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      Reese Williamson paced the floor of his small Main Street office and stopped to stare at the door, willing it to open. How he expected that to happen when the town was as dead as he'd ever seen it remained a mystery. Did he expect a client to materialize out of thin air and appear in his office?

      Did people even use private investigators anymore?

      Turning away from the door in disgust, he turned his attention to the phone on the desk, as if staring at it would make it ring.

      Maybe opening his own P.I. business wasn't the great idea he’d originally thought it to be. Maybe the general public didn't actually have a use for detectives. With the internet and social media and search services these days, most people could find what they needed themselves.

      And yet, detective work was all he knew. Having been a detective on the Salt Lake City police force for more than a decade before he was sidelined by a stray bullet to his hip, he'd then moved into the private sector, working for lawyers. That had been a disaster.

      He'd disliked lawyers when he was a cop. As a P.I. helping to gather information on clients and cases, he'd come to despise them.

      And yet, deep inside, he was still a cop. Being a P.I. now meant he was still doing what he loved–working on the right side of the law, tracking down dirt on criminals and helping keep the streets clean from a different angle. Or at least, that was the dream. Real life hadn’t quite panned out the way he’d thought it would.

      The last straw came when he’d been hired by a family-law attorney in a custody dispute. To avoid paying a larger amount of child support, the client wanted to prove his ex-wife had lied on her court paperwork when she'd claimed a non-custodial child under the age of eighteen still living with her.

      Sure they were being scammed and railroaded into a larger payment than was deserved under the law, the lawyer and his client had gone ballistic. They claimed the non-custodial child was actually a young adult, married, pregnant and living outside the home.

      They'd had her name, address, the make and model of her car, and her place of work. All he'd needed to do was follow the “child” take pictures of her leaving work, getting in her car, driving home, checking the mailbox, and using her key to enter the home. He'd gotten that, easily, on more than one occasion, and been spotted while doing so, scaring the young lady out of her wits. And yet, that hadn't been enough for the smarmy lawyer or his asshole client.

      Next, they'd had him stakeout her house, taking pictures of her doing yard work, answering the door, leaving the house to go to work, claiming that they needed it all to present a clear picture that her mother was indeed lying and trying to scam the system.

      The young lady had seen him on several occasions, and he knew his constant surveillance was affecting her mental health. He'd felt more like a stalker than a P.I., but he'd told himself it was for a good cause. The mom couldn't really think she'd get away with such a blatant scam of the system for a few more measly dollars added to her monthly child support stipend, could she?

      In the end, he'd gone to court and sat in the back row, wanting to see how it all panned out, fully expecting to see the mother hauled away in cuffs after the proof against her was presented. Instead, when the smarmy lawyer showed her the photos, obviously expecting to catch her in a lie and win his case, she'd done a masterful slow blink and then laughed in his face.

      Weeks of Reese's surveillance work had gone down the drain when she'd turned to the judge and explained that the photos he'd taken of her married daughter were irrelevant to the case because she did in fact have a non-custodial child living at home, a sixteen-year-old son whose existence her ex had apparently forgotten about in his slimy effort to catch her doing something bad.

      Reese could only imagine how the case had gone from there, because he did not stick around. He'd walked out of the courtroom, his presence and testimony no longer needed, fuming because the lawyer and client’s incompetence made him look just as stupid. Especially when staking out the mother instead would have shown she did indeed have an underage child.

      All the way home that night, Reese kept picturing the terrified look on the young woman's face. He’d berated himself for invading her privacy when a simple records search on the mother would have identified the problem. And anyway, how does a guy forget the son he’d lived with for over a decade?

      That was the day Reese made two decisions: one, he would never take a client at face value again; and two, he would open his own practice, where he could choose the clients and jobs he took. No more lawyers. At least, that had been the plan.

      So far, he'd been open for three days and the only people who had stepped through the door were the mailman, and his DoorDash delivery person.

      Speaking of which, it was about lunchtime. He'd only had black coffee and a piece of toast for breakfast, and his stomach was finally waking up for the day. Opening the drawer of the beat-up metal desk he'd had since his college days, Reese withdrew his trusty binder of takeout menus and thumbed through them. Italian sounded too heavy, and he'd had Chinese the night before. Burgers were his go-to, but even that sounded unappealing. Pizza was a possibility, but he'd yet to find a decent pizza joint in the area. Finally he closed the binder, deciding against takeout in favor of hitting up the new deli across the street.

      Deli food wasn't really his thing, but he figured it would be good to get to know his neighbors, support local businesses, introduce himself, and all that jazz. Then if any of them ever found themselves in the market for a good P.I., hopefully they'd come to him.

      Grabbing his keys and patting his back pocket in a wallet check, he paused to debate hanging a be-back-later sign and decided there really was no point. He could see his office from the deli, and it wasn't like business had been hopping.

      Walking out the front door, he paused to lock it behind him.

      "Oh, are you closing up for the day?"

      Turning to see where the voice had come from, Reese almost ran smack into its owner.

      His first impression of the guy walking up behind him wasn’t a good one. He was skinny but with a soft belly that spoke of too much beer and too little food. He was tall too–painfully so–and rocking a dad bod with broad shoulders, a shapeless head of sandy brown hair that looked like it had never seen a comb, and a face full of crater marks, presumably from years of teenage acne. He was even trying to grow a beard, but it was coming in spotty at best. Tweaker, Reese identified the minute he looked into the other man’s brown eyes. They were practically pinpricks.

      On any other day, Reese might have just nodded to brush the guy off and gone about his business, but his curiosity over whether or not he might actually have his first client got the better of him. Tweakers rarely had money for anything other than drugs, but the guy wasn’t trying to pass by him on the sidewalk. He had actually stopped to talk.

      "Was gonna grab some lunch," Reese grunted. "But it can wait. Were you looking for me? Or um, for my services?" He pointed behind him to the painstakingly and hopefully professionally-painted-looking logo that read Reese Williamson, Private Investigator.

      "I am. And uh, I'm kind of in a hurry." The tweaker wiped at his nose with the back of his denim jacket’s sleeve.

      Trying to ignore his gut reaction to the man, Reese stuck out his hand. "Reese Williamson."

      "Gary Albert." The slimy guy shook his offered hand with all the strength of a wet noodle. "So how do we, uh… do this?"

      "We can go in and discuss your needs and my fee, and see if we can make a deal." That was all Reese was willing to promise at this point with all his inner alarms going off in his head.

      He suspected lunch would be a better use of his time and energy, but the allure of a potential first client was too strong to resist. Besides, the least he could do was hear the guy out, right?

      Unlocking the door he had just locked, he motioned for Gary to follow him back inside. Reese took a seat behind his trusty desk, only to realize he'd forgotten to purchase a second chair for clients to sit on.

      Mentally smacking his forehead, he dragged his chair from behind the desk and motioned for Gary to have a seat while he himself leaned against the side, crossing his arms over his chest. “All right, Gary Albert, what can I do for you?"

      "I… uh… I'd like to find my sister." Gary swiped at his forehead, using the back of the hand he’d already used to wipe his nose.

      Reese frowned. Over the years, he'd gotten pretty good at reading body language, but tweakers coming down off a high were harder than other people. It was almost impossible to tell if their fidgets were because of withdrawal, or nervousness. When he looked at Gary, he was inclined to think it might be both.

      "Okay,” he said tentatively. “Finds are a flat fee of 1500 dollars, whether I find the person or not."

      Gary nodded and gulped, his Adam's apple bobbing. “Does that happen often? Where you can't find someone?"

      "It's never happened." Reese was good at his job, when he got the right information to start with.

      "Okay, uh great." Gary was sweating bullets. His pupils were dilated and his gaze darted around the room, taking in the Spartan furnishings of the new business as well as the complete lack of sloppy stacks of what papers and file folders might suggest he was overrun with cases. "Do you need it up front? The fee, I mean."

      "I do." For some clients, Reese did half now, half later, and the local lawyers had always just had him on retainer. But with Gary, Reese could tell if he didn't get it all up front, he'd never get a penny.

      "Okay. Cool." Gary looked like it was anything but cool, but he dug his wallet out of his pocket, withdrew a credit card, and tossed it on the desk between them.

      Reese made no move to pick it up. "First, why don't you tell me a little bit about the job. What's your sister’s name? Is she married? Do you know what state she's in, or what she does for a living? Any information you can give me, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant, could help me find her, so don't hold anything back. How long has it been since you've seen her, and why have you been out of touch?"

      "Her name–her given name, anyway–is Mary Smith. So yeah, that's a bit like a needle in a haystack. But I don't think that's the name she's going by these days."

      Reese frowned. "Do you have any idea what name she is going by?"

      "I don't. Our Dad always called her Mary whenever we spoke."

      "Okay. Was your dad out of touch with her too? Any chance you could get her information from him? I'd hate to take your money for information that's in your backyard, so to speak."

      Gary wiped his brow again. "Our dad died. About three years back."

      "I'm sorry to hear that."

      "Thank you. Yeah, it was rather unexpected. And it just got me thinking how short life is and how important it is to keep up with family and not let the stress of everyday life or old rifts get in the way of that." He nodded, as if waiting for the accolades.

      "Got it.” Reese couldn’t put a finger on why, but he suspected Gary was lying. “I can understand that, I guess. So… what else can you tell me about her?"

      "I heard she’s still in Utah, but I don't know where. She's not married, to my knowledge. I don't know what she does for a living. I know she, uh… when she was younger, she was into BDSM and had a tendency to frequent kink clubs and was always on those websites. That might be a place to start looking?"

      Reese's eyebrows shot up. A kinky fellow himself, he was no stranger to those websites or the local scene, and he'd frequented clubs all over the state. This case had suddenly gotten a lot more interesting.

      "Do you have a photo?" Interesting or not, without at least something to go on, this case would be next to impossible. For a second he found himself hoping that Gary wasn't that organized, but the other man just slumped in Reese’s chair as dug in the pockets of first his pants and then the oversized jacket he wore.

      Holding out an old and dirty photograph, wrinkled and curled around the edges, Gary shrugged. "This was taken about fifteen years ago. I think she's twenty in that pic, but that's all I have."

      The photo seemed to be a family picture taken around a picnic table at a park somewhere, and could have been literally any all-American family in the early 2000s. Mom in a church dress, Dad in a suit and tie, a young girl that looked to be in her early twenties, all with the same hair and smiles. You could certainly see the family resemblance between the three of them. And then there was Gary, sticking off to one side like a stalker on some true crime show.

      Before his murder spree in 2010, Gary Albert had always been somewhat of a loner, even in his own family, thought Reese, just before the grim voiceover in his head went on to describe a series of gruesome murders.

      But this was all gut instinct, and while Reese had been saved more than once by paying attention to his, instincts weren’t always a guarantee of truth. His had been wrong before and besides, this finder’s fee would cover his office overhead for at least two months, which were the only reasons he was still considering this.

      "Mary’s in the middle,” Gary offered unnecessarily, “with the brownish hair and the blue dress. I know this won't be much help, but that was her favorite color. That sorta bright, royal blue that she's wearing. She liked to dye her hair a lot, too, but it's natural in that picture."

      Reese held his breath, scrutinizing the girl in the photo. While the whole family, with the exception of the awkward, teenage-stalker-looking Gary, was good looking, the girl in her blue dress was a stunner.

      Her blue eyes held his gaze as he looked her over, from the soft brown waves that flowed past her shoulders all the way down to her hips to her buxom breasts and tiny waist, and finally, he settled on the pixie-cuteness of her smile. If she wore a few extra pounds, all that did was amplify the perfection of her curves and the dimples in her cheeks.

      "And you have no more information for me other than she might be in Utah, and she might still be going by one of the most common names in the U.S.?”

      Gary thought about it. “And the kink stuff.”

      Reese slow blinked. “Yeah, and that.”

      "Sorry, man." Gary shrugged. "That's all I know, being as it’s been so long since I’ve seen or talked to her. But if you'd take the case, I'd really appreciate it. Like I said, I'm just really hoping to reconnect and mend fences… before it's too late."

      Reese wasn't sure he believed him, but there was something about the girl in the photo that intrigued him. He wanted to know more. Plus, he liked a challenge.

      Frowning, he picked up the card Gary had thrown onto the desk. Zion National Bank. Gary Albert Smith. Mary, it seemed, wasn't the only one not going by her full given name.

      He turned the card over, flipping it between his fingers. "Okay,” he said slowly, his brain already starting to come up with ideas for places to start checking. “I'll do it."

      Gary smiled, revealing teeth that were stained and crooked. "Great. Thanks, man. I really appreciate it. And listen, I know it's not an easy case, but any information you can get me will help. I really just want to see my sister again."

      Reese nodded, picked up the card runner on his desk, and charged his fee before handing the credit card back to Gary. "I'll do my best," he promised.

      It seemed like an impossible task at first glance, but Reese already knew he was going to find the baby-blue-eyed Miss Mary Smith, no matter how long it took. He needed to, as much for himself as for his dubious client. Because, he knew as he let his thumb stroke the curve of her photographed face, until he did, he wouldn't be able to get this woman or her pretty blue dress out of his head.

      He was going to see her in his dreams.
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      Her name used to be Mary Smith, but she'd had it changed shortly after her father passed away. A stroke had taken her mother twelve years before, leaving her and her scumbag brother the only two of her family now left alive.

      To say her brother was family was a stretch she no longer considered true. Gary was a felon, nothing more. He was a pimp to his girlfriends, the fraudster who had single-handedly rewritten the rules of operation for banks and ATMs in the state of Oregon, a con artist who could be so unbelievably convincing that even God himself might buy Gary’s lies, and her tormentor since childhood. The minute she'd turned eighteen, she'd left home, escaping him and his abusive threats and getting as far away from Oregon as she could possibly go on what she'd had in her bank account at the time.

      Eventually, after her mother was gone, and Gary was in jail for the umpteenth time, her father had joined her in Utah. When he started to show signs of dementia, they’d even moved in together so she could help take care of him. When her father died,  suddenly her life was turned upside down. Even with a will, her dad’s estate had to go through probate, which had forced her once again to get in touch with Gary, if only to notify him of their parents’ passing.

      "I want Dad's computer, his guns, and half the house," Gary had immediately said, his voice devoid of emotion or grief.

      She knew how horrible he could be. She shouldn't have been surprised. Or hurt, for that matter. And yet she had been, on both fronts. Fortunately for her, their father had spent time with a lawyer in order to get his will iron-clad, and he'd been very clear on how it should be dispersed. Not a penny was to go to Gary. Her father had been her brother’s personal ATM practically since childhood. He’d bought Gary a car, bailed him out of jail only to lose that bail money to the courts every time Gary bolted and ran. He always got caught, and he always went to prison, and toward the end of her father’s life, he’d finally woken up to the fact that he was just another of Gary’s marks, someone to be used until there was nothing left to take.

      "Not a penny goes to Gary," her father had told her, and she'd promised to obey that final wish.

      Frankly, it hadn't been a hard promise to keep. Seeing what Gary had done to her dad over the years had made her come to hate her brother with a passion. Almost as much as she feared him, and all threats he'd made during the probate period.

      "If you make me come to Utah to get those guns, I'm going to use them on you," he'd warned.

      Yeah well, he was going to have to find her first. Immediately after she'd secured her inheritance, she'd taken every step she could to make that as hard for Gary as humanly possible.

      She'd changed her name to Teagan Wilson, and used the restraining order she'd gotten against Gary to have her court documents sealed.

      She'd moved from the top eastern point of Utah, all the way to the farthest southern point of the state that she could get and still be close to her cousins, aunts and uncles.

      She'd laid low, avoiding all social media as she hid herself from the public while she grieved.

      She'd even quit her job as office manager for the global shipping company she had loved, forcing herself to live as frugally as she could off her inheritance. Being a good office manager at her job had meant she'd become great at budgeting for herself at home, too.

      All that had been three years ago, and god, was she ever ready to come out of hiding and see other people again. In particular, she was desperate to get back into the BDSM community she had once loved but had to leave behind due to fear over Gary finding her . Well, no more. She was tired of hiding. Now, and particularly in this very instance, she was determined to live her own and best life. And that, she'd decided, was going to start in the biggest kink club southern Utah had to offer: Beauties and Beasts.

      So, here she was, leaned up in the shadows of the clubhouse's dark playroom walls, engulfed in the throbbing beat of the music as well as the play happening all around her, and feeling the hum of the heightened energy zipping through her veins. It was her first play party in over three years, and oh, how she'd missed this. She wanted to play, wanted to randomly just put her name on the whiteboard of submissives looking to play. The only problem was, with her recent experiences with Gary and all the time she'd spent hiding, her distrust of strangers and men in general had diminished her confidence. For all that she ached to get it back, not to mention getting back into the swing of things—pun absolutely intended—she found herself hesitating.

      So she watched instead, her blue eyes drifting again and again to a corner bench where a woman was getting her ass first strapped and then caned. That woman’s butt was so red already, and every new stroke that fell left Teagan clenching hers and wishing that was her, sobbing and writhing beneath that Dom's powerful strokes.

      He was an expert player, she could tell. He'd warmed his partner up so completely that now the submissive was taking full-arm swings without flinching. Now and then, the Dom paused to rub her bottom, checking to make sure he knew where that woman and her pleasure/pain were at, and dipping his fingers between her naked thighs to check the flow of wetness that made her pussy glisten under the dim lighting.

      Teagan was beyond envious. What she was watching was everything she wanted in a scene and had hoped she'd find when she’d come here tonight. The sternness mixed with gentle touches, the subspace that lifted the other woman's consciousness to flying heights of bliss so poignantly obvious that Teagan could feel it in her own anxious skin.

      She just didn’t want it enough to put her name on the whiteboard, apparently.

      "Hello," a man's low voice murmured and she startled, turning to meet the hazel-green eyes of the man she hadn’t realized had approached her until now. "Beautiful scene, huh?"

      Beautiful man too, was her first thought. He was tall, at least six feet if not a little over. At five-foot-five, she barely came up to his shoulders–his broad, naked shoulders, since the black wife-beater he wore left them exposed. His black leather pants were tight fitting, revealing an ample bulge in the front that she caught herself staring at for half a blink too long when she looked him up and down.

      Jesus, Teagan, she scolded herself, the heat of embarrassment rising to fill her face. Get a grip!

      "Name's Reese," he said with a knowing smile and a wink. He'd obviously caught her staring.

      Her face flamed hotter and trying not to make this any more awkward than it already was, she shook his hand. "Been A Bad Girl," she replied, using her Fet name.

      Yeah, she'd definitely been in hiding for a little too long. When she took her hand back, it was tingling, but she wasn't about to reveal herself to anyone here. Not upon first meeting, and definitely not her first time here. She was tired of hiding, not stupid.

      Folding his burly arms across his chest, Reese made himself comfortable against the wall beside her. "I've seen these guys play a couple times now. She can take a hell of a spanking, although she only plays with him." He paused, arching an eyebrow as he considered them. "He usually fists her before they're done. She takes that very well, too. How about you, enjoying the view?"

      She rolled her lips, flushing even hotter before admitting, "Very much." She wasn't sure about the fisting, but the rest she liked. And she might even get into watching the fisting too, if he also took her in the ass hard and fast at the end.

      And if that other woman was made to call him Daddy… oh now, that would be the frosting on the cake.

      Her pussy clenched, a tickling spasm that made her shiver.

      "Cold?" he asked.

      "No," she confessed, and his knowing smile turned into a grin.

