When everything was in place and there were no distractions, she took the package over to her favorite chair.

She ripped off the brown paper.

Liz,

We have unfinished business. I don’t want to wait to have you. Fill this out so we’ll know if we want the same things. When you’re done, text me and leave the folder outside.

-M

Liz let out the breath she’d been holding and carefully removed the note, which she saw with some amusement was written on stationery bearing their alma mater’s logo.

She rested her hand on the cover, taking her time before opening it. She let her mind wander, wondering how he’d found her address. She hadn’t lived in this house long, having sold her first place after the breakup. She thought about what had happened at work last week, made a list of project goals to address next month.

She thought she’d done a good job of distracting herself until she realized she was shifting side to side, rubbing her legs together to alleviate the ache in her sex.

With an impatient sigh, she flipped open the portfolio.

It was a simple checklist, with the activity in the first column and five possible responses—”Yes,” “Willing to Try,” “Neutral/What’s this?,” “Not sexy,” and “No”. There was also a space for comments.

Marc had written “Answer all” in a bold scrawl across the top of the first page.

“Okay, Liz, do the first two pages, then stop.” she said aloud.

Activity

Abrasion

Anal plugs

Anal sex…

Abrasion got “Neutral” while both anal options got “Yes.”

Liz felt dirty—and she liked it. She scanned through the next two pages, answering “Yes” to more things than she expected, only because she trusted Marc to do them. More than that—she wanted Marc to do rough, dark things to her. If she were filling this out for a different man, her answers would be different too.

Animal roles, arm and leg sleeves and boot worship were “No,” while ball gag, blindfolds, biting, breast bondage and bondage—light were “Yes.” She answered “Neutral/What’s this?” to breast fucking, “Willing to Try” to beating—soft, beating—hard, and bondage—hard.

She had to stop there and catch her breath. She was so aroused her pussy was swollen and slippery-wet. She was surprised that she hadn’t answered “Not Sexy” to anything on the list. She’d seen one of these lists in the class and there had definitely been some gross things on there. She looked over her answers again and had to admit that, under the right circumstances, even the things she’d said “No” to might be “Yes” with Marc.

That thought frightened her more than anything else.

Forgetting her earlier plan, she finished the entire checklist.

*

Marc pressed his head into the headrest. His hands were clenched on the steering wheel to keep himself from jerking off while sitting in his car. He could just imagine the headlines—Former NFL star caught masturbating in the Hollywood Hills—Secret sex fetish exposed.

It was bad enough that he was sitting in the car like a creep. After he’d dropped off the portfolio he’d gone home, only to wind up pacing back and forth, unable to focus on anything. The article he’d tried to write about high-school football recruits hadn’t gone anywhere.

Full of restless energy, he’d left his condo. He’d driven aimlessly through the city, all the while knowing he was going to end up back at her door.

He knew she had the portfolio and the flower he’d left her—they weren’t on her doorstep anymore. He hoped the flower hadn’t been too much. Flowers weren’t exactly necessary for what they were doing, but he’d wanted to get her a flower. He’d even added a bow.

He shifted in his seat and closed his eyes.

What was she answering “Yes” to? What were the “Noes”?

He hoped there weren’t too many Noes. He liked everything on the list, though some of them were only mildly interesting.

But with Liz…well, he wanted to do it all. And more.

His phone buzzed.

I’m done.

Marc smiled in satisfaction, started his car, and pulled forward so he was directly in front of her house.

Liz was standing in the open door, silhouetted by soft light that spilled from inside her house.

He turned off his car, hopped out, and came around to the passenger side. He leaned on the fender, crossing his legs at the ankle.

Liz crouched and set the portfolio on the step. Marc waited for her to look down and then moved forward. He was only steps away when Liz straightened. She jumped a little when she saw him.

“Hand it to me.” His voice was more growl then words, though he hadn’t meant it to be.

Liz straightened, her shoulders coming back. “I believe you have something for me?” She held out her hand.

Marc wanted to paddle her ass for her defiant tone—he was unspeakably glad this wasn’t going to be easy.

He pulled his folded list from his back pocket and held it out to her. She took it, making sure their fingers didn’t touch. “Thank you.”

Marc took another step, caressing the back of her hand. Her fingers curled up into her palm, making a nervous fist. “I want you, more than anything.”

“What if I’m not?” she asked.

“Not what?”

“The kind of sub you want.”

“I’ll make sure we both get what we want.” He took her fist, uncurled her fingers, and rubbed her palm with his thumb. “What we need.”

“I’m not wired the same as those other girls.” Anxiety etched lines on her face.

There was pain in her voice, more than he’d expected. She really was worried that she wouldn’t be what he wanted. Marc opened his mouth but closed it again, not sure how to assure her that this would all work out.

After all, he wasn’t entirely sure it would. He was certain he wanted to try.

Marc stooped and picked up the portfolio.

“Trust me.” He cupped her chin. “Trust that I know what I want and—” he held up the portfolio, “—now I know what you want.”

She nodded ever so slightly, then tilted her face into his palm, letting his hand take the weight of her head.

Something he didn’t care to examine too closely welled in Marc’s chest.

Tipping Liz’s face up, he pressed his lips to hers in a chaste kiss and walked away.
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