      "Don't feel like playing?" He turned his gaze back to the scene, his tone light, as if completely unaware of the loaded question he'd just asked.

      Of course she wanted to play; that's what she’d come for. But saying that might make him feel obligated to ask her to scene. It was more likely he'd mozied over to stand beside her with just that plan in mind. She didn't know the first thing about him, and as much as she'd love to jump into a scene with no strings attached, she wasn't sure if she wanted to be stuck fending him off every time she came back, especially if their scene wasn’t fun for her.

      She knew what she wanted, and no strings attached was definitely on her wish list. Play and forget, that's what she needed to do at this point in her life. Work her way through the Doms of Beauties and Beasts until she'd worn them all out, that was her mood.

      "I do, actually," she finally confessed.

      "Put your name on the whiteboard, if you don't know anyone," he suggested. "I'm sure you've noticed, but there's a real shortage of submissives here tonight. I doubt you'll have to wait long before someone snatches up the opportunity. Or," he smoothly inserted, "we could play." Before she could turn him down, he added, "I have experience with impact, bondage, wax play, cell popping, nipple piercing, zip lines–"

      "Zip lines," she echoed, remembering the last one she'd seen one of those being done. It had looked intense, but she'd badly wanted to try it way back when her pain-slut self couldn't get enough at the parties she'd regularly attended.

      "Clamps," he reiterated, assuming she was asking. "You attach a line of them on whatever part of your body you'd like tormented and once you're in subspace, I'd yank them all off at once and send you soaring. Hopefully into an orgasm you won't soon forget."

      The deliciousness of his words made her shiver all over again, though she didn't miss his assumption.

      "You would, huh?" She shot him a teasing look, and he winked again.

      "If you decide to let me."

      The fact that he was leaving the ball in her court made her drop her guard just a little.

      So, did she want this or not? she mused. A whole list of unknowns shot through her mind, almost all having to do with the hell her brother had made of her life. It had been such a long time since she'd made a decision that didn't revolve around being afraid of Gary's consequences.

      It's been three years, she scolded, and I haven’t  seen hide nor hair of him. For all she knew, he wasn't even looking for her anymore.

      "To be honest," she hedged. "I think tonight I just want a long, hard spanking." She looked at him boldly. "Maybe some breast and pussy flogging."

      His gaze locked on her with smoldering intensity.

      "Maybe an anal punishment at the end," she added, refusing to let her face flush hot with the embarrassment of saying so to a perfect stranger.

      The perfect-seeming Dom, he promptly asked, "Do you want to come?"

      She wasn't going to lie. The thought of being pounded to a shrieking, sobbing, puddle-of-goo-inducing orgasm sounded like heaven. Of course, not being allowed to come was right up her alley too.

      "Dealer's choice," she said with a shrug, feigning a disinterest she certainly wasn't feeling.

      He tsked, his tongue flicking against his teeth as he pretended to think about it. Swinging out his arm, he gestured to an empty play station, complete with a spanking bench with a black-leather-padded kneeling platform and more than enough D-rings to tie her to.

      Her heart fluttered.

      "Shall we negotiate?"
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      Another BDSM club and play party; another strike out. Reese didn't see anyone at Beauties and Beasts who looked like the photo of Mary Smith that Gary had given him. This being the biggest club in southern Utah, he’d really thought if little Miss Runaway Smith was still into kink, then surely this would be the group she’d attend. Right?

      Obviously not, since he’d come to every weekend play party for the last two months and struck out every time. But Reese was nothing if not patient. Most nights. Tonight, however, was not most nights. It was the culmination of two months’ worth of looking, but not touching, and it was really starting to grate on him.

      Not that there were a lot of submissives available for play tonight. He counted twelve total, which was an unusually slow night here. Of the seventeen play stations set up around the black-painted and dimly lit dungeon, twelve were in use. Standing around the wall, eleven doms just like him were being forced to watch and hope at least a few of those subs were pain sluts, the kind who loved to wear out their tops and would jump up after their scene was done, ready to go again. Preferably with a new partner.

      Look, he told himself. Don’t play. That was the job, and although it was taking far longer than Reese originally thought it would, and although Gary had long ago become a giant pain in his ass about having to wait, Reese knew he shouldn’t be feeling as if this was all a waste of his time.

      But it did feel like that.

      And he was horny. Being in a long-running dungeon like this one, with experienced monitors and players had been known to do that to him. Hell, just thinking about one did that to him. God knows, he’d been a regular at the kink parties in Salt Lake City for as long as he’d lived in this state.  He’d never been a wallflower in a single one of them, not from the moment he’d been vetted.

      But he was a wallflower tonight, and that sucked harder than the woman at station three, kneeling at the feet of the six doms circled around her, jacking off into her wide open mouth. She was bottle blonde, as the shock of thick dark pubic hair between her legs revealed. Nobody in that circle cared if her curtains matched her drapes. Frankly, the only reason Reese did was because the lack of blonde pubes meant she was not the runaway he was looking for. So… so much for that.

      Another three hours of his time on the clock, utterly wasted. Another night of going home and masturbating furiously in the shower, trying to get the scenes he watched but couldn’t play out of his raging system.

      His hand was a really poor substitute for all the things he’d rather be doing to someone else.

      A flash of light filtered through the cracks of the red velvet curtain that blocked the door in and out of the dungeon. Someone had just walked in, and Reese wasn’t the only one who turned to watch the golden-haired beauty who slipped through the velvet to claim a quiet section of the wall across the room from him to stand at. Just as if she were any other wallflower in the room. Just as if every dom here weren’t now staring hungrily after her, plotting how much time to give her before sauntering over to introduce themselves and maybe get a scene before the night was through.

      Fortunately, Reese got to her first.

      Mixing business with pleasure wasn't something Reese usually did, but after months of looking for Mary without success, he was more than ready to break out his toys and release his inner dom. Maybe that was part of the reason he’d walked up to the blonde in the first place. Of course, the second was to get a better look at her face and see if she matched Gary’s photo. It didn’t. Yes, the jawline was the same, but the cheeks were less round and more angular. The eye color was blue, like Mary’s, but her hair wasn’t the right shade and her eyebrows matched her hair, so he was inclined to think this her natural color. Also, she was at least two inches shorter than Gary and the current driver’s license he’d seen in his online searches claimed Mary to be.

      A woman could always dye her eyebrows, but there was no faking her height. Especially in the flats eager little Miss Newcomer was wearing. So no, this wasn’t Mary, which suited him just fine–especially after she introduced herself to him as Teagan. And yes, he’d have to come back to Beauties and Beasts next weekend, pull up a section of wall, and waste more time looking for Gary’s missing sister. But for tonight…

      Having listened to her scene suggestions, his full-on erection led the way as he took her through the dungeon to that semi-private spanking bench. They didn't know one another, but the negotiation seemed to take no time at all. Safeword—red, of course; nice and simple—check. They had the activities down since before the negotiation even started, so check there too. He'd fetched his playbag from the coat room and together they went through all his implements, sorting out the ones Teagan preferred from the ones she didn’t, check number three. She loved bondage too, she said, and finally came aftercare requirements and boundaries.

      "It seems kind of silly to put no-touch boundaries in place when I've asked to be fucked," she'd mused.

      “I’m just double checking wetness checks and clitoral stimulation are allowed.” He shrugged. "I’ve got no problem doing anything you like. I just need to know if you want your ass punished by my cock or a stand-in? Either way, all penetrating objects will be gloved up."

      She cleared her throat. Again, she feigned indifference, but her face was an open book and he knew excitement when he saw it. "Dealer's choice," she said again.

      "An assortment then. Toys, and then my cock. What about your pussy?"

      Her cheeks turned a rosy shade of pink. "What about it?"

      He loved getting downright specific and dirty talking to his submissives, even temporary ones like this, knowing full well he'd likely never see her again. This place was a three-hour drive from Salt Lake City, and he was a busy man. He didn't often have time to go to the club he usually frequented, and his last partner had been his girlfriend. His ex-girlfriend now. Apparently, he wasn't sadistic enough, but in his line of work, he knew the dangers of choking a person to unconsciousness. She'd wanted that, but he'd drawn the line.

      "I'm talking about your cunt," he replied, and the quick, shallow breath she took told him plainly that she didn't object to his use of that word.

      Teagan swallowed hard enough for him to see her gulp. To her credit, her voice barely wavered as she repeated, "What about it?"

      "Would you like me to punish your cunt with my cock before your ass, after, or not at all?"

      If he reached into her pants right now and dipped his fingers in her, would he find her as wet as a woman could get? Probably. His hand itched to do it, but he knew how to behave himself. At least for a few minutes more.

      Her reply was breathy, husky with the arousal already glittering in her pretty eyes. "If it's not too much trouble."

      The corner of his mouth quirked, his cock so hard it ached. "No trouble at all. Panties off and dress up, or buck ass naked, the way a naughty submissive should be?"

      “I don’t object to being nude.”

      He liked that.

      “Anything else you feel like discussing?” he asked, every inch of him ready to strip her out of her club clothes and finally break out her preferred weapons of choice. A good flogging, an equally thorough spanking–one to leave her sitting tenderly for days to come–and anal. It was as if she’d been made to order just for him.

      Tipping her head, she considered his question. “Is there a title you prefer?”

      He smiled and, if it successfully matched his mood, it was a devious one. “Yes, there is. Call me Daddy.”
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      "Does it matter that I'm not a Little?" Teagan asked, more intrigued by the title than dismayed by it. She wasn’t a Little by any means, and didn’t look or dress like one either, and if anything, Reese with his arm-sleeve tattoos and his wicked smile seemed more like a Master than a Daddy. Though, she'd have hesitated at having to call him Master too, for that matter. Not for a temporary Dom she might never see again, but she could have done Sir.

      "It doesn't matter to me," Reese stated. "I don't particularly care if my subs are Littles or not. I just like being called Daddy. It’s what you call someone who has absolute power over his submissive, not just in the bedroom, but in all parts of her life. Granted, you can call him Master too, but I don’t think of myself as that hard-core or uptight about it. Also, I prefer that you feel free to disagree with me when you need to, so long as you keep it respectful. Most of the Masters I know who are worthy of that title strive for instant obedience. You don't strike me as the instantly obedient type."

      He was right about that. Still, she couldn't help asking, "What type do I strike you as?"

      If he said Brat, she… well, she wouldn’t walk away. She doubted if she could right now; she was too keyed up to play. But she definitely would not be sceneing with him again.

      Teagan sucked in a breath and waited as he let his gaze travel over her, from the purple and black collar that read Been A Bad Girl to the slave anklets she wore beneath the straps of her sandals that wove their way up her legs and buckled around the shins.

      "Personally," he finally said, his dark eyes smoldering, obviously liking everything he saw, "I'd say you're the type who wants to behave, but only with someone strong enough to make you want to obey."

      Damn, he was good.

      They looked at one another. She couldn't turn her eyes away.

      "Anything else?" he softly asked.

      She shook her head. "No, Daddy."

      He smiled. "Then strip. I want to see what's mine for the next hour at least."

      Her belly flinched, her nerves firing in blossoms of wanton heat that swelled in her breasts and made her nipples tighten. Her pulse quickened, but there was no fear in any of those automatic responses. Only her deeply arousing and ingrained response to knowing she was about to lose herself in the commands of another.

      Reaching for the spaghetti straps of her dress, she let them slip from her shoulders, revealing her breasts by the inches until she'd worked the relatively loose fabric down to her waist. She liked how he watched her, more than content to let her put on this strip show as she bared herself for his pleasure.

      For her pleasure too, she knew, just as soon as she put herself over the spanking bench and under his care. It had been a long time, and she needed this.

      "All the way off," he directed, while her nipples puckered under his admiring gaze. "I want to see all of you."

      Heat burned up through her core and into her face as she blushed. She loved this part, stripping down to nothing in a room full of hungry stares, and especially for a Dom that made no secret of wanting her. Judging by the bulge in his leather pants, Reese definitely wanted her.

      Hooking the roll of fabric at her waist, she pushed her dress down until gravity took control and it fell into a puddle at her feet. Stepping out of it, she toed the discarded garment out of their way.

      "Very nice," he said, his tone deepening. "Turn around."

      She turned, a slow and sexy pirouette that only made it partway through a complete turn before he stopped her.

      "Bend over," he commanded. "Grab your ass with both hands and spread those cheeks. Show me what I own."

      Wow, he really was good.

      The slow burn of mortification now filling up her insides was her best friend, gone for far too long, but more than welcome back again. She both loved and hated the shiver tickling up her back as she spread her buttocks apart, baring herself completely to his gaze.

      And his touch, which almost made her jump upright when, with no warning, he not only put his finger on the tight rim of her back hole, but immediately pushed the tip inside her all the way up to his knuckle.

      She sucked a startled breath, but he only grabbed a fistful of her hair with his other hand. Pulling her head back, his warm breath caressed the shell of her ear.

      "Is your collar truthful in its advertising? Have you been a bad girl? Does Daddy need to punish your naughty asshole until you’re sorry for all you've done?"

      She shivered, the heat of his breath firing every nerve in her body until all she could do was quiver. "Yes, Daddy."

      Yes please, even.

      God, she'd missed being touched. She missed every part of this.

      "Challenge accepted." He shoved his finger deeper, all the way up to his palm. "Just know, unless you safeword first, I'm going to make it my mission to make you cry."

      She hoped so. Release for her was long overdue. "Thank you, Daddy."

      "Where are you?"

      She knew exactly what he meant, and he wasn't talking about their location.

      "Green, Daddy. Very, very green."

      Removing his finger from her bottom, he hauled her up by her hair, only to bend her right back over again, this time belly down over the spanking bench.

      "Face forward," he told her, pulling his playbag up next to the wall and out of tripping range of anyone who might wander by.

      She couldn't help it, when he bent to rifle through it, she stole a peek, hoping to see what he would pick first.

      As if waiting for her to misbehave, Reese was still watching her and he noticed her transgression immediately. His paddle-hard hand came cracking down hard on her left bottom cheek.

      "Ah!" she yelped, then gritted her jaw, embarrassed to have cried out on the first stroke. It didn't matter how hard he'd spanked, her cries were a treasure she loved to make her doms work at receiving. She never let them go this soon into a scene.

      "We're just getting started," he tenderly mocked. "You may as well quiet down. We've still a long way to go before you'll be my good girl again."

      She wasn't his good girl to start with, but she knew what he meant, and his threat was as much of an aphrodisiac as his penetrating finger had been.

      "Don't take your eyes off the wall again."

      "Yes, Daddy." She wriggled, enjoying the sting that now infused everywhere his hand had made contact with her skin. She closed her eyes, slowly breathing out as she slipped into the right headspace for the kind of spanking his single swat suggested she was about to take. He hadn't been fooling around with that slap; she liked that.

      The clatter of wood paddles on wooden handles gave way to the clink of chain. The urge to peek was so strong, but she controlled herself and did as he'd commanded. It was time to see how sadistically he played before she tried earning anything extra. The thought that he might actually wear her out was starting to tickle at the back of her mind. Nothing like that had ever happened before, but there was always a first time.

      The soft falls of a flogger brushed right to left across her shoulders. Before it left her skin, she felt another set begin its warning caress across the middle of her back, trailing her skin from left to right.

      He had two floggers. He was dual-wielding, and she almost lost herself in a moan of soft pleasure. People who took the time to learn how to dual-wield were few and far between, and it was something she hadn't experienced yet.

      She braced herself, catching hold of the far edge of the bench just as the falls of both floggers trailed back the way each had come across her back.

      Thwack.

      The first landed across her shoulders followed by the second as it snapped across her buttocks. Neither was hard enough to be anything more than sound, and it was so hard not to squirm in growing impatience for the feel of something real.

      Thwack!

      Oh, this was more like it. The bite of both floggers cut across her again, this time in opposite directions of where each had just struck, a little harder than before, but nowhere near as hard as she ached for. But she could feel the promise of severity to come, and that soothed her.

      She caught her breath on the next strokes, every inch of her melting into that old familiar rhythm. Yes, there were two strikes instead of one, but they were already taking her where she needed to go. Straight up into her head, but where none of her thoughts had to dwell on the mess her life had become.

      He built up a pattern of four. Four strikes of the flogger across her back and ass before increasing the force with which he struck her. Four deep breaths that allowed her to sink that much closer to the subspace ready to welcome her in.

      She forgot about withholding her cries. She forgot about her brother, her need to hide, what her life had become. All she knew at this moment in time was Reese, and the sudden cut of two truly hard strokes that whipped across her bottom with biting intensity.

      Her muscles clenched, but the next set of four returned to their previous intensity. After the last two, the gentleness was deceiving.

      "Where are you?" he asked again, the palm of his hand cupping her bottom, then caressing away the sting that had just taken root there.

      "Green," she sighed, then teasingly added, "Starting to get bored."

      "We can't have that, can we?"

      He stepped back, taking up both floggers again. Gone was the gentleness of before. Now this was what she'd been aching for. Ten strokes, swiftly laid evenly from back to buttocks and back again. Her flesh was starting to tingle; her pussy to throb along in heady time with the pulse of her blood rushing through her veins.

      "Mmm," she sighed, then caught her breath again as this time, four much harder strokes stung her back and then her ass.

      "How's the boredom?" he teased back.

      She wiggled, loving the way the sting was being swallowed up by heat. "Still there, I think."

      A single whack of one flogger wrapped between her splayed legs, the tails kissing her pussy in full-on contact.

      This time when Teagan yelped, it was loud enough to echo throughout the busy dungeon as her furrow lit with stinging pain.

      "You have my attention," she squeaked.

      Reese only chuckled and back he went, finding his rhythm of ten strokes followed by eight hard ones that danced back and forth from her back to her bottom, with the last wrapping up between her thighs to kiss her pussy yet again.

      "N-no, oh!"

      "Color?"

      "Stop with the fucking colors already and beat me," she moaned.

      Her reward came a half second later, when he hung his flogger over his shoulders and dug back into his bag. The crinkle of a wrapper being torn open was instantly followed by the wet, hard nudge of a metal butt plug wrapped in a condom settling unerring against the pucker of her asshole. Without a word, he pushed it into her. It wasn't fast penetration, but it was relentless. Three years ago she could have taken something much bigger. Funny how time had a way of making little plugs like the one he was using so much harder to take.

      She gritted her teeth, smothering her cry as the widest part finally popped past her squeezing muscle and settled in deep.

      His heated breath caressed her ear again as the sharpness of pain met hot, throbbing lust.

      "Was that respectful?" he asked.

      She did not bait him further. "No, Daddy."

      "Do you ever want to swear in my company again?"

      Maybe. She really didn't know him that well yet. Not that she was stupid enough to say any of that out loud.

      "Guess it's time to take out the big guns," he chuckled darkly.

      Shit. She'd said it out loud.

      Burying her face in her reaching arms, she barely had time to lock her lips before the flogger began to fall again. Gone was all warm-up gentleness. Only the severity remained as he whipped her back, her ass—oh God! She threw back her head with a shout—her stinging, aching, pulsating pussy.

      Trickles of liquid spilled down her quivering thighs. Proof of her building lust as she writhed under stroke after lovely, delicious stroke.

      He took her through a swift walk of pain in search of the pleasure that soon followed, until everywhere he'd struck felt consumed in the best kind of fire.

      Standing her up, he turned her to face him, pushing her up against the spanking bench now behind her. She grabbed the padded edge, letting subspace take her over as the floggers now turned their attention to her breasts. He marked her in red one thuddy stroke  at a time, forcing her to spread her legs without command simply by laying a handful of painful strokes across the front of her thighs.

      An experienced submissive, she knew what he wanted. She spread her legs for him, her undefended pussy falling once more under his steady attack. Though he never struck her there half as hard as he did her ass or breasts, it felt that way. Each one made her cry out, but not cry. She was too deep in the languid heat of subspace. Too consumed by the rhythm he'd set to do anything but just feel.

      "Daddy's dirty little slut," he called her, whipping her breasts until every part was flushed deep red and her stiff little nipples swelled under the kiss of the falls. "Daddy's bad girl."

      "Yes!" she gasped, the hot sting of tears flooding her eyes.

      "So bad Daddy has to spank your naughty bits and fuck you up the ass until you’re ready to do better. Isn't that right?"

      "Y-yes, D-Daddy," she stammered, the burning of her tears fighting to break free, while something else deep inside her fought equally hard not to let it.

      Dropping the floggers onto his playbag, he grabbed her by the hair, yanking her out from the bench so he could take her place. One foot propped up on the Kneeling ledge, he hauled her face down across his knee and, like a disagreeable child, spanked her hard with his bare hand.

      He could have been using a paddle he struck so hard. His hand was like wood, smacking all over the surface of her flaming backside until she lost all control over herself. The harder she strove to hold still, the more her feet kicked and scrambled, her toes inches above the floor.

      She'd never in her life reached back to stop a coveted spanking, but she reached back now, breaking into sobs of relief when he captured her wrist and pinned it to her side. He spanked even harder, faster, punishing every inch of her bottom all the way down onto the tops of her sides.

      She ached to scream stop, but she didn't want him to. She needed this. Craved this. Lost the battle with her tears and began to sob for him to keep going until his touch was all she felt through every pain and pleasured filled nerve in her body.

      "Daddy, please!" she wailed.

      "Please what?" he demanded, paddling her sit spot until she lost all ability to hold still. "Please fuck my ass like the bad girl I am?"

      "Yes!"

      "Yes, what?"

      She screamed, "Please, Daddy, fuck my ass like the bad girl I am! Please!"

      She broke down weeping, lying draped over his knee while his spanking hand fell one last time. It came to rest on the lowest curves of her ass, caressing in small circles while she caught her breath.

      Catching a fistful of her shoulder-length hair, he hauled her back off his lap to stand. They stared into one another’s eyes, hers wet with tears that wouldn't stop falling.

      "You will not come," he ordered. "This is a punishment, not a reward, isn't that right?"

      Teagan didn't hesitate. She nodded, yielding to his strength as he hopped off the bench and bent her over it for the last time.

      She buried her face on folded arms, hearing again the rip of a condom wrapper before his arm wrapped her waist, pulling her upper half snug to his hip.

      Gripping the butt plug by its pink-jeweled base, he fucked her with it, pumping in and out of her body in strong, short, punishing thrusts that matched her desires if not her true behavior.

      God, she loved the pain she needed so much just to keep her sane. In this moment, she almost loved him too.

      Right up until the butt plug slipped out of her for the last time and Reese shifted. He moved behind her, his zipper coming down, his cock popping out, and condom going on. She shouted as, without another word, he slammed into her.

      He didn't make her cry; she sobbed. And clawed at the spanking bench, kicking up her feet to grip his hips between them as he furiously rode her ass to his own completion.

      The bliss of subspace engulfed her completely, to the point where she barely noticed when he finally came and with little more fanfare than a hard expulsion of breath.

      He held himself deep inside her for a moment, then their bodies parted. They became two people, virtual strangers once more, but she’d got what she wanted. What she needed.

      Reese had given her a much-needed release.
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      Reese left her draped upon the spanking bench, limp as any woman lost to subspace could be. Quietly, he cleaned her up, put his toys back in his playbag, dropped the used condoms in the garbage bin provided for that purpose and the butt plug in a separate ziploc bag for later sterilization.

      Eye contact with a nearby monitor ensured he had someone to clean the equipment for him as he shouldered his bag and then turned his attention to Teagan.

      Apparently this scene had been something they both had needed. He loved the way submission looked on her, melting all tension from her body and leaving her like putty in his arms as he helped her back into her dress and walked her to the small aftercare nook. One quick glance inside revealed there were no empty beds left, so the coatroom would have to do.

      He led her through the kink club and was just lucky enough to find the coatroom empty. Sitting Teagan on the wooden bench provided, he found a small water bottle in his bag and some individually wrapped pieces of chocolates.

      "Drink," he told her, cracking the seal and removing the lid. He had to hold it for her as she obeyed him, but he didn't mind. Her body was shaking, her eyes still glazed. Her hair was as mussed as a freshly-fucked woman's should be. To him, she was beautiful. "Little sips. Don't choke."

      She took two, blindly following his lead still.

      He showed her the chocolates. "Can you eat these?"

      She nodded, still dazed. Ripping off the wrapper, he fed her a bite and waited for it to hit her system.

      "What color are you?" he asked, and smiled when she mumbled back, "Green all the way."

      He brushed her hair back from her flushed face and kissed her on the forehead. "Good girl. Do you want anything special, something to hold, or a blanket?"

      Dazedly looking around, she eventually pointed up at one of the cubby boxes provided for members to leave their things while they played.

      Standing, he went to it and pulled out an overlapped purse. "This one?"

      He only had to glance inside to see the soft folds of a green and blue lap blanket stuffed down in the bottom. When he plucked it out, her wallet came too, falling to the thinly carpeted floor with a splat.

      "Oops. I'll get it," he said when she reached for it.

      Teagan settled back on the bench, and he picked up her wallet. It was pure cop muscle memory that had him flicking it open and when he saw her driver's license… every nerve in his body jolted back to full awareness.

      Teagan Monroe, the license read. But the picture beside the name is what held his attention the longest. Apart from hair color, the face was a dead ringer to the one on the license he’d found for Mary Smith.

      In the dark of the dungeon, he’d missed every nuance of similarity the license photo didn’t hide. He'd found Mary Smith. Hell, he'd just scened with her too.

      Shit. What was he supposed to do now?

      His job, he realized. He was supposed to do his job.

      Taking note of her address, he dropped her wallet back into her purse before she noticed him looking through it and put the purse back into her cubby. The blanket he wrapped around her.

      She was staring at her feet, in no shape yet to pay attention to anything he was doing. Snagging his phone from his own cubby, he straddled the bench behind her and sat, pulling her—blanket and all—back to lean on his chest.

      "Take all the time you need," he told her, his phone balanced on his thigh behind her back, his fingers already tapping in the code to open his personal chats.

      She lay her head on his shoulder as he found Gary's last text and then sent one of his own.

      Found her.

      Sliding the wrapper off another piece of chocolate, he fed that piece to her next. Within seconds, he had a reply.

      Stay with her until I get there. Address?

      Every warning bell in his head was going off. He still couldn't put a finger on why he disliked the man so much, but no way was he going to provide Gary with the club space’s address.

      He thought about it, then typed in the name of a cafe he knew just down the street.

      Teagan squirmed in his arms, signaling her slow descent out of subspace as she came back into herself. It was not a quick process, but unless he wanted to tail her through the city back to her house, he supposed he ought to think of someplace to take her. Not to mention a reason for her to go with him, before she got up and left on her own.

      She was already struggling to stand, but was still wobbly on her feet. He tried to pull her back down to sit on the bench with him, but she batted at his hand and staggered the handful of steps it took to reach her cubby box. He followed her, one hand behind her back, not touching but ready to catch her if she lost her balance. Subspace after effects were nothing to play with. Were the choice entirely his, he’d have her butt in a seat with a plate of good food in front of her and plenty of juice or water to help hydrate her again.

      Just another reason to get her ass over to the cafe, he thought, trying to ignore the threads of guilt already needling at his insides.

      "Hey," he whispered, brushing another stray wisp of hair back from her eyes so he could better see her face. She twisted, shifting her dazed look from the purse she’d rested her hands on back to him. "Are you hungry? Want something hot to drink? Coffee or cocoa, maybe? I confess, I’m not yet ready to say goodbye."

      It was the cardinal rule of playing in public spaces. Never leave with someone you've only just met, and never make arrangements to meet alone with someone you don't know extremely well.

      She broke them both with a single nod. But then, she was in subspace.

      He didn't have that excuse.
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      The scene had been amazing—better than amazing—perfect, really. Everything she'd been craving, and then some. Reese--or Daddy, as she'd called him then, screaming out his name as she'd orgasmed again and again— had known just when to give her license, and just when to take it for himself. He was clearly an experienced Dom, and had given her much more than she'd expected out of her first night playing in years.

      But it had been years. And as much as her pain slut tendencies had been satiated, she was not bouncing back the way she was used to. Her body felt like jello—all except for her ass, which was on fire, and her puss which was throbbing. And she was needy and weepy. Much more so than was her usual.

      After the scene was over, after he'd flogged and pounded her body into submission, he'd carried her to the coatroom and held her tightly, wrapped her in a blanket, forced her to hydrate and plied her with chocolate, all while whispering sweet nothings in her ear, and normally it would have been enough, but tonight it wasn't.

      She wasn't ready for their time together to end, and apparently, neither was he.

      As he helped her into her coat from behind, he’d pulled her close and leaned in, whispering in her ear, "Are you hungry? Want something hot to drink? Coffee or cocoa, maybe? I confess, I’m not yet ready to say goodbye."

      She grinned, still floating as she settled her coat on her shoulders and turned to face him. "Only if there's pie to go with it."

      "Pie, hmmm?" He took her hand and threaded his fingers through hers. "I could go for some pie. The cafe down the street work?"

      "Sure. "

      A shiver went down her spine at how natural it felt to walk hand in hand with him out of the club, even though it broke every rule of playing with strangers to do so.

      She felt oddly safe with Reese. Maybe it was the subspace, but she didn't think so. There was something about him that exuded Protective Daddy vibes, more so than any other Daddy Dom she'd ever met, and she'd met a lot of them.

      As they exited the club, he pulled all the gentlemanly Daddy moves. His hand on the small of her back as he pulled open the door, switching places with her as they got to the sidewalk so he'd be closer to traffic, and guiding her gently as they walked.

      When they got to the parking lot where their cars were, he wrinkled his brow. "It's not far, and it's a nice night. Should we just walk there and enjoy the fresh air?"

      Teagan shrugged. She really didn't care one way or the other, and she couldn't deny that the fresh air would be good for her.

      "Sure. We can walk." She looked down at his feet and frowned. It was barely noticeable most of the time, but he did walk with a slight limp. She didn't know what caused it, and she didn't want to pry. "Are you okay to walk?"

      "Huh?" He startled as if he'd forgotten, looked down at his own legs and then grinned sheepishly. "Oh yeah. Old injury. Blew out my hip on the job years ago. I'm all healed, but they said I'd always have a limp. And yes, I’m fine to walk. Just let me stash my playbag in my car first." He steered her toward a boringly nondescript Honda Civic, not at all the sort of vehicle she’d pictured him driving, and popped the trunk with the click of a button, tossing his playbag into it.

      "On the job?" Teagan frowned, looking him up and down as she picked up the conversation where they’d left off. He wore a leather jacket over the black wife-beater tee and leather pants, all of which she’d assumed were just club wear, but now that she was looking at him, he didn't exactly strike her as the kind of guy who sat behind a desk all day in chinos, a button down and loafers. Or even a suit. The leather suited him far too well, giving him a rugged air about him. "What did you do?"

      She saw the slight hesitation before he answered—the way his eyes shuttered and his smirk fell into a straight line. "I was a cop."

      "Oh!" Briefly, she wished she could have seen him in uniform. She could almost picture it now, and just the mental image of him in a snug blue uniform had her licking her lips. "Did you get shot?"

      "Yeah."

      "I'm so sorry that happened."

      "It's fine. It was a long time ago."

      "What do you do now?" The question almost died on her lips because it was exactly the kind of question she wouldn't want turned back around on her.

      Reese might have excellent topping abilities, and he seemed like the kind of person one could instinctively trust, but she didn't go around admitting that she'd inherited enough money to basically retire in her early thirties, or at least take several years off. She needed to get a hold of her mouth and stop prying.

      "I do private sector stuff. Security and all that. Nothing special, but it pays the bills." Thankfully Reese answered her question without posing one of his own. "We're here."

      They stopped in front of a red-brick cafe front with white-shuttered windows, yellow window boxes, and bright red awnings. The sign on the front of the door read Callie's Cafe.

      "It's so cute." Teagan wondered how she hadn't noticed it before she went into the club tonight. Not that it mattered, she supposed. For all that it was a cute shop, warm and so inviting that she couldn’t wait to go inside, she was more of a coffee-at- home kinda girl. But, anytime she came to play at Beauty and Beasts, it might be a nice place to go afterwards. Especially if she played with Reese again. Her body was too spent to get aroused at that thought, but there was a tickle inside her that suggested it wanted to.

      An overhead bell jingled when Reese opened the door, ushering her in ahead of him.

      A perky blonde with wrinkle lines hidden under layers of makeup and a name tag that read Darcy greeted them before they got two steps inside.

      "Good evening. Welcome to Callie's! How many?"

      "Just two," Reese answered, taking the lead.

      "Bar or table?"

      Reese glanced questioningly in her direction, inquiring wordlessly as to her preference.

      This late in the evening the place was pretty well dead, with only a few late night stragglers sitting at far corner booths and a few drunk regulars sitting at opposite ends of the bar.

      She shrugged because she truly didn't care, and Reese answered for them. "We'll take a booth."

      Darcy handed them two menus and went off to greet more guests, leaving them to choose their own seats.

      They took two in the center, far from the drunk regulars, and he helped her into the seat, which was a bit higher than she'd expected.

      When she was seated, he slid onto the seat beside her and handed her a menu seconds before they were greeted by a bartender, a young man in a mesh tank and black jeans who was far too gorgeous for his own good. "Good evening. My name is Marco. I'll be your server this evening. Welcome to Callie's! What can I get you to drink?"

      Teagan slid the menu across the bar, unopened.

      "I know what I'll have. Coffee and a slice of blackberry pie. Á la mode, please."

      "I'll have the same." Reese echoed her order.

      "Coming up!"

      Marco had hot coffee in front of them in less than two minutes and their pie in less than five.

      Once it was delivered and the first sip of the sweet, warm liquid hit her tongue, all her senses seemed to wake up, the fog started to wear off and their coffee excursion started to feel less like extended aftercare and more like a date. Which was exactly what Teagan did not want. Being friends was one thing, but dates bled into relationships, and relationships meant putting down roots. Something she couldn’t yet afford to do, not with Gary haunting her footsteps.

      Nursing the coffee, she held the mug with both hands enjoying the wave of heat, and searched for something to say. Everything she came up with seemed trite and awkward to ask a man she'd literally bent over and held her ass open for.

      Thankfully Reese didn't have the same reservations, it seemed.

      "Do you come to that club often? I haven't seen you there before."

      "Tonight was my first time. I… went through some personal stuff and just haven't felt much like playing for a long time. I think it’s been three years or so."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Three years. That tracked with what little he'd been able to find on her and correlated with the timeline for her dad's death. Idly, he wondered if grief had spurned her relocation, and if she regretted it at all.

      People had been known to make drastic life changes in the face of grief, not all of them good.

      "Do you like it here?" he questioned, keeping it light so as not to tip off that he knew more about her than he should.

      Her face lit up, and he saw no sounds of regret. "I do! I moved to Utah from Oregon ages ago, but I was originally living up in the northeastern corner of the state, and about three years ago, I moved down here. I went through a bit of culture shock as Utah really does seem like its own planet sometimes, and even the two areas of the state are so different from each other, but the change of scenery was great. I think I've seen enough damn forests and snow to last me three lifetimes. People from here always say they want to move to Oregon, and they are always like 'oh, but I love the rain!'" She clicked her tongue against her teeth and rolled her eyes. "They have no idea what real rain is, or how exhausting it is to deal with all day, every day."

      Reese chuckled. "Guilty. I've said that myself a time or two. And I do love the rain. And forests. But I also love the red-rock mountains, and the sunshine, and the snow. Utah is my home. I could never leave."

      Teagan grinned, took another sip of coffee and stabbed into her pie, spearing a bite onto her fork and bringing it to her mouth. Her eyes shut and a dramatically ecstatic expression filled her features as her lips closed around the flaky crust and berry filling.

      "Ohhh mmmm." She moaned, and he thought the sound might be even more delicious than the cries of pleasure and pain he'd elicited from her less than an hour before.

      The simple remembrance had him hankering to drag her back into the club, and he might have, except for the fact that he knew now what he hadn't known then. She was a job. The woman he'd been hired to find. Lines of impropriety had been crossed when he'd thought there was no way she could be, but he was a professional and he couldn't cross them again no matter how badly he wanted to.

      His job now was to keep her here, talking over coffee long enough for Gary to get here, and then hopefully bear witness to a beautiful sibling reunion, although he still had his doubts about that. Over the last two months of searching for his sister, Gary had become one of the biggest pain-in-the-ass clients he’d ever known. He grated on Reese’s nerves every time they communicated. There was a big part of him that was going to be glad to put this job behind him.

      And who knew: maybe he'd run into Teagan at the club again someday. He'd happily make the drive down again if he thought that would be the case.

      The conversation between them stalled, and he focused on his own plate of pie, but the first bite wasn't nearly as tantalizing as watching Teagan eat it had been.

      He shoved three bites into his mouth, then willed himself to slow down. His goal was to keep her here long enough for Gary to make the drive from Salt Lake City.

      "What do you do?" he asked, looking for a safe line of conversation.

      Her expression changed instantly. Gone was the animation and the satiated pleasure. Her eyes went flat and dark and her smile turned into a grimace. "I'm in office management. Pretty boring, but it pays the bills."

      She said it with an ease that seemed forced and he knew she was lying. Alarm bells sounded in his head but he didn't know why, and office management wasn't exactly the kind of interesting topic one could easily center a conversation around so he quickly dropped it. It didn't matter what she did for a living, or why she was lying about it. He had done the same.

      Glancing around the picturesque diner, he looked for inspiration. Finding none, he poked at his half-eaten pie with his fork.

      "This place is cute. Pie is good. Coffee is decent." He grinned. "Location is optimal."

      "Agreed. I've never gone out for coffee after a scene before, but I might have to make it a thing. This was nice."

      Even though he knew what she meant, anxiety knotted his gut at the thought of her coming here, or playing with someone that wasn't him. He grunted. "It's not really smart to leave the club with someone you've just met," he warned, even though it was exactly what they'd both done.

      Her eyes met his with a knowing twinkle and the corners of her lips turned up in a smirk. "But now I'm spoiled on the pie. Guess you'll just have to come play with me again so I'm not tempted to leave with any more strangers."

      His heart skipped a beat and he reached for her hand across the table. "I think that can be arranged."

      Propriety be damned, his brain was already starting to make excuses for himself. Like, he hadn't really done anything wrong because he really had thought that there was no way Teagan could be Mary Smith. And once the reunion was done, she would no longer be a conflict of interest. Mostly, he just couldn't stomach the thought of not seeing her again.

      His phone chirped on the table beside him and he glanced down at it, breaking the spell.

      I'm twenty minutes out, Gary had texted. Are you still there?

      Affirmative.

      He looked up to find Teagan observing him with a quizzical expression. "Do you have somewhere you need to be? You're not married, are you?"

      Reese frowned, turning over his phone and setting it face down on the table. "Nowhere to be, and definitely not married. It was a client."

      "Is it normal for clients to be texting you at one in the morning?"

      He hadn't thought about the time and couldn't believe how many hours had passed. The night had gone so well, it had felt like no time at all. But she was waiting for an answer and he had twenty minutes to kill.

      "It happens sometimes. Depends on the case and where the client is located. Time differences and all that." He changed the subject. "So, what made you move from up north?"

      It seemed like a safe topic, one he figured he already knew the answer to, so when her eyes took on a faraway look and her mouth drooped into a frown, he was sure he knew what was coming next.

      "My dad died."

      No surprise there. "I'm sorry to hear that. So you decided it was time for a change?"

      "Not really." Her brows furrowed and she seemed to be considering what to say next.

      "I don't normally share this, but… when my dad died, I inherited some money, and a house that was nearly paid off. Nothing too crazy, but I'm comfortable and I have some freedom. And I probably would have stayed in Vernal forever to be honest, but…"

      "But?"

      "But after my dad died, my brother started calling. Incessantly. Every day. Usually drunk off his ass, or corked out of his gourd."

      His heart raced, and his mouth went dry. Inside, his gut was sinking, but all he could do was nod and encourage her to continue.

      "My dad gave so much money to Gary while he was alive, bailing him out of jail numerous times, falling for all his sob stories… I know he always hoped that if he just loved him enough, Gary would change. But in the last few months of my father's life, when we all knew he didn't have much time left, Gary was nowhere to be found, unless he needed money. My dad finally came to his senses and changed his will. And I'm proud of him. He did the right thing, but it has made my life a living hell. Gary didn't show up to the funeral, didn't even ask when it was, or where. But the threats started right after. Where was his half of the inheritance? He demanded dad's computer, and his guns." She paused and rubbed her forehead with two fingers. "Gary is a felon. He can't even have guns. He's convinced I faked the will. The things he said and accused me of… they were awful." A tear streaked down her face.

      His gut clenched that much harder; sank that much faster. He opened his mouth to tell her… what, he didn't exactly know, but she kept going before he could get a word in.

      "And he was threatening me. He said if he had to come to get the guns, he would use them on me. He couldn't, because he was on parole at the time, but I didn't know that. And he's off parole now. Or he was, unless he ended up back in trouble, which could have very easily happened. He never stays out of prison for long."

      She was starting to hyperventilate now, and while he wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her, there was no time.

      Standing, he grabbed her wrist, jerking her to her feet. "We've got to go. I fucked up, and there's no time to explain."

      She stared at him with wide eyes, her mouth working like a fish, and he knew she must be wondering if she could really trust him or if she'd egregiously misjudged him, or if she was about to get abducted, or worse. The problem now was, she might very well be on the verge of getting abducted, but not by him, and not if he had anything to say about it.

      She hesitated only for a split second, before letting him all but drag her out the door.

      He was in such a rush to get back to the club where their cars were, he didn't bother switching places with her so that she was on the inside of the sidewalk like he usually would. That was where he made his gravest mistake.

      "What in god's name is going on?" Teagan asked as he pulled her down the sidewalk.

      "I'll explain once we get back to the club. I promise. Just… run!"

      She held tightly to his hand as they started to bolt down the street, but they didn't get very far before the loud roar of a clunky engine came up behind them, tearing down the street.

      Reese glanced behind him, just in time to see Gary jerk the wheel to jump the curb, his vehicle heading straight for Teagan.

      "Shit!" Dropping her hand, he shoved himself in front of her and her damn near into the side of the cafe they were beside just in time for Gary to plow right into his good hip.

      The clip was enough to knock him to the ground, leaving him to fall on top of Teagan, so that he fell with his body shielding hers, which worked for him, but he never took his eyes off the car or Gary. Their eyes met, and Reese reached to where his gun would usually be before remembering he'd left it in the car when he went to the club. But the action must have been enough to spook Gary, or maybe it was the determined death glare Reese had shot him.

      Either way, Gary jerked the wheel again, turning back onto the road, and sped off into the night.

      Reese watched until he could no longer see him, and then figured he better move fast in case Gary decided to come back for a second shot at his real target.

      "Oof." He grunted as he rolled off of her, taking stock of his body for any injuries. Even though it was his good hip that had been clipped, being knocked off his feet wasn't going to be good for the bad one. He needed ice and ibuprofen stat, and would probably be sidelined the next few days. But he'd have to push through it because his number-one priority was keeping Teagan safe and getting her out of the mess that he'd just helped Gary create.

      Pushing himself to sitting, he looked her over. Her hair was mussed, falling in her face, her eyes were wide, and her hair was streaked with dirt. More alarmingly than all that, she was in full panic mode. Her skin was white, her jaw was slack, and there were tears streaming down her face that she wasn't bothering to wipe away. He could tell she was two seconds away from hyperventilating.

      "Teagan? Are you okay?" Stupid question as she obviously wasn't, and he knew why, better even than she did. "Are you hurt?" he rephrased.

      That seemed to break her out of her trance, and she leapt to her feet, brushing off her jeans. "I'm fine. Physically. But that was him. Reese, that was my brother!"

      Reese winced, holding out a hand for her to help him up. He'd been hoping to have this conversation later, in his car, or at her apartment, or back in the safety of the club, anywhere but out on the street where they were sitting ducks for Gary to come back and take another shot at.

      She took his hand and pulled him to his feet, and he sighed, deeply wiping his face with his hand.

      "Yeah, about that."

      The roar of sirens drowned him out and three cop cars pulled to a stop in front of the diner. His explanation was going to have to wait.
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      Teagan sat about twenty feet away from him, talking to one set of cops. He had a different set talking to him in the very back of the same aisle of tables. A sprinkling of other witnesses rounded up on the street outside were either talking to more cops, or were busy writing down statements anywhere there was a seat available. As far as he could tell, Reese was the only one still being grilled.

      Frankly, he deserved the extra scrutiny. He’d made a major-league screw-up, and he should have known better.

      "What the fuck were you thinking?" the detective in charge of this mess grumbled at him.

      He'd been thinking how relatively easy it was to find a missing runaway and how fast he'd get that paycheck, not to mention how quickly he'd be able to get back to the business of finding more interesting cases.

      "I don't know," he replied, glancing at Teagan in time for their eyes to meet.

      She looked away first, but he was still watching when she shook her head and buried her face in her hands.

      The waitress brought her a cup of coffee, which Teagan ignored.

      How he wished it had been him to bring her that mug. He wished he could sit down next to her, wrap his arm around her, lay her head on his shoulder so she could cry if need be, and above all else, tell her how sorry he was for making such a rookie mistake.

      He'd had his reservations about Gary, and he should have paid attention to his gut instincts. He should have done a background check on Teagan's brother before even accepting the job. If he had, he never would have taken the case. He never would have agreed to work for an ex-felon who'd spent more time in jail than outside of it. Certainly not for an ex-felon addicted to--as well as selling—narcotics for one of the top drug lords in the state of Oregon. Something he still wouldn’t know if the detective hadn’t told him.

      In his defense, Gary hadn't done anything to raise real suspicions. Not until he'd come racing down from Salt Lake City and attempted to run Teagan over. Dark as it was outside, Reese knew what he had seen before the car had sped away. There was no doubt in his mind: Gary had been sitting in the driver's seat. Not only that, he'd looked right at Reese before he’d quickly driven away.

      He'd tried to kill his own sister. And now that Reese was a witness capable of identifying more than just his car…

      "I need to talk to her," he said out loud, hardly aware that he was even doing it. Not until the Detective across the table snorted, then laughed.

      "You'll be damned lucky if I don't arrest you right here and now."

      Reese looked at him. "For what? If you think for a second I had anything–"

      "Where's your due diligence, you idiot?" the detective snapped.

      "I was told–"

      "Oh, don't give me that 'I didn't know' crap. You were a career cop until you got hurt, and don't give me that look. I can read a damn file as well as you, only you didn't, or you'd have found the restraining order she had against him."

      “Restraining order?” Reese stared at him, wishing he could go back in time and take it all back, and tell Gary where to shove it.

      "You didn't know about that," the Detective said, reading his expression. "Why am I not fucking surprised? Let me guess, you didn’t notice the inheritance either."

      “I just found out about it ten minutes ago,” Reese admitted stiffly. He was done being yelled at, especially when he was doing a better job of beating himself up than this asshole was.

      Reese cut a hand through the air, the flat side whumping on the table as if he'd just sliced through the bullshit. "What's the next step? BOLO?"

      "Of course, but you don’t need to worry about that. Just either leave her alone and we’ll get surveillance on her, or do your best not to get her killed.”

      He walked away without waiting for a reply, but the minute the detective marched out of the cafe with several cops in tow, Reese jumped up too.

      Thankfully, the cops he'd taken with him were the same ones standing guard around Teagan's table. She was only alone until he reached her, sliding into the booth beside her.

      She lifted her face from her hand only long enough to recognize who'd just sat down beside her.

      "God," she whispered, and covered her eyes again.

      "I cannot begin to tell you how sorry I am," he told her.

      Dropping her hand to the table with a whump, she glared at him. "Do you have any idea what I had to do to get away from him in the first place?"

      "I'm sorry," he said again. As useless as those two little words were, he still felt them both dearly. "If I had known—"

      She interrupted him, obviously not caring what he would have done if he had. "Did you know who I was when you came over to ask me to scene? Because that's beyond cold."

      "No," he said sharply, then tried to soften his tone once more. "Honey, I–"

      "Don't call me that. You have no right to call me that after what you've done."

      He tried again. "Mary…"

      "Teagan," she snapped, even more prickly than before.

      Third time’s the charm, right?

      "Teagan," he said, struggling to keep his tone even and calm. "If I could fall down on my knees and say the perfect thing to make this all right, believe me, I'd be doing it already. I have no excuse. He sang me a sob story, and I led him right to you. I'm so sorry. In fact, I'm beyond sorry. I can only hope someday you might forgive me."

      Shaking her head, she stared into her lap for one of the longest minutes of his life. "It's not your fault," she grudgingly decided. "You had no way of knowing."

      "Had I done my job better, I might have figured it out long before you got involved. I swear, I never would have knowingly risked your life or anyone else's."

      She let her head fall back on her shoulders with a groan. "Fine."

      "I mean it," he softly insisted. "That's a vow you can take to the bank, honey."

      The endearment slipped out without his thinking again, only this time she didn't throw it back in his face. Her suddenly apathetic responses had him worried, though, especially when this time she slapped the table.

      "Would you stop already? I'm saying it's okay."

      "I've been staking out the kink club for two months, and I'd pretty much given up when you walked through the door. I didn't recognize you. I had no idea you were Mary when I invited you to scene. If I had, I never would have asked," he explained.

      Her glare didn't exactly soften. "Thank you for that, at least."

      They both fell quiet.

      "So, now what?" she asked, rubbing the back of her neck before unwittingly throwing his own words back at him. "What's the next step?"

      "What did the cops tell you?"

      Her shoulders shrugged. "Same thing they always tell me. Go home, they're on the case, they'll find him, and if he shows up anywhere near me again, call them. So I am literally back to square one. I can't go home…"

      "No, you can't," he agreed, his racing mind already lining up the problems and searching the corners of his brain for solutions.

      "I'm going to have to change my name again," she groaned. "I'm so tired of running." She kicked the floor under the table in a tiny burst of frustration. "I'm so tired of being alone all the time. I just want to live my life without always having to start over."

      "I understand," he murmured, and he did.

      She scoffed. "I doubt you do. When did you ever have to start your life completely over from scratch, or risk being killed?"

      "There was no risk of being killed," he agreed. "Since the shot that took out my hip happened well before that. But I was a good cop until then. And after, well… with my limp, starting over was the only thing I could do."

      "So you became a P.I.?" she guessed.

      "Up until today, I didn't think I made a bad one."

      A corner of her mouth curled in a sympathetic smile. "I'd forgive you again, but at this point I'm thinking I might get something good out of all your guilty thinking."

      He almost smiled now too. "Like what?"

      "I don't tend to remember much during aftercare, but I do remember you've got chocolate."

      "In my playbag," he agreed, almost amused now. His brain was already lining up solutions to—if not all of their unsolved problems, at least enough of them for the time being. "Bag's in my car if you want some."

      "You know what?" She hopped up from her side of the booth and shouldered her purse. "I think that's exactly what I want. And maybe a walk back to my car, if you're still feeling sorry enough about what you've done to give me one. I need to get moving if I’m going to disappear again."

      "Forget your car. Now that he knows who you are, he’ll be looking for it and your home address.”

      “I won’t have a home for that much longer,” Teagan said flatly. “I just need an hour or two of sleep so I can take off again on a clear head.”

      “You’re not doing that either,” Reese responded, just as flatly. “I’m taking you home, but you won't be staying there for any longer than it takes you to grab some clothes and whatever else is of utmost importance to you."

      When he started out of the cafe, she followed him.

      "And then what?" she asked, her worried gaze darting up and down the quiet city street as they rounded the restaurant to its back parking lot. “Am I just supposed to go with you?”

      “Yes. And as for where we’re going…” Reaching into his pocket for his key fob, he countered, "How do you feel about camping?"
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      Teagan sat in the front seat of his car, trying not to let her temper seethe and eating individually wrapped chocolates just to keep her from saying unkind things. She hadn't been camping since her twenties. At thirty-five, her idea of roughing it involved a hotel with lower than a three-star rating. So long as there was a bathroom in their room, she could live with it. Port-A-Potties she could not.

      "Why camping?" she asked, and not for the first time.

      Also not for the first time, he turned his face away from her in a way that suggested he was withholding something as he said, "Because, unlike hotels, it's harder to track. Plus, I've got an idea where we can go."

      "We?" That startled her. He'd answered this question three times now, but this was the first she knew he wasn’t just planning on dropping her off somewhere. He planned to come with her. "What do you mean, ‘we’?"

      "Your brother tried to kill you tonight," he said, as if she needed the reminder.

      "No thanks to you," she muttered, not quite under her breath.

      He breathed in, held it, and only once they'd turned at the end of that street did he let it out again. "I said I'm sorry. I've said it all night. I intend to make this up to you, but I don’t appreciate your continuing to throw this back in my face every five minutes. Either you forgive me and you mean it, or you don't, in which case you need to stop saying you do. Got it?"

      Great, now she felt guilty. Grabbing another chocolate out of his aftercare baggy, she whipped off the wrapper and stuffed it into her mouth before she said something else to get herself into trouble.

      "Got it?" he repeated when she didn't answer.

      She might have kept on not answering too, but his tone held all the right kind of sternness to be her submissive self's kryptonite.

      "Yes," she muttered, but she wasn't about to call him sir.

      As if reading her mind, he immediately asked, "Yes, what?"

      "Yes. Reese," she bit out succinctly. Another shred of guilt crept inside her. She really did want to forgive him. Part of her maybe already had, but the rest of her needed a little more time.

      His mouth flattened, but he didn’t push. Not until they reached her apartment. With no elevators—it wasn't that nice of a complex—they had to walk up three flights of stairs to the top floor, where her door dotted the corner landing.

      "Give me the key," he ordered, hand held out from the moment she fished them from her purse.

      "Why?" she shot back. "So you can leave me standing out here to get kidnapped while you check my place out?"

      "You'd rather get shot the minute you walk inside?"

      She was starting to get fed up with how much sense he was making. Especially since she'd already pegged him as incompetent, considering how he'd so thoroughly destroyed her life. Handsome as hell, her perfect play partner, but also sadly incompetent.

      She handed him the keys, then stood on her own welcome mat while he slipped inside and quietly closed the door behind him.

      She checked her watch, painfully aware of every sound around them.

      Leaves scuttling across the parking lot. A stray cat or rat digging in the faded blue dumpster behind her building. The tromp of someone's footsteps approaching her stairwell.

      Suddenly nervous, she jumped off the welcome mat and flattened herself deep in the shadows beside her door, up against the wall.

      She breathed as softly as she could, mentally calling herself every cowardly name she could think of because she knew she was being ridiculous. Her neighbors directly across the landing had no set sleeping schedule that she had ever discerned. They were up in the daytime, up in the night, up at all hours and they weren't always quiet about it. She was scaring herself for nothing.

      Oh Jesus! The shadow of a man appeared around the side of the building and paused, staring up the length of the stairwell at her.

      Could he see her? She clamped her hand over her mouth, fighting not to breathe for fear she'd make a sound.

      The shadow man tipped his head, craning his neck to see up to the top.

      Damn these grated floors.

      He could see her, she just knew it. Oh my God, he was coming up the stairs.

      Shitshitshit!

      Her hand shot out sideways, fumbling for the doorknob. Her eyes closed in relief when it turned in her fingers. Thank God, he hadn't locked her out.

      Be patient, she told herself. Please don't let him see you.

      He turned when he reached the first landing, putting his back to her as he climbed his way up the next set of stairs.

      The instant his back was to her again, she shoved the door open and threw herself into her apartment. She misjudged the amount of space she'd given herself, scraping her arm against the threshold and dropping her purse on the metal grate.

      It clanged so loudly it rattled the landing, the sound echoing off the three-story building’s walls.

      She hit her knees, grabbing wildly at her keys and wallet and the change that had fallen out, right up until she herself was grabbed from behind.

      A hand clapped over her mouth, but not before she screamed.

      Yanked back inside, she scrambled to grab onto something—anything—to cling to. But he dragged her inside, kicking and screaming, and quickly shut the door.

      "It's me," Reese hissed. He grabbed her wildly flailing arms, sucking air between his gritted teeth when she grabbed his arm and bit down hard. "Ow, goddamn it! It's me, Teagan!"

      Recognition filtered through her panic until finally she realized who was holding her.

      "There's someone out there!" she whispered, panic quickly dissolving into tears. She clapped both hands to her mouth when he reached for the door, but instead of opening it to look, as she feared he would, he locked it.

      From the outside, the doorknob tried to turn.

      Then she heard it, the spite in her brother's hiss of a voice as he rattled the door. "Open the fucking door, Mary, or I'm going to shoot you right through it, I swear to god."

      "Move," Reese mouthed at her, and Teagan didn't need to be told twice.

      Scrambling off the floor, she barely got her feet under her before Reese had her again, steering her into the apartment's only bedroom before shutting and locking that door too.

      "Get your shit now," he ordered. "Thirty seconds and we're out of here."

      "Just get me out of here," she begged. "I don't need anything!"

      He limped heavily, rounding the bed to surreptitiously peek through the blinds into the parking lot below. "Don't see his car or him," he softly said.

      Teagan only cared about one thing. "How are we going to get out of here? There's only one set of stairs and Gary's on them!"

      He looked around the bedroom, before grabbing her pillows and blankets off the bed and dragging them to the window. Hunkering down below the sill, he peeked outside again. He must not have seen anything, because in the next second, he had the window unlocked and, with a woody rattle, raised it up as high as it would go.

      "The dumpster’s right below us," he said, looking straight down the side of her building. "Awesome."

      Still looking outside, he snapped his fingers, ordering her without words to get over to the window. She was too scared to put together his escape plan until she was at his side, her head sticking out far enough to see the dumpster far below.

      "You know what tuck and roll means, right?" he asked, throwing her bedding straight down and into the garbage bin beneath.

      Oh. Jesus.

      He was going to throw her out the window next.

      Straight into the dumpster.

      It looked like a million-mile drop from three stories up, but that might just have been her fear of heights talking.

      "Please don't toss me out there," she whimpered.

      "I'm not going to throw you." And yet, he grabbed her by the arms anyway. "Hook your legs over the sill. I'm going to lower you as far as I can before I drop you. Cover your head with both arms, and try not to hit the sides. Don't linger, either. The second you land, I need you to get out, because I'm jumping right after you. Got it?"

      "No," she moaned, but not because she didn't understand his plan completely. "Please, no…"

      "Over the side," he encouraged, adjusting his grip on her arms.

      "Noooo…" But she didn’t fight it when he maneuvered her directly in front of the window. Whimpering, she sat on the sill, unsuccessfully stifling her terrified squeal as he braced his foot against the wall.

      "You can do this," he encouraged again as she carefully rolled over off her hip to feel the bite of the window track scrape against her stomach.

      From outside the bedroom came a heavy whump! as her brother either kicked the front door or rammed his shoulder into it. He was trying to break in.

      "Oh my heck and holy hannah!" she squeaked, but it was too late to stop now.

      The strength of Reese’s grip on her wrists would be visible tomorrow when the eventual bruises began to appear, but she could feel them starting right now. The trembling in his arms as he lowered her out the window as far as he could without losing his balance made her tremble, too.

      He pushed her outward, dangling her a good foot back from the wall so she wouldn’t hit it on the way down, which must have been murder on his broad shoulders.

      "Please, please, please," she whispered, but she could see it in the grim expression in his eyes: he was determined, and he was going to drop her.

      And then she remembered.

      "Wait!" she cried, but too late. His hands had just let her go, and she wasn't anywhere near strong enough to hold on without his help.

      That she didn't scream all the way down was due only to how fast her throat choked up the minute she was airborne.

      Poof!

      Just as fast as she’d been dropped, she landed on a pile of soft bedding over a lot of smelly garbage bags and cardboard boxes. She'd forgotten all about tucking, rolling or covering her head. Fortunately, his aim was better than her ability to follow directions. Not that she didn't immediately scramble up to stand in the garbage, waving her hands in a wild bid to stop him before he came leaping out the window to join her.

      "Wait!" she whispered as loud as she dared.

      Thank god he stopped.

      "What?"

      "I forgot Frankie!"

      "Who the hell is Frankie?" he demanded.

      "My goldfish. He’s in the kitchen." Biting her lip, she then shooed at him with both hands. "Go get him."
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      By the time they pulled up to their destination, with Frankie safely in his bowl and tucked into the center console between them, his fish food packed in the same small garbage bag he’d used to gather some clothes for her before jumping out the window himself, the sun was peeking through the night sky, painting it a stunning gold and pink.

      "Come on Teagan, wake up." Reese shook her shoulder gently and she popped her eyes open to glare at him.

      "I am awake."

      He looked like he wanted to argue that fact, but he didn't, instead unfastening his seatbelt and exiting the car. He stopped first to  extract their bags from the backseat, before coming around to open the door for her.

      She groggily blinked up at him but allowed him to help her out of the car. He bent down to hand her Frankie in his glass bowl and gave her a nudge toward the cabin. Ten steps was what she took, stopping short just before she reached the front of the house where they would be staying. He’d told her camping originally, but confessed on the way up here that he’d meant they would be staying at his friend’s place, and assured her that it would be a step up from camping; that there would be toilets and running water. ‘The cabin’ as he'd called it, was made of logs, that much was true, but that was where any resemblance to the tiny quaint log cabin in the woods she'd pictured in her head ended.

      For one thing, while there were some trees nearby, they weren't in the woods, although a denser curtain of evergreens surrounded the expansive lawn. The house was a grandiose design with a wrap-around porch and huge floor-to-ceiling windows that faced a staggeringly beautiful view of the red rock mountains that she was pretty sure were the back end of Arches National Park.

      "Holy shit!" she whispered. While she stared in awe, Reese had made it up the stairs, set the bags on the porch, and unlocked the door.

      He was standing there holding it open, staring at her expectantly. "Are you coming?"

      "I… yeah." A shiver ran down her spine as she recalled the events of the night, and while she knew in her brain that Gary was more likely to have ended up in a jail cell by now than to have already found her, she was suddenly aware of her own vulnerability, standing exposed with only a few trees for cover. Hustling to join him, she watched as Reese locked the door behind them, flicked the deadbolt, and drew all the curtains, blocking out the breathtaking view.

      Then and only then could she breathe, relaxing enough to take in the rest of her surroundings.

      The inside of the house was even more stunning than the outside, with each room looking like it had been staged for a magazine shoot, or straight out of one of those beautiful home tours.

      The living room had white furniture, wooden floors that she knew were outside of the ordinary, a sixty-inch television flanked by ceiling-high bookshelves that held all number of expensive-looking, yet tasteful trinkets, a handful of board games and movies, a video game console, and of course, books. She took a step closer and read off some of the titles in her head. All were written by prolific, well-known and modern-day authors, and while none were romances, which she preferred, there were several that were on her to-be-read list.

      The floor design was one of those great-room concepts where the kitchen, dining room, and living area were all in the same ginormous space with no walls dividing them.

      The kitchen was even grander than the living room. The countertops were Italian marble, and the appliances were all state of the art, including the Italian espresso maker that she knew for a fact had a price tag in the thousands. Letting out a low whistle, she turned on her heel to glare at Reese.

      "On what planet, no… in what universe is this considered camping, or anything remotely resembling it?"

      Furrowing his brow, Reese shrugged. "I didn't know what else to call it. We're out in the middle of nowhere, cut off from civilization, with nothing but fishing and hiking to occupy our time. What else is that called?"

      "Nothing but fishing and hiking?" she shrieked. "Did you not see the board games, the giant TV, the xbox, the library full of bestsellers? Or maybe it was the three- thousand-dollar espresso maker you didn't notice!"

      Reese just shook his head. "Why are you yelling at me? Because I brought you someplace that happens to be way nicer than you were expecting? Well, pardon me. Next time I'll make sure to take you to a shitty, highway-side dump of a motel, with no amenities, and bedbugs. Like the one we passed on our way out of town."

      Teagan immediately softened because he very well could have done that and there would have been nothing she could have done about it. But instead he'd brought her to this palace in the mountains. She really had no reason to be yelling at him. Well, not about the accommodations, anyway. She was still mad about the reason he'd had to bring her here. He'd said it himself: it was all his fault, and she planned to remind him of that every chance she got.

      It annoyed her that just thinking that made her feel bad. She sighed.

      "I appreciate you bringing me here instead of a dump, but for the record, no sane person would call this camping."

      Reese's eyes flitted around the space as if he was seeing it for the first time. "It's a lot nicer than I remember."

      "Nicer than you remember? It's practically a mansion!"

      He just shook his head and rolled his eyes. "Sleep, or food?"

      "Food, but not before I check out the bedrooms!" She dashed off before he could respond, to finish her exploring.

      There was a master bedroom off the living room, with a king-sized bed, more bookshelves, another sixty-inch screen and some expensive-looking art, but it was the bathroom off the master that had her jaw dropping open while she looked around for the pearly gates because she had to be in heaven.

      The sheer size of the bathroom had her doing a double-take because she was sure she could fit half her apartment in that single space. Double sinks, huge lighted mirrors, a walk-in shower with a heated floor, and a ceiling-mounted showerhead.  It was all stocked with high-end lotions, soaps, and shampoos, and if that weren't enough, there was the pièce de rèsistance–a goddamned hot tub in the middle of the bathroom. Okay, so she was pretty sure the actual technical term was Jacuzzi tub because it wasn't currently filled with water, but it had jets and lights and built-in speakers and trays for a glass of wine, even a spot to put her phone or a tablet so she could listen to music or watch a show while she bathed.

      "I'm moving into that bathroom!" she announced when she’d marched back out to the kitchen, pulling up a chair at the island bar.

      He grinned. "Nice, isn't it? I do remember that part. There's more bedrooms downstairs, and at least one more bathroom. Nothing quite as big or fancy, but there is a pool table, too. What do you want on your sandwich? Is ham okay, or would you prefer turkey, or roast beef? And I know sandwiches aren't really breakfast food, but I'm ravenous, and it sounded like the most filling option with the least amount of effort.”

      She blinked, for the first time looking at what he was doing and the ingredients spread out in front of him. Just like he'd said, there was ham, turkey, and roast beef, as well as two kinds of artisan bread, three different kinds of mustard–regular, honey, and Dijon–fresh beefsteak tomatoes that looked like they'd just been pulled from the vine, leafy romaine lettuce, pepperoncinis, avocados, purple onion, and pickles—both sliced and speared. And here she'd been expecting to survive off canned food and maybe freezer-burnt frozen waffles.

      "Does someone live here?"

      "No, it's just a vacation home. I think they rent it out sometimes, but only to people they know."

      "Do they, like, keep it stocked at all times?"

      "What? No. Of course not. That would be silly."

      Jumping off the high-backed bar chair, she stomped to the fridge and pulled it open, to find it fully stocked with all sorts of delectable offerings. "Then where did all this food come from?"

      Reese twisted to look over his shoulder at her, cocking a brow as if he found her questions ridiculous. "Brent brought it over."

      "When?" It was barely six in the morning, and they'd driven four hours to get here.

      "When I texted him to let him know we were coming, I guess."

      "Does he live that close?" She racked her brain to remember if she'd seen any other houses close by, but then realized she'd been asleep for most of the trip.

      "He lives about an hour away." Reese's tone was befuddled, like he didn't understand why she was making a big deal about any of it.

      She didn't understand why he didn't think it was a big deal. "And who exactly is Brent that he'd drive an hour here and an hour back just to make sure you and some stranger he's never met have decent food to eat when we get here? And what makes you think he won’t tell my brother where we are if Gary happens to show up on his front porch?"

      Reese chuckled, put the top slice of bread on a sandwich stacked with everything on it, and handed her the plate before responding. "Because he's my partner. Well, ex-partner."

      Teagan took a bite of her sandwich and processed this information. She hadn't gotten gay vibes from Reese, and he'd basically fucked her sideways, but he could be bi, she supposed.

      "Like, romantic partner?"

      Reese scoffed, and if he'd been finished making his own sandwich he might have choked on it. "No, like cop partner. On the force."

      "Oooh. Okay that makes more sense. I was really confused."

      Reese topped off his sandwich and took a bite, rolling his eyes at her while he chewed. When he finished swallowing that first bite, he reached over and tapped her on the nose. "Eat up. After this we are taking a nap."

      "I already slept!" she protested. She was still sleepy, but she also wasn't in the mood to be told what to do. Especially not by him.

      "You got two or three hours tops in the car, and that's it. Also, I got zero. So after we eat, we are going to bed." His tone and his expression dared her to argue in a way that left her knowing without question that it would lead to a spanking if she took that dare. While she wasn't usually one to turn that down, her ass still hurt from their play at the club, and she didn't think she could submit to him again… yet.

      "Fine," she conceded with a sigh. "And I guess you get the big room. I'll find one downstairs and take my things down." She finished up her sandwich, rinsed her plate and set it in the dishwasher.

      "No." Reese's abrasive tone stopped her in her tracks.

      "No, what?"

      "We will both be sleeping in the big room."

      She opened her mouth to protest and he cut her off.

      "Until we know Gary is in custody, you don't leave my side. Not even to sleep."

      Reagan narrowed her eyes. She loved a protective hero, but Reese was the one that had gotten her into this position in the first place. She'd been doing just fine on her own.

      "Listen, buddy—"

      "No, you listen. This isn't up for negotiation. It's a king-sized bed. You stay on your side and I will stay on mine. I'm not asking for anything other than close proximity to myself and my Glock, just in case."

      The mention of his gun stalled her. She wasn't a fan, and she couldn't imagine sleeping in the same room as one, but at the same time, she was relieved. Because she had no idea what Gary's plan was, but given that his first instinct had been to mow her down with his car, it wasn't anything good.

      He wanted her dead. That was the only hope he had at getting a dime of their father's money. Oh, he could threaten her with legal action and sputter on about Utah's property and inheritance laws, but he didn't have a leg to stand on and even the quackiest lawyer would tell him so. Her father's will had been ironclad. They'd made sure of that.

      But, she realized belatedly, Gary was her closest living relative, and she didn't have a will. If she died, everything would go to him.

      Like hell, she thought with a scowl, vowing to rectify that as soon as they came off the mountain.

      "Fine," she conceded with a huff. "But no funny business."

      She didn't give him a chance to answer before she huffed out of the kitchen and into the master, grabbing her bags on her way and slamming the door behind her.

      Teagan changed into shorts and an oversized shirt, brushed her teeth, and hopped into bed, sleeping as close to the edge as she could without falling off.

      When Reese came in a few minutes later, she pretended to be asleep, even faking a light snore for good measure.

      She both heard and felt the movement around her as he undressed. The clink of metal against the dresser as he laid down his gun, the click of the door lock. The friction of leather against cotton as he shrugged out of his jacket, and finally the sound of his pants falling to the floor and footsteps on the carpet as he approached the bed.

      When he climbed in, scooting to the opposite edge, she held her breath and made sure to be as still as possible.

      After being hit by a car and then driving all night, she knew he had to be exhausted. He was asleep within minutes.

      She tried to doze off, she really did, but she'd never been much of a napper unless she was sick. Maybe it was the adrenaline, or the new surroundings, or her aching ass and racing brain, but sleep wasn't coming. She tried and tried, but as the sun rose to peek through the window, and the birds started to chirp in nearby trees, she knew it wasn't going to happen.

      She laid there for hours, making mental to do lists in her head. Trying to figure out if she was going to need to move again after this, or if Gary would end up back in prison where he belonged. Trying to figure out if there was any other way out of this mess, or if she was always going to be one sexy, bumbling P.I. away from disaster for the rest of her life.

      Reese may have realized his mistake and told her brother to get bent, but there was nothing stopping Gary from just hiring another private investigator, was there? Except maybe money. She hoped money would be the cockblock.

      Fuck. There was no way she was sleeping, and no way to know how long Reese would. He could very well sleep through most of the day and she was not about to keep laying here with nothing but her thoughts. She'd think herself into a panic attack if she kept going like this.

      Reese hadn't wanted her sleeping far from him, but he hadn't expressly said she couldn't get out of bed until he did.

      Pulling back the covers as gingerly as possible, she crawled out of bed at a sloth’s pace. Sneaking across the room, she slipped through the door, snagging her jacket and shoes on the way out. The lock click was louder than she wanted it to be when she pulled the door closed behind her, but there was no helping that. At least she was out now, and without so much as a finger twitch from Reese, who was sleeping soundly.

      Wandering out to the living room, she pulled a book from the bookshelf and curled up on the couch, planning to stay put until Reese woke up. But the book she’d selected–the latest addition to a thriller series she loved–was not light reading after the day she'd just had. The premise of the story hit a little too close to home, doing nothing to cure her racing brain or her pounding heart. She got no more than a few pages in before it went back on the shelf.

      Shifting from foot to foot, she surveyed the other options, but nothing sounded good, and reading no longer held the appeal she thought it would. Abandoning the bookshelf, she stepped over to the window, and pulled open the curtains that Reese had shut, staring out at the breathtaking view.  Southern Utah was beautiful, and she had seen some stunning scenery just while going about her everyday life, but nothing like this.

      It seemed a shame to be surrounded by such gloriousness and not be able to truly appreciate it without a pane of stormproof glass between her and the outdoors. She wanted to breathe the fresh mountain air, smell the pine trees, and feel the sun on her face and the breeze in her hair.

      Turning her back on the view, she gazed longingly at her shoes. She found herself walking toward them as if some invisible force was pulling her forward. When she reached for them, dropping onto the couch to put them on she had a moment of doubt. If Reese woke up and found her gone, he wouldn't be happy.

      It would serve him right though, wouldn’t it? Plus, what Reese didn't know wouldn't hurt him… or her.

      Vowing to stay on the porch and not venture outside any further than that, she shrugged off her misgivings and tied her laces. She left her coat, as it was already warm outside. She had felt the heat of the sun on her face through the window glass and it had only warmed up since then.

      When she pulled open the heavy front door, she had a single moment's hesitation that faded into nothingness the second the fresh air hit her, sending her senses into overload.

      Shutting the door behind her, she stepped out onto the porch, and sank into the wooden swing that was off to the side. She sat there for a good thirty minutes just breathing in the mountain air, enjoying the sunshine on her face, listening to the birds chirping and even watching a pair of squirrels scamper around looking for food.

      But Teagan wasn't really the ‘commune with nature’ type. She was a doer, a seer,  an adventurer, and the opportunity to explore an area of the state she'd never been to was too good to pass up.

      Eventually, she stood and made her way to the edge of the porch. For a while she just sat on the steps, taking in the view from a different angle, but eventually that got boring too.

      She wouldn't go far, she told herself as she stepped off the porch, tree debris crunching beneath her sneakers, and Reese would never have to know.

      Not that it mattered, because he didn't actually have any authority over her outside of the scene they'd done at the club, and that seemed like a lifetime ago.  Okay, he had taken a whole ass car to the hip for her, so she did feel kinda bad, and like she had an obligation to obey him.

      But Reese needed sleep, and she didn't. And a short walk around the cabin wasn't going to put her in any sort of mortal danger. Like Reese had pointed out, this property was not in either of their names, and they hadn't had to use any credit cards or identification to secure it. There was no way for Gary to trace them here, especially not this quickly.

      As she went over the facts in her head, she felt safer, and the safer she felt, the further from the cabin she ventured until it was out of her line of vision, a mere speck on the horizon.

      It wasn't her fault. She found a trail at the base of the mountain, and had been lured by the sound of water and the promise of a waterfall.

      The trail was steeper than it looked, and longer. After hiking it for ten minutes, she considered turning around and heading back, but the rush of water had become louder, piquing her curiosity.

      She followed the trail up a short hill and then she saw it, the sparkling water of a narrow creek at the base of a short but steep incline directly ahead of her, the crisp liquid following the runnel it had carved in the red mountain rock around this bend in the trail and off into the grass again. Cactus and sage bush blocked most of her view of it, but the sun was her ally, lighting up the ripples as the stream flowed over the rocky creek bed.

      It looked so cool and refreshing. Snow runoff would be cold as hell, never mind the air temperature, but if this water came from a river source… it might be the perfect temperature for her to soak her feet.

      How long had it been since she’d done something as normal and relaxing as that?

      Pulled by invisible strings, she reached for a tree branch to help steady herself as she ventured down the steep earth to get closer to the water. Loose rock tumbled down the hill with every step, something she didn’t pay much attention to until she took her next step and the earth beneath her foot suddenly slid right out from under her.

      Teagan shrieked, grabbing wildly at tree branches as down she went.
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      The throbbing of his hips and the vibrating of his phone woke Reese simultaneously, and he wasn't sure which came first as he shifted his weight from his no-longer-good hip to his always-bad one, and reached for his phone on the nightstand.

      As soon as he saw that the string of incessant texts were from Gary, he groaned, and pushed the button to open the thread.

      Who the hell do you think you're working for anyway?

      You're a piece of shit. When word gets out about how you call the cops on your clients, you'll never work in this state again.

      I better have my money back by the end of the day so I can hire another private investigator that isn't a worthless, traitor scumbag.

      You think you’re the only P.I. I’ve got working for me right now? Fuck you.

      I'm gonna sue your ass for breach of contract and take you for everything you're worth.

      There were a dozen texts, all full of angry rants and unhinged entitlement, each more vulgar and threatening than the one before. He only read the first five before deleting the entire thread, but he was still pissed and pulled himself into a sitting position in the bed. His fingers hovered over the keyboard of his phone as he mentally wrote an even angrier and more vulgar response as he imagined himself professionally telling Gary exactly where he could shove his threats. But he knew there was no point, and further pissing off a drugged-out madman didn't have any benefits that he could see.

      But the guy was even more bonkers than Reese had previously thought if he believed for a second he was getting a single damned cent back. Reese's contract was ironclad, and he'd more than fulfilled his end of the bargain, a fact for which he'd be beating himself up for a long time to come.

      Shutting off his phone, he reached across the bed without looking, patting around for Teagan. He was hoping she'd get up and get him some ibuprofen because he didn't think he could move from the bed without it.

      He patted flat mattress and lumpy blankets with a frown, leaning over and patting more until his hand found the edge of the bed. Frowning, he jerked his head to look over at her side of the bed.

      She wasn't there.

      "Son of a bitch!" he swore, jumping to his feet even as slicing pain shot through him, knocking him breathless.

      Maybe she'd had to pee, so he checked the bathroom first, but as he'd feared, she wasn't there, either.

      He sat back down on the bed long enough to pull on his jeans and boots, grabbed his phone and gun, and headed out to find her.

      When he got to the bedroom door and found it unlocked, his ire grew.

      Limping heavily with every step, he tore through the upstairs, checking everywhere, even the garage and the oversized pantry. She was nowhere to be found.

      Standing near the stairs, his gaze swung between them and the front door, and his gut told him to head for the latter.

      The front door was also unlocked, a fact that angered him to no end. She knew she was in danger, she'd ignored explicit instructions, and dammit, now he had to go find her even though both his hips were on fire and he could barely walk.

      His limp growing more pronounced now than it had been since the early days after the shooting, he pulled open the front door, and hobbled onto the porch. He'd been hoping to find her sitting there, basking in the sun in all her naughty glory, but no dice.

      "Teagan!" he yelled, his cry echoing through the mountains. "Teagan!" Descending the porch stairs, he stopped and listened.

      Nothing. Not a hint of noise aside from the birds in the trees and his own cries echoing off the red rocks. Remembering his phone in his back pocket, he drew it out and dialed, listening to it ring somewhere behind him—inside the house.

      Shit. He stopped cold, attuning himself to his surroundings, searching for clues as he limped around the back of the property. Once there, he found a trail, and heard the faint flow of water in the distance. A waterfall, or just a rushing stream?

      The trail was steep, but fairly flat, and he knew he could make it up the mountain side if he had to, if only there were some guarantee he'd find Teagan on the other side. The problem was, he wasn't sure, and if she wasn't there to help him, he didn't honestly know if he could make it back down.

      But she could be in danger, he knew that, and it spurred him on, giving him a strength he shouldn't have had. Just follow the sound of the water. Keep yelling her name, he told himself as he started his trek, pain rushing through him with every step.

      "Teagan!" he called out every few steps, pausing to listen for a response and to gather the strength he needed to keep climbing through the pain. "Teagan!"

      He might not be able to walk, but when he found her, she wouldn't be able to sit. Not comfortably, and not for a very long while.

      "We'll see how much of a pain slut she really is," he vowed to himself as the climb got steeper. When he crossed a small downed tree, he pulled an army knife from his pocket and cut off a thick branch to use as a walking stick before stepping over the tree.

      "Teagan!"

      "Reese!” came a faint cry back again. “Reese! I'm over here!"

      Her voice sounded tinny and far away, but it was the most beautiful sound he'd heard in days, second only to her whimpers of pleasure and pain when he bent her over and fucked her well-spanked ass at the club.

      "Where? Where are you?"

      "At the creek! I slipped and fell, and I can't walk. I think I twisted my ankle."

      The latest update had him swearing under his breath and closing his eyes while he drew in deep calming breaths to center himself. He had no idea how they'd make it back to the cabin now, but he pushed on, climbing up the hill, calling to her as he went.

      "How long was the hike to the waterfall?"

      "Not long. Maybe twenty minutes."

      He still had about halfway to go. He wasn't gonna make it.

      "Teagan. My hips. I'm hurt. I can't make it. Can you slide on your butt? Scoot, or crawl, or something?

      "Yeah. I’ve been doing that since I fell. Hang on, I’m coming."

      Shaking with relief, he lowered himself onto the stump of a dead tree and waited, gathering his strength for what would come next.

      Finally, she scooted into view, a sheepish look on her face, one shoe in her hand and an ankle that was swollen to double its size held slightly off the ground.

      Groaning from the effort, he pushed to his feet and went to her. Bending down, he hoisted her over his shoulder like she was a sack of potatoes.

      “Ugh!” she grunted, his shoulder digging into her belly.

      "You are in so much trouble," he muttered under his breath, punctuating his declaration with a hard swat to her red-dirt-covered behind.

      "Ouch! Hey, stop it!" she yelled.

      "Not a chance." He swatted her again and ditched the walking stick, tossing it to the side of the trail. “Just wait until I get you home.”

      Each step, with an extra hundred and twenty pounds of Teagan over his shoulder, caused a shot of pain that stopped him in his tracks. He had to give himself a pep talk just to keep going. Teagan, miraculously, had fallen silent, no longer protesting each time he smacked her ass, which was as often as he could manage it all the way back down the hillside trail. When the cabin came into view, he felt like crying. But he still had to make it inside the house, and he'd left it unlocked and unattended for far too long.

      The last few feet were absolute hell, the only thing bringing him solace was the thought of his belt across her ass and the handful of ibuprofen he intended to swallow as soon as he made sure the coast was clear.

      At the door, he paused to draw his gun out of his holster. Twisting the knob, he nudged the door open with his foot and listened for the slightest sound that might signify an unwelcome intruder.

      "You can put me down now you know," Teagan sassed, pushing against his back in an attempt to lift herself more upright.

      He carried her inside without answering, softly locking the door behind him. If Gary was in the cabin with them, this wasn’t the best move he could make. But if he wasn’t in the house, Reese knew he wouldn't be able to make too many steps more. He couldn’t afford to be re-doubling his steps, or walking any more than he absolutely had to.

      Slowly, Reese lowered her to her feet. He pointed his sternest finger directly at her nose. "You will stay silent and one step behind me while we search the house, do you understand? This door was unlocked and unattended for nearly an hour while I had to find you. Anybody could be in here with us. Now be quiet. Don't make a sound until I give the all clear."

      That shut her up as she finally seemed to grasp the gravity of the situation.

      Teeth gritted against the pain, Reese slipped silently through the house, nudging open each door as he came to it, entering rooms with his gun first before checking closets, hallways, curtains and underneath any piece of furniture big enough to offer a hiding spot. The upstairs was clear.

      Huffing from exertion, he narrowed his eyes and glared at the stairwell again. "Goddammit."

      "Reese, I'm sure it's fine. I don’t hear anything. I think we’re safe."

      "Hush up. What did I say? Not another word until I say so."

      Leaning heavily against the bannister, he made it down the stairs one at a time, checked each room and closet with Teagan’s small hand on his back so he knew exactly where she was. Only when he knew for sure they really were alone, did he take her by the wrist and march her into the nearest spare bedroom.

      “What–” was all she had time to squeak before he upended her face down over the root of the mattress. He reached for his belt, threading it back through his pants loops by sections while he detached his Glock and holster, setting both on the bedside table before whipping his belt off from around his waist. He doubled the thick leather over and Teagan’s eyes got huge when he started back toward her.

      “W-wait a minute!”

      She tried to throw up a staying hand, but he caught her wrist, pinning it to the small of her back as he used his weight to hold her down. Raising his arm, he let his belt do the talking for him, cracking it hard across the fleshiest part of her backside without bothering to ditch her jeans first. It didn’t matter what she wore. This was one spanking she was going to feel right from the start.

      “Ouch!” Swollen ankle and all, Teagan struggled to get up. She twisted, trying to roll to face him, but he only leaned on her harder, holding her in place while he whipped his belt across her disobedient backside over and over again. “Ow! What the hell? Reese! Stop! What do you think you are doing? We aren't at the club–Ow, I said–and you don't have my consent!"

      At any other moment in his life, an outcry like that would stop him in his tracks at least long enough to have a conversation and renegotiate. But not today.

      “Don’t I?” Cocking his brows, he leaned toward her menacingly and got right in her face. "All right then. How about I just take you home? See how long it takes Gary to find you."

      Of course, he would never, and she probably knew it, but it was the only thing he could think of to drive his point home.
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      She'd consented to punishments for much less. Made up things really. Tiny missteps in the middle of a scene, like being too whiny, too sassy, or trying to take control. If they were in the club and she'd so much as forgotten his title or responded to a command with the tiniest hint of disrespect, she'd have happily let him whip her into oblivion and even enjoyed it.

      But take her out of the club and threaten her with a spanking she actually deserved, and all bets were off. Even though she knew she was in the wrong, Teagan doubled down and challenged him back. "Gary wouldn't have a clue how to find me if it wasn't for you!"

      Regret shuttered his expression but he quickly recovered, raising the doubled over belt and smacking her bottom three times in rapid succession hard enough to make her wail.

      "And I've apologized for that,” he snapped. “I’ll apologize again, until I'm blue in the face if I have to… but not until after I give you what you've got coming."

      She didn't want to back down. Couldn't make herself. Glaring back over her shoulder at him, she tried to kick him with her feet, but couldn’t quite reach. "I don't know who you think you are, but that's not happening."

      As his jaw set, and his eyes darkened, her tummy flipped and her bottom clenched. "Oh it's happening, little girl. If you want my hideout and my protection, you'll follow my rules and obey my orders. I told you not to leave my side. Remember that?"

      Dejected and suddenly guilty, she stared at the mattress mere inches from her nose. She remembered.

      "It's not like you just went out to the living room to read, or to the kitchen for a bite to eat and I'm just overreacting. You left the damn cabin and took a hike through the woods like you didn't have a care in the world and this is a freaking vacation. Do you know how much danger you put yourself in? Both of us in?" He grimaced and shifted his weight. "Now we’re both hurting even more because you refused to listen!"

      He wasn't wrong. She knew he wasn't. She'd been bored, and stupid, reckless, and selfish, and the more he pointed all of that out, the more she found herself needing the spanking she was fighting so hard to deny him.

      "Fine," she finally huffed, glaring at the bedding so she wouldn’t get caught glaring at him. "You’re right. I shouldn’t have left the cabin. You… have my consent now."

      "Oh, do I? Gee, thank you." His sarcasm cut almost as much as his scolding had, and his grip on her wrist shifted. Still pinning her in place. Still holding her down in a way that promised this spanking was going to be a good one. "I hate to tell you, sweetheart, but this spanking was sorely earned, and it was never not happening."

      She blinked twice. "What?"

      "I am all for safe, sane and consensual, darlin', but I won't accept the fact that I have your consent to beat the tar out of you inside the club, and absolutely no license to do so outside the club, especially when you ignore orders and put both of our lives in danger."

      Well, when he puts it that way…

      "So, yes, I am going to use my belt on your already sore ass, and hopefully it will hurt enough that you'll come out of la-la land and think twice before leaving the cabin without an escort again."

      "Okay, okay!" She'd reconciled to the fact that she was getting a spanking and there was no getting out of it. There was even a small part of her looking forward to it because, despite all her protests, she was fully aware that she'd fucked up. She just wanted him to hurry now and get it over with.

      "Since consent is your button here, I want you to give it to me explicitly,” Reese ordered. “Tell me you understand, and give me your consent to blister your bottom with my belt."

      She groaned, embarrassment lighting up her insides.

      "I consent, sir," she mumbled into the mattress.

      "Daddy."

      "What?"

      "You'll call me Daddy.” His voice was stern, his tone unyielding. “Not just during your spanking, but for the duration of our stay here. Using a title will cement the fact that our dynamic has expectations, rules that you need to follow, and consequences when you don't."

      Her stomach clenched with guilt, and by now she was craving the punishing lash of leather against her already aching backside, and the redemptive release that she knew would follow. "Yes… Daddy."

      He abruptly let go of her wrist. "Take down your pants."

      She rushed to obey, pushing the fabric over her hips, leaving only the thin film of her silky club panties between them. "Ummm… panties too?" she asked. She'd never had a Dom ask her to keep them on before.

      "I'll take them down myself when I am ready."

      It didn't seem like a statement that needed a response, and he apparently didn't think so either. And yet, when he smacked her bottom now, it was with the flat of his hard hand and not the belt.

      The silky fabric of her underwear offered no protection from the sting. Knowing she had a long way to go, Teagan breathed through the pain, welcoming each swat.

      He covered the area of her bottom, from the fleshiest part of her cheeks, to the strip of skin just below her panties, between her ass and thighs.

      It hurt like hell, probably because of how vigorously they'd played at the club, and she bit down on her lip to keep from crying out. She was okay. She deserved this, and more than that, she needed it. Teagan had learned long ago not to question why she was programmed the way she was; not to beat herself up over the things beyond her control. She longed for the pain of correction. Craved loving guidance and discipline, thrived with the knowledge that someone cared enough to deliver those things. She hadn't had them in a long time, and now she realized how badly she needed them.

      "I'm going to use my belt now. This is a punishment, so your control is limited, but use the stoplight system to tell me if something is wrong, okay?"

      His instruction broke through her inner monologue. "Yes, Daddy."

      She had only a moment to brace herself before her panties came down with one swift tug and the leather lashed against her naked skin.

      His belt was thick, not too worn, and delivered a powerful blow. All intentions of stoicism and taking her spanking like a good girl flew out the window. Maybe it was the guilt. Maybe it was the fact that she was still sore, maybe it was just that it had been so long and that even though they were both made of leather, floggers and belts were so very different, but she couldn't stop herself from bucking, kicking up both feet and flailing both hands back to protect her smarting bottom. "Holy crap! That fucking hurts!"

      "Watch your mouth, and move your hands."

      He waited for her to obey, and while she longed for him to take control and physically put her back in position, she also understood that she had to do this herself. He'd already explained that this punishment was non-negotiable. He'd already asked for her consent. Now he was demanding her submission.

      Drawing a breath, she reminded herself that the only way to end this was to go through it. Trying to relax, she pulled her hands up by her head, balling them into fists on top of the blankets.

      "Good," he praised. "Now remember: it's supposed to hurt. That's gonna help you learn."

      "I don't really need to learn. I already know it was stupid."

      "And yet, you did it anyway." He didn't say another word, instead letting his belt do the talking again and, boy, did that strap of leather have a lot to say.

      She managed to stay reactionless through the first five strokes, but she could feel the skin on her bottom rising up, inflamed where the belt had whipped her, and on top of their play from the club, the pain was pushing her limits.

      Just when she thought she couldn't take more, just when her hands were about to fly back to block the next blow, Reese spoke again, his words putting reason behind the discipline and clarity behind her raging emotions.

      "I get it. This situation sucks. And it's been your reality for a long time. Now I've fucked it up and made it worse. And we had fun at the club and at the cafe after, but we are strangers. And now we are strangers stuck in a cabin together for god only knows how long, and for your own good, you have no choice but to submit to me, and to let me act as your Daddy for as long as it takes me to fix the mess I've made."

      As he spoke, his empathy ringing loud and clear even in his growly, dommy voice, he never stopped spanking, but the pain became easier to take.

      "It's not ideal. I get that. But we are both going to make the best of it, and I promise you this: I'm going to fix it. I'll be by your side until you are safe again."

      It wasn't a lecture, but instead an apology, laced with accountability and expectation. He had laid out what her role was before he'd started spanking, but now he was laying out his own. Small wonder why she'd been so drawn to him at the club. He was the real-deal kind of Dom. Sure, he made mistakes, but he owned up to them. She owed him the same.

      As the belt lashed her sit spots, she re-centered herself. Yes, she'd been angry. Yes, she was scared. Yes, this situation sucked, but if Reese kept his word, and she truly believed that he would, then eventually this would be over. She wouldn't have to live her life looking over her shoulder, recoiling every time the phone rang, and having panic attacks every time someone knocked on her door. She could truly put her dad's death behind her, something she hadn't yet gotten to do. In the end, it wasn't Reese's words at all, or the determination she could hear behind them, or even the belt that broke her–it was that realization. And once it hit, it hit with a vengeance. She went from holding back tears with a wince to full-on sobbing in two seconds flat.

      Many Doms would have counted that as cause for alarm and stopped the scene, but Reese seemed to know that he was giving her exactly what she needed. He paused for only a moment, resting his hand on the small of her back, before moving his aim lower still, cracking the belt against her previously untouched upper thighs. The bite of leather against the tender strip of her virgin skin was excruciating and delicious all at once.

      "Mmmm, oooh," she moaned between sobs.

      "That's it. That's it, darlin', let it all out. Let it all out for Daddy."

      She didn't miss the irony of him using the word Daddy when it was her father she was crying for, but she only gave it a split second of her attention before tuning into the pain.

      Pain was her kryptonite. It was her mentor and healer, the thing that used to keep her sane when the rest of her world spun madly out of control. She thought again about how long it had been since she’d felt the like, but truly, she’d never felt anything like this before. Not the spanking, but Reese. What he was doing now, punishing her for real misbehavior had never been something she’d had.

      She hadn’t known how much she’d needed it. How freeing it would feel even as the pain of each lash mounted on the fiery backs of all the ones that had come before, welting her bottom until the throbbing agony had consumed her. And with the pain came furious release. Waves of forgiveness for both herself and for Reese crashed through her, bringing with it the peace she needed to make the best of the situation that she was in, and the clarity to recognize that it would all soon be over.

      Her sobs weakened until no fresh tears fell, and only her shoulders still shook. She stilled her breathing as Reese dropped the belt, collapsing in a sitting position beside her on the bed, breathing heavily.

      Twisting her head to face him, she saw pain etched in the furrow of his brow as he rubbed his eyes. A thin sheen of sweat covered his brow. His eyes were glazed and his lips twisted into a grimace. He hadn’t exhausted himself by whipping her bottom; he was in pain.

      "Oh my god! Reese!” Swiping wetness from her face, she scrambled up to kneel beside him. “Are you okay?"

      He dismissed the question, wiping the sweat from his brow. "Now's not the time to worry about me. I'm more concerned about you. You might bruise.”

      “Bruises are the only kind of jewelry I like to wear,” she offered with a shrug, the corners of her mouth curling into a smile she hoped might comfort him.

      He looked at her, then snorted, and finally chuckled. “Either way, I have arnica in my playbag, which is still in the car, but I don’t think I can climb the stairs back to the main floor, much less walk outside and get it. Plus, you took a long, hard spanking, and you took it well. If anything, what we should do now is take care of your more immediate aftercare needs. Arnica can wait.”

      "I can get it! I’ll grab you ibuprofen too!" She jumped up, unconcerned with the promise of aftercare and forgetting about her twisted ankle until the weight of her body hit it. "Owww," she hissed, crumpling back onto the bed at the same time Reese grabbed her wrist.

      He chuckled. "Well, I was about to say that you weren't going anywhere, but it looks like fate took care of that for us. And while we have almost everything we need down here, we have no food and I'm getting hungry."

      "I can crawl up the stairs," she offered.

      "You will do no such thing. Again, you aren't leaving my side. Get it through your head."

      "Reese, you're hurt. The front door is locked. Nobody is sulking around upstairs, waiting for you to finish spanking me so they can make their move." She rolled her eyes to emphasize her point. "I'm not gonna go AWOL again. I won't even go out to the car, if you say not to. But I could get us some food, and some meds, and our phones…"

      "I have my phone. Not that it did me any good when I went looking for you, because you didn't have yours."

      She winced. "Sorry," she said, but he ignored her, leaning all the way back on the bed and contorting his body as he dug his phone out of his pocket.

      "What are you doing?" she asked, her mind immediately going to Gary.

      "I'm calling Brent. You're gonna need some crutches. And I am gonna need some help making it up the stairs."
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      Ninety minutes later, the voice of his ex-partner rang through the stairwell, music to his ears. "Knock, knock!"

      "In here," Reese called out.

      A minute later, the bedroom door opened, and Brent leaned against the door jam, his arms across his chest, the corners of his mouth turned up in a smirk.

      "Well, aren't you a sight for sore eyes. Or maybe just an eyesore."

      "Yeah, yeah, right back at you. A little help?"

      "In a minute. Right now I'm just savoring seeing the big, bad Reese Williamson flat on his back and completely at my mercy."

      Beside him, Teagan giggled, catching Brent's attention. "This is her, huh? The damsel in distress you went rogue for?" His gaze flicked over Teagan, taking her in with scrutinous appraisal. "I approve."

      "I didn't call you out here for your approval," Reese snarled, thankful that Teagan had managed in the last ninety minutes to get her underwear and pants back on, even if they hadn't managed to do much else. "I called you for your help. Did you bring the crutches?"

      "I did," Brent confirmed, making no move to get them. Instead he entered the room, sitting down on the edge of the bed. "As well as a few other things I thought you might need. Now, let me get this straight, when the guy that was after her—"

      "Her brother Gary," Reese supplied, trying not to roll his eyes.

      "When her brother tried to mow her down with his car, you pushed her out of the way and took a Lincoln Towncar straight to your good hip. And then, when you fell, you landed on your bad hip, pretty much taking you completely out of commission." He raised his eyebrows and Reese nodded. "So… why does she need crutches?"

      "We don't need to talk about that," Teagan answered.

      "Well, as I was in pain and going on no sleep after driving half the night to get here, we took a nap, or at least I did. Teagan here decided to sneak out and go for a little hike in the mountains."

      "Oooh." Brent smirked; Reese could see understanding dawning. He cut his gaze to Teagan who wore a sheepish smile, and then back to Reese. "And this is the one you've been searching for for the last few months? Where did you say you eventually found her?"

      "Beauties and Beasts. The kink club," Reese clarified, even though he knew Brent knew it.

      "Ah, then… I'm guessing that didn't work out so well for you." His comment was directed at Teagan, who cast her gaze down to the floor. Her cheeks flushed a bright pink.

      Never in a million years would Reese have pegged Teagan as the kind of submissive to give in to a man simply because he copped an authoritative tone, but she did just that.

      "No, sir," she said, casting Reese a questioning glance.

      Good. She was only doing it because she thought Brent might be an extension of himself. Still, even knowing “sir” was a generic expression of respect, not unique to the kink scene and likely didn't mean anything, Reese hated hearing her address Brent that way.

      Pushing down his jealousy, he grunted. "It didn't work out well for either of us. That's why you're here. Now, are you gonna help us or not?"

      "Oh, I am." Brent shoved off the door jam and reached in his pocket, extracting a small orange pill bottle. Twisting off the cap, he shook a single capsule into his hand and gave it to Reese.

      "Bless you!" Reese exclaimed, tipping his hand to his mouth and swallowing it dry.

      "That'll take about thirty minutes to kick in. In the meantime, I'll grab the crutches, they're just outside the door here. Once I get Teagan upstairs and settled, I’ll come back for you."

      "No. She doesn't leave my sight." He'd set a rule and Reese was determined to stick with it, no matter how impossibly inconvenient it proved to be.

      Brent brushed his rule aside with a scoff. "I entered with my key and locked the door behind me. I cleared the upstairs, and then I came down here where you have been this whole time. We are the only ones in the house, and nobody is getting in behind me. She will be fine without her asshole-in-shining-armor, at least for a few minutes. Stop being so pigheaded."

      Brent was probably the only person in his life that could get away with talking to him like that. But Reese wasn't giving in that easily. He'd laid down the law. He couldn't go back on it the first chance he got.

      "Do you know how to shoot?" he asked Teagan, twisting to grab his Glock off the nightstand.

      She recoiled. Great, she was one of those. "Shoot a gun? Are you crazy? No!"

      "Luckily for you, it's pretty self-explanatory," he grunted, thrusting it toward her.

      "I don't need it. I'll be fine."

      "Well, you're not going upstairs without it."

      She made no move to take it from him, and finally Brent stepped forward and took it. "She can't carry a gun up the stairs on crutches. I'll take it and make sure she has it nearby before I come back down for you. But just so you know, you are being ridiculous."

      Appeased by the fact that he was getting his way, Reese didn't acknowledge his buddy's remark.

      Brent left the room and reappeared with the crutches, which he handed to Teagan. He walked behind her, gun still in hand as she left the room and made her way upstairs.

      When they were gone, Reese collapsed against the pillow, wincing in pain. He'd been putting on a tough guy act for as long as he could for Teagan, but that was only exhausting him further. He shouldn't have further exerted himself carrying her through the house and spanking her, but what choice had he had, really? If they were going to be hiding out together, then she had to understand that he would accept nothing less than complete obedience. Their roles had needed to be defined, solidified, and cemented into her brain by way of her ass. He'd done that, and now he was paying for it. Probably more than she was, and the irony wasn't lost on him.

      Closing his eyes, he took deep breaths and waited for the painkiller Brent had given him to kick in.

      "She's settled with ice on her ankle,” his ex-partner announced when he reappeared. “I gave her some ibuprofen. The gun is within easy reach. And now, tough guy, it's your turn."

      Reese opened his eyes to find Brent standing in front of him with a clunky metal walker—the kind he'd used in the hospital after his hip surgery. The kind he'd swore he'd never use again.

      "Uh-uh. Hell no. No way." As if to prove he didn't need it, he scooted to the edge of the bed, set his feet on the ground and stood. Pain exploded through his pelvis and behind his eyes, nearly taking him out, but he took a step forward anyway.

      When he went down, it was Brent who caught him under his arms. "How's that tough guy act working for you?"

      "Fuck you," Reese spat between gritted teeth. "I'm fine. I just need a few minutes for the meds to kick in and then I'll be good as gold."

      "Bullshit. That's not how painkillers work, and you know it."

      "Maybe, but I'm not using that thing."

      "Figured you'd say that. That's why I also brought this." Brent reached behind him, showing Reese a black and silver cane.

      Reese glared at it. "I don't need a fucking cane. I'm not going to hobble around like an 80-year-old man. I just need a few hours of rest, some ice, and some food."

      "You're too stubborn for your own good." Brent glared. "Well, asshole, the food and ice are upstairs. And I will be too, pretty soon. So your choices are walker or cane. Unless you want me to scoop you up and carry you like a baby. I'm sure Teagan would be really impressed by that. I’m sure it will make her feel really safe and protected."

      "Now who’s being the asshole?" Reese grabbed for the cane, yanking it out of Brett's hand.

      "You. I'm just the guy who drove an hour just to come and help you up the stairs."

      Reese glared at him and struggled to his feet. It was a little easier with the cane to lean on, but the pain was still excruciating.

      "Come on. Let's go. I don't want Teagan to be by herself."

      "Wait." Brent put a hand up to stop him, and Reese sank back onto the mattress.

      "What?"

      "Look at the cane."

      Reese glanced down. It was a thick black metal with an elongated silver handle. The kind you'd pick up at a Walgreens, which he suspected was what Brent had done. Nothing special. "It's a cane. What is this? Some bullshit visualization exercise? Look at the cane, be one with the cane. Picture your pain leaving your body and entering the cane." Reese made his voice mimicky, waving his fingers in the air in front of him.

      Brent playfully smacked him upside the head. "You really are an idiot, you know that? It's a cane gun, asshole. The kind they use in the movies and shit. If you're not careful, you'll activate the trigger and fire a bullet straight through the floorboards, and then I'll make your ass pay for the damage. So stop feeling sorry for yourself for two seconds and pay attention."

      "All right, all right. Damn." Reese lifted the cane off the floor and inspected it more closely. The metal was not the cheap aluminum standard walking canes were made with, as he'd originally assumed. This was a much heavier steel. The bottom was rimmed with rubber, but it wasn't solid. "Holy shit." He turned it toward himself, staring down the extended barrel of what looked like a 12 gauge.

      "Careful. You'll shoot your eye out," Brent scoffed, quoting a line from a popular holiday movie.

      "This thing is pretty cool."

      "Uh-huh. You're welcome. Now look" –Brent grabbed the cane from his hand— "this here," he pointed to a notch several inches below the handle, "is the trigger. So be careful. You're walking around with a loaded gun. Literally."

      "Got it. I'll be careful. I'm not a dummy."

      "Could have fooled me."

      Reese grimaced.  Now that the meds were kicking in, it was easier for him to recognize just how difficult he'd been. "Sorry. And thank you for coming to help. For the cane and crutches and meds and for letting us hide out here. For all of it."

      "Yeah, you're welcome. Okay, let's see if we can't figure out how to get you upstairs before that pill knocks you on your ass."
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      Teagan side-eyed the gun on the end table next to her. She knew she wouldn't have to use it, but just its presence freaked her out.

      And Brent and Reese were taking forever to come upstairs, not that Teagan was surprised. On their way up the stairs, they’d passed and she’d wondered how the hell he planned to get Reese to swallow his pride and use it.

      They'd probably spent this whole time arguing. If she was in Brent's shoes, she'd have saved her breath, waited for Reese to pass out from the meds, and carried him up the stairs once he was asleep.

      She had just started to wonder if that was the plan Brent had been forced to resort to when Reese appeared at the top of the stairs, leaning heavily on a cane with his friend right behind him.

      "There you are! I thought maybe you'd gotten lost."

      Reese glared at her as he limped across the living room, hunched over like an old man, and collapsed on the couch beside her chair.

      Brent was right behind him, putting pillows behind his head and under his hips, plugging in heating pads and making sure they were positioned just right while Reese glowered, barely tolerating the fussing. When Brent was done, he waved him off.

      "Okay, mother hen. You've done your duty. You can go now."

      "Ha. Nice try, but not a chance. As of right now, both of you have injuries that are minor and will hopefully stay that way if you just have some decent recovery time. Even just a full day where you aren't running from bad guys and carrying damsels in distress down the sides of mountains would do you a world of good. So, no, thank you. I'll be staying. At least until morning. And you, sir, are not leaving that couch unless you need to use the restroom. Otherwise, you stay put. I'll make lunch, and dinner too."

      Giggling at seeing Reese be so firmly put in his place, Teagan jumped up, using the crutches Brent had brought to help her stand. "I can help. Just tell me what to do."

      Brent leveled her with a glare. "Sit your ass down, young lady. Did you miss the fact that you were included in my lecture?"

      "I'm fine as long as I'm not putting any weight on my ankle, and thanks to these crutches, I don't have to."

      "Sit," he commanded again, pointing at the chair she'd just vacated.

      "But I want to help."

      "Then keep Mr. Grumpy-Pants over there occupied. Because you are not setting foot in my kitchen."

      "Ugh. Fine." Knowing when she was beat, Teagan hobbled back to the recliner and sat down, hissing when her ass made contact with the cushion, and letting the crutches clatter to the floor. "I don't know who's bossier. You, or your friend over there."

      "We are both equally bossy," Reese answered with a wry grin. "But Brent is less of a threat because he's not kinky, so he can't back up half his threats and bluster. "

      "Really? He’s not kinky? That's so interesting." Teagan wasn't sure she believed it. Brent certainly had the Dom stare down pat. He was giving it to both of them at the moment.

      "So he claims," Reese said again, shifting to fold his arms behind his head. "So… how are you going to keep me occupied?" Reese's grin was wide and full of innuendo.

      Teagan shook her head. A blow job was the first thing that had come to mind, but there were several problems with that. For one, exhibitionism wasn’t really her kink, and while she was used to being spanked or even performing sex acts in a room full of strangers, it was different when she wasn’t in a club or when the strangers were kinky themselves and focused on their own play versus one single stranger who claimed he wasn't kinky with nothing else to focus on besides making them lunch. For two, she was certain that sex acts of any kind were not on Brent's list of approved activities. Not to mention, with hip and ankle injuries, a blow job would be particularly challenging.

      "What kind of shows do you like?" she asked, picking up the remote.

      Reese shook his head. "I couldn't concentrate on a show right now."

      "Okay." Teagan set the remote down on the arm of the chair. "Hmmm." She searched for a topic of conversation and settled on the first one that came to mind. "So, is this experience going to change how you do P.I. work?" It was asked cheekily, with a twinkle in her eye, but she was half serious and she wanted to know. Reese struck her as a man with scruples, not the type to do any skeezy thing just for the promise of a paycheck.

      Beside her, Reese heaved a sigh. "To be honest, this experience—and a few others I've had— might change not how I do P.I. work, but whether I continue doing it at all. Although, I'm not sure what I would do if not this. Between my time on the force and my time in the private sector, it's basically all I know."

      "You could be a bodyguard," Teagan offered.

      "Who's gonna hire a fifty-year-old bodyguard with a limp?" Frustration marred his features, and Teagan was sorry she'd brought it up.

      Before she could change the subject, Reese changed it for her.

      "What about you? You said you'd been taking some time off, living the retired life, but is that what you want?"

      "No, not at all," she answered thoughtfully, chewing on her lip. "Ever since my Dad died, Gary has been after me. I've been living in survival mode. I haven't had the freedom to think about what I wanted to do next, or heck, even to grieve really. That's kind of why I freaked out when you were spanking me. You talked about this thing with Gary being over soon, and that was just such a relief, but also a burden as well, because it made me realize just how long I'd been living in limbo, afraid to put one foot in front of the other, unable to move on."

      "Yeah, I kind of gathered you were working through something like that. So did you make any progress? Do you know what you might want to do when this is all over?"

      Teagan gulped, blowing out a strangled breath and shook her head from side to side. "I have no idea."

      "Well, what did you do before this chapter of your life?"

      "I was an office manager for a trucking company. And as much as I loved it, I don't see myself going back. I've really enjoyed the independence I've had over the last couple of years. I didn't inherit enough money to live like this forever, not the way I'd want to or anything, but I did inherit enough to start a business, or do something that could help set me find my next direction. I just don't have a clue what that might be."

      Reese nodded. "Well, what's your passion? Or do you have a hobby that you could maybe turn into a business?"

      Teagan shook her head. "Probably not a profitable one. And it sounds cheesy, but I think my passion is kink. For me, a BDSM club like Beauties and Beasts has always been so much more than just a place to get my needs met. It's like a sanctuary—the one place I truly feel alive. And I'd love to do something with that… But how do I make that into a business, and is that just me being crazy, or are there others that feel the same way?"

      Reese had twisted as much of his body as he was physically able. He peered at her thoughtfully, and not just with casual interest. The way he was looking at her made her feel truly seen. "You are definitely not crazy, and I think a lot of people feel the same way. As for how to convert that into a unique business… I'm sure there's a way. Maybe we can brainstorm when I'm not high on painkillers."

      Teagan smiled and opened her mouth to tell him about the beginnings of an idea she'd had, but before she could say anything, Brent appeared in front of them, setting down plates full of food–sandwiches and soup with fresh fruit and veggies on the side.

      "Time to eat!" he announced, rubbing his hands together before flopping onto the couch between them.

      She and Reese exchanged a look behind Brent’s back, and she knew the rest of their conversation would have to wait until they were alone again.
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      Sighing, Teagan checked her watch for the umpteenth time. God, it wasn't even midnight. What was it about trying to sleep, not being able to, and the paradoxical slowdown of time that made tonight in particular impossible to get through?

      Reese. That's what.

      Two days ago, she couldn't remember the last time she'd shared a bed with a man. This was automatically not one of the best, that was for sure. Oh sure, Reese was still hot–both literally and figuratively. The heat emanating from his side of the bed had her kicking out from under her blankets not ten minutes after laying down beside him. She still had the sheet over her, but only because she wasn’t quite comfortable sharing this bed for the reasons they were.

      Yeah, he'd already fucked her ass, and that had been awesome. Every time she thought about it, her body latched onto the pleasure-pain of that entire scene and before she knew it, every nerve in her came humming to erotic awareness, just like it was doing now. And there was nothing she could do about it, either.

      Except wake him up and hope he was in the same mood she now was.

      Sex was a great way to fall asleep, she thought grumpily.

      In as much pain as he’d been in earlier though, he was far more likely to roll over long enough to spank her again than he was to wrap his arms around her and fuck her into exhaustion.

      Frustrated, she rolled onto her stomach, but she only grew that much more restless. Instead of falling asleep, she flipped back onto her back.

      Fuck it, she kicked off the sheet now too, but in nothing but a thin button-down business shirt she'd found in the mostly empty closet, now she was too cool.

      Sighing again, she rubbed her face with both hands and crawled back under the sheet.

      She tried to count sheep, but somewhere in the teens the sheep became her and Reese back at the club, him with his belt in his hand and her counting the strokes.

      Great. Not only was she not sleepy, now her pussy was throbbing with neglect.

      Why couldn't it be morning, then she could get up and clean until she was exhausted. She supposed she could do that now. Except Reese was proving to be a light sleeper. The last time she'd crawled out of bed, he'd come up out of the blankets with his Glock in his hand. That hadn't scared her half as much as his tone when he'd asked what she was doing.

      "I'm thirsty," she’d lied, because that had been the first thing that entered her head apart from, 'Getting away from you, you’re driving me crazy.' Which probably would have gotten her spanked again. Her poor behind was still smarting from earlier. Seriously, the man knew how to spank.

      Ordering her back to bed, he’d not only brought her a glass of water, but a half of a ham, cheese, lettuce and tomato sandwich and some chips.

      "That takes care of thirsty, hungry and here," he tossed her an extra pillow. "Pretend that's a stuffy, and go to sleep."

      He crawled back into bed beside her, hiked the blanket up over his shoulder and got comfortable again.

      "I'm not a Little," she reminded him, only for him to roll halfway over to glare at her.

      "I'm not a Little, what?" he asked, that stern Dom tone underlying every word.

      "Daddy." She sulked and got back into bed too.

      Well, her water and food were long gone now, and here she was. Still wide awake, horny as hell, and afraid to get up again for fear he would as well.

      She needed sleep.

      And an orgasm.

      Fuck.

      Lying on her back, she stared blindly up through the dark at the ceiling she could barely make out. She needed to come.

      Rolling her head, she glared at the slumbering outline of Reese lying not two feet behind her. At least, she hoped he was slumbering. He wasn't snoring, but his breaths were deep and even, and he hadn't moved so much as a muscle since he'd brought her that sandwich.

      She envied his ability to drop right off like that, seeming not to care at all who was sharing the bed with him. It had never been that easy for her.

      Unless she'd had a really good O first.

      Blinking in his direction, Teagan spread her legs, then stopped. She listened carefully, trying to detect the slightest shift in his breathing. She waited to make sure he was still sleeping before her right hand began to move. Sliding over the mattress and down her side, she reached between her thighs, covering her pussy with her hand.

      Still no movement from him.  Not so much as a hitch in his even breaths.

      He was out like a light.

      Closing her eyes, Teagan let go of the air she'd been holding and summoned up her favorite spank-bank fantasy.

      Faceless man, since she hadn't had a partner in way too long. Stern scolding, with lots of 'bad girl's and 'naughty little slut's thrown in. Followed by one 'Does Daddy need to spank?', which really annoyed her, because she wasn't a Little and Reese was the only person who had ever demanded that title from her.

      Great, now 'faceless' man wasn't. Now he was Reese. Reese's face loomed as in her mind she was taken across his knee. Definitely his big, strong hands as he lifted the back of her business shirt of a nightgown and stripped away her underwear.

      It wasn't hard to imagine exactly how his hand would feel as he caressed the surface of her bottom, parting her thighs that much wider so he could cup her pussy exactly as she was now. Squeezing once, she slipped her fingers into the already slick heat of her aroused sex.

      Teagan clamped her lips to muffle her own soft sigh, refusing to let it become a moan as her fingers gathered the wetness to moisten her needy clit.

      "Daddy's going to take care of you," fantasy Reese told her. "Take your spanking like a good little girl, and maybe Daddy will let you come tonight."

      Oh, yes please…

      She stroked her clit between her fingers, building up the pleasure as in her mind the spanking began. Soft strokes, like he'd done before, warming her up so thoroughly below the hard, hard spanks to follow. Making her want it even harder still. Making her wish it was his fingers stroking through her pussy folds until her back came arching up off the mattress and her breathing turned ragged.

      She tried to be quiet. She tried harder to be still, but the longer the mental spanking went on, the more furiously she found her own rhythm and the more she lost herself in the fantasy.

      “Fine.” Reese suddenly sighed. “Let’s do this."

      She froze, eyes snapping open wide as he threw back the blankets.

      "I am so sorry," she whispered, praying somehow that she'd fallen asleep mid-masturbation and that this was just a bad dream.

      But no. Flicking on the bedside lamp, he got out of bed and headed for the door.

      His Glock was on the bedside table next to the lamp. Having shed his jeans on the floor when he’d first come to bed, the only thing he wore were his boxers.

      Damn, he looked sexy as hell shirtless. His shoulders were so broad, his chest muscular and trim, and his arms… He had biceps on biceps and cords of thick veins protruding under his skin.

      "Not yet you're not," he replied as he opened their bedroom door. He looked at her, an evil glint in his eyes that she at first tried to see as angry, but then realized was anything but. Her gaze dropped immediately to his crotch, but he left before she spotted that welcome bulge that might confirm if he was aroused or not. All she saw was his butt.

      He had a sexy as hell ass, too.

      And he'd just caught her masturbating.

      Slapping both hands over her face, she tried to quell the rising heat burning up from her core into her cheeks.

      Was he leaving to find a quieter place to sleep? She doubted it. He wouldn't have left the bedside light on, or the door standing wide open, or his gun behind, if that was what he intended to do.

      Sure enough, within only a few minutes he came limping back in again. This time with his playbag slung over his shoulder, which he dropped on the foot of the bed before unzipping and digging down into it.

      "What's your safeword?" he asked, damn near conversational. Not at all pissed, and yes, now that she saw nothing but the giant bulging straining against his fly, he definitely had an erection.

      "Potato," she squeaked as he pulled out three condoms and dropped them near her feet.

      "Feel like using it?" He dropped the metal butt plug next to the condoms, picked it up, considered it again, and then dug back down into his bag to find a small black box. The interior was lined with velvet and had three nesting spots. Two were already filled with a medium-sized butt plug and then a large one. The plug in his hand was the smallest of the three. He put it back in the box and withdrew the medium-sized one instead.

      "No," she squeaked again, her face burning as she stared at it. Her pussy was all for it, however. The incessant throb she felt there was making her whole body burn and tremble.

      Discarding the box, Reese dug back into his bag long enough to bring out a huge white Hitachi wand and lay that directly across her ankles.

      Letting her feel the weight.

      She didn't for a second think that was an accident. He was showing off his toys.

      Well, two could play at that game, couldn't they?

      "I have a Hitachi too," she heard herself say. "Only mine's fancier. And cordless."

      Reese smirked, grabbed her by the ankles and pulled her entire body down the bed until her feet reached the bottom of the mattress. Digging into his bag for the last time, he pulled out a set of restraints. He lay those across her feet, tossing her a wink before bending down to examine the frame.

      "Ha," he softly declared. "Brett can't tell me he isn't a kinkster anymore."

      She lifted her head off the sheet. "Why not?"

      "Wood bedframe," he told her. "With a metal bar attached to it just below mattress level."

      "So he likes a bed with extra support."

      "There's D-rings strategically placed along the bar," he explained with another wink.

      Okay, that was a little harder to explain.

      Reese picked up the first pair of restraints, a homemade set made out of black paracord and sturdy leather cuffs. He buckled the cuffs around her ankles, then bent, stretching her legs with just enough tension for her to feel it in her thighs when he attached the paracord to the first D-ring.

      "How's that feel?"

      She wiggled, pretending to test her mobility. "I can't tell." Only her feet were pinned down and so, making a grand production out of it, she slowly sat up and reached for the ankle cuffs. "Well, lookie at all the room I have."

      He clamped the next restraint onto her wrist before she could reach further than her knees. "Pretty sure I can fix that."

      Using just enough strength to prove he could overpower her, he tossed her flat onto her back and then threw his leg over her hips and physically sat on her. Clamping the last restraint on her left wrist, he then bent over her, his chest almost touching her nose as he felt for and found the metal rod running the width of the bed just beneath the headboard.

      Okay, that did it. Now she was stretched completely flat. And while she could lift her arms and shift her legs, she only had a few inches of space to move. After that, she was pulling on herself–her arms if she moved her feet, her ankles if she tried raising her arms.

      Bracing himself up on his arms, his fists knuckling into her pillow to either side of her head, he smirked at her.

      "If you think I'm defenseless…" she warned.

      The corner of his mouth curled into a smile. "You are defenseless, and now you're also–"

      She lurched up off the bed high enough to sink her teeth into him. She was trying for his nipple, but got his right pec instead.

      "Yah!" He leapt off her, clapped a hand over his wounded breast. "Why, you cheeky little…"

      She laughed at him, but only until he dove back into his bag, this time coming up with a gag. Of sorts. Unlike ball gags, this one was an open ring of rubber with claw-like attachments which he promptly pressed between her lips, stretching open her jaw now, too. The claws dug into her cheeks and lips, holding them so wide she couldn't swallow, much less speak.

      "Where are you at?" he said mildly, once the gag was buckled around the back of her head. "Clench your fists if red and hold your hands open wide if green."

      She loved gags. Frankly, she loved the helplessness of being tied down, too. Her naughty pussy wasn't just humming and throbbing, it ached with the kind of emptiness that had started all this in the first place.

      Teagan showed her wide open hands, her hips grinding into the mattress as she tried without success to still her hungry reaction to the scene he was building.

      He picked up the medium-sized butt plug, making a production out of showing it to her before tearing open one of his three condom wrappers. He slipped the metal plug into the lubed polyisoprene material.

      Squeezing more lube onto the ends of his fingers, he reached between her thighs.

      Her breath sucked when his fingers slipped down into the crack of her ass, smearing cool sickness all around her bottom hole. Without warning, he pushed one finger up inside her. He gave a few gentle thrusts before one finger became two. Gentleness gave way to rougher play as he twisted them, scissoring the digits inside her, stretching her there now too.

      She closed her eyes with a low moan, her pussy begging for the same kind of treatment.

      Pulling out his fingers, he gathered up the gloved butt plug.

      Her breath caught when she felt him trail it teasingly down between her swelling pussy folds, running it up and down her furrowed slit before the rounded nose settled lower still, butting up against her puckered rim. With his free hand, he found her clit. Capturing it between two fingers before his thumb came to rest on the very tip, peeking out from beneath its protective hood.

      "Bear down," he ordered as he began to push.

      She felt the pinch as she was forced to open her anus, but the last thing she wanted was to push back on him so it might slip in easier. The pain was too much of a turn-on. The naughtiness of being a dirty girl who liked men like him and things like this pushing into her butt cranked her already-eager nerves to higher peaks of excitement.

      "Ah!" Her back arched, her hips involuntarily bucking into the mattress as if that could stop him from shoving the widest part through her clenching back hole.

      The hurt made her breasts swell and her nipples tighten. The pleasure relaxed her and with a sigh she wilted into the mattress as the thickness of the plug filled her completely.

      Her body stiffened all over again as he stroked her clit, circling all around the sensitive tip, every caress teasing her with indirect contact that she was already desperate to make as direct as possible.

      Her garbled 'please' was indistinguishable with the gag in her mouth, but when she opened her eyes it was to see him smiling, the glitter in his dark eyes absolutely evil with intent.

      "Is this what you need?" he coyly asked, his fingers catching her clit in a pinch.

      "Mm," she whimpered, rolling her head from side to side.

      He spanked her pussy, a handful of swift soft pats that nevertheless felt like real smacks raining down on her puffy folds until she couldn't hold still no matter how hard she tried.

      She bucked her hips up into his spanking hand, needing more, more, please god, more. She needed roughness. She needed him to grab her nipples and pull and twist. She needed him to take up his floggers and leave no part of her body unkissed by its biting leather falls. She needed him unleashing his cock and plowing into her, fucking her cunt or her face and she honestly couldn’t care less which he chose. So long as he chose and stopped all this teasing that yielded just a hair shy of being rough enough to make her come.

      "Show me your hands."

      She thrust them up off the mattress, palms open and fingers widely splayed. She was oh so very green.

      "Daddy's going to choke you on his cock. Hands open or closed, what color are you?"

      She shook her wide open hands, trying to arch her head up high enough to catch his cock in her yawning mouth. But he was still zipped up and now moving away from her, picking up the vibrating dildo to smear the length with more lube.

      Parting her thighs with his fingers, he pushed it into her pussy, one slow shove that filled her inch by inch. At his pace, not hers, no matter how wildly she fought to ride it. Her hips pumped, but he held the dildo's base and refused to let her take anything more than he desired.

      His eyes said he desired a lot, but she could see the sadist in him, refusing to give either of them satisfaction. Not until he'd worn her out first, and maybe not even then.

      He hadn't let her come at the club, and she'd loved him for that. Then. Right now, if she weren't tied down, she'd have grabbed him by his close-cut hair and shoved his face down between her legs. He'd be lucky if she let him up for air.

      "You look ready to kill," he chuckled, grinning. Twisting the base on the vibrator, he turned it on the highest possible setting. No warning, no warmup. Just immediate humming that rattled her nerve endings until she arched herself as far off the mattress as she could go.

      "Oh!" She could feel it now, the full force of her impending orgasm building, tightening up like a massive spring inside her until her whole body was shaking from the force of it.

      "You have until the count of ten to come," Reese teased, his slow, shallow thrusts changing abruptly to hard-core pounding. "One…"

      God, damn him. He'd given her all the permission she needed to get her release, so why was her body suddenly reluctant to take it?

      No, not reluctant. In an instant her body turned from willing to defiant and as the numbers climbed to ten, she found herself actively evading the delicious swells of intense pleasure rolling through her like ocean waves.

      "Ten," he said, pulling his hands away from her but leaving the vibrator buried deep inside, still rattling through all her uncooperative nerves.

      Teagan deflated. She tried to cover her eyes, but her wrists hit the end of what inches of free movement she had and then she was stuck, staring straight up into his evil grin.

      "You didn’t come," he noted.

      Go to hell was what she tried to reply, but 'Oh oo ell' didn't have quite the same ring to it.

      Not that he took it to heart. He probably didn't even know what she'd just said. His grin simply broadened as he held up the Hitachi wand, wagging it until she noticed.

      "Ooo," she said.

      "Oh," he agreed. "That's okay. We'll deal with your little 'go to hell' another time. For now…" He withdrew from her side long enough to find the nearest outlet and plugged the wand in.

      He turned it on. More powerful than a vibrator, its buzz filled the room, all but drowning out the smaller device's sound.

      "Doesn't Daddy's little pain slut want to come?" he purred, and her whole body jumped as he spread her pussy folds apart before the Hitachi nuzzled in to hum just shy of where she needed to feel its press.

      She groaned, her hips once more gaining a life all their own. The butt plug filled her. The vibrator pressed against it, parted by only the thinnest barrier of flesh, sharing its trembling song with the unyielding plug. And the Hitachi wand ruled them all, shivering and shaking her back into the highest state of unfulfilled arousal.

      "Ee!" she sobbed.

      "Please?" Reese toyed with her, letting the round Hitachi head move around her clit, up and down through her folds, skimming the peak of her clit but never pressing directly to it. She was going mad! "Please, what? Does my baby need to come?"

      Eyes closed, fixating on finding that elusive spot for him to caress just so she could shout her release to the stars, she bucked her hips only to have him move the wand. He evaded all her attempts to ride it, giving her only as much earth-shaking contact as he desired and nowhere near enough of what she needed.

      Sadist. And god, but that turned her on.

      "Let's count to ten. If you want it, you're going to need to take it. Come on… one, come get your orgasm. Two…"

      She strained, her thighs quaking, her belly flinching over and over as she fought to obey.

      He turned the Hitachi up higher. "Three… Come, Teagan. Come for Daddy."

      The spasms ripped through her as the head of the wand finally brushed her clit directly. On, then off again, he played with her button, mocking her as he commanded over and over again, "Come for Daddy."

      Another count higher, another command to come, and damn if when he finally turned the wand up another notch and pressed it firmly to her clit, she didn’t.

      The orgasm tore through her, ripping her will to shreds as she shouted, bucking and grinding her hips under the relentless hum until she fell back into the sweat damp sheets exhausted.

      "You're not done yet," Reese whispered, brushing damp strands of hair back out of her face. "Oh no, babygirl. We are far from done. Do you like this?" He nestled the wildly humming head of the Hitachi between her limp thighs once more. "Because this is what happens to naughty little pain sluts when they play with the clittie Daddy owns."

      Except he didn't own it, did he? She'd only agreed to follow his lead because she, and she'd only ever admit to this in her own private thoughts, couldn't protect herself against her brother. How much of her did he want to own?

      How much of herself did she want to give him?

      All, she suddenly realized, just before the wand moved and the head reclaimed pressed contact with her clit.

      Teagan burst into tears, a wash of orgasmic waves crashing over her. Her muscles tightened, spasming hard and fast, ecstasy on top of ecstasy pouring through her veins, her skin, every quivering nerve in her body that refused to relax as he forced her to come over and over again. He didn't even have to count now. He just said "Come" and her body did it.

      All she’d wanted was one orgasm. One. Just one. Not this amalgam of crashing, crushing, wave upon wave of pleasure that felt so close to pain that they were all but indistinguishable.

      Suddenly the Hitachi switched off, and Teagan’s body fell limp on the mattress. Her twitching and quaking continued. She couldn’t catch her breath or open her eyes. Couldn’t fixate or focus on anything, including the clink of metal clicking on metal just before she felt Reese unhook her cuffed legs from the chain binding her to the bottom of the bed.

      Spreading her legs wide, his boxers hit the floor before he crawled up onto the mattress. Hooking his arms under her knees and hefting her ass up onto his strong thighs, he maneuvered herself between her quivering legs.

      Even in the dazed condition she was in, she still recognized the rip and tear of the last condom wrapper followed by the jerks of his body as he quickly put it on, rolling the latex down the length of his rock-hard shaft.

      She tried to open her eyes, but couldn’t. Not even to watch as the flat of his fingers came to rest on the swollen flesh surrounding her aching clit, rubbing the sloppy wetness of her own arousal all over her weeping pussy. He pinched, then lightly smacked her, delivering more of those soft spanks that nevertheless felt like a full-on spanking to an area so sensitive.

      She arched and writhed, whimpering through her gag, “No, no, no” over and over again as he grabbed her hips, arching high up onto his knees as he slammed into her.

      Even though this wasn’t the first time he was inside her, Teagan still gasped   when he slid into her, awed at the sheer size of him as he pushed and nudged at the buttplug. She was being fucked in both places, flesh and metal at war for what limited space there was inside her. And back to hell she went, with every pounding thrust as he took her with all the force and fury of the orgasms he hadn’t had finding every tender spot in her body. His wandering hands found her pressure points, causing deep pain in a pinch and infinitely pleasure everywhere he gripped her.

      He pounded his way to his own release. Hurting her. Pleasuring her. Owning and claiming her with every stroke of his body. Every bite, every kiss. Making her cry out one more time as his pumping became furious pounding and finally, he came.

      He never did use her mouth, but that was okay with her. She didn’t have the spit now to make it enjoyable for either of them. And it didn’t matter, anyway. The gag had done what it needed to, making her soft and submissive, putty right in his hands. And when he finally took it off of her so she could stretch her jaw, signaling he really wasn’t going to use her mouth after all, all she could do was lie limp on the mattress, half underneath him in a boneless puddle.

      She panted.

      So did he, but it took him far less time to catch his own breath. Lifting himself off her, he flopped over onto his back, eyes closed, chest glistening with sweat.

      “Next time you need an orgasm, you ask me,” he told her.

      It hurt to open her mouth, but it was just another of those seductive hurts that made her whole body feel wonderfully rode hard and put up wet. Very, very wet.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she croaked. She didn’t know how many times she’d screamed, but she was worn out and with very little voice left.

      After a moment, he got up, limping heavily as he walked out of the room, leaving his cane behind. He returned shortly with another glass of cool water. “At least three sips.”

      He needn’t have worried. She downed half the glass, pausing long enough to catch her breath before finishing it off.

      “Hold out your hand,” he ordered.

      Still bound to the bed, she raised an open hand and when she did, he dropped two individually wrapped squares of chocolate into her palm. “Make it last. That’s the end of the chocolate.”

      She’d have to find the strength to convince him to find more in the morning. For now, she was just too exhausted.

      Switching off the lamp, he rolled up beside her and wrapped an arm over her waist, holding her to him. This time when he fell asleep, she heard it in his breathing. It slowed, deepened, and eventually a low rumble of a snore seeped out of him.

      And she still couldn’t sleep. Exhausted as she was, every muscle trembling, she lay on her back beside him, trying to see him in the dark.

      He was a good man. A great dom, but a really good man. And he was now stuck in the mess with her–because of his actions, yes, but also because of her.

      Reaching out in the darkness, her trembling finger found a lock of his soft hair. Not wanting to wake him, she took her hand away before he felt her touch. Two more snores rattled up from his throat before she dared to move again. Crawling out from under both his arm and the blanket, Teagan used the flashlight on her phone to find his playbag. In it was the tube of arnica cream.

      Climbing onto the bed again, she squeezed some into her palm before laying down beside him and reaching under the blankets. She found the warm flesh of his angular hip. She didn’t know if it was his bad one or not, but since both were hurt and she could only reach the one… she rubbed the cream as lightly as she could into his skin.

      He’d done so much to take care of her, it seemed the least she could do was take care of him, too.

      The smell of the cream wasn’t as bad as Bengay, but it filled the air anyway, stinging her nose as she slipped back under his arm.

      Closing her eyes, finally she slipped into her own dreamless sleep.
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      Teagan awoke to the sun peeking through the blinds just like she had every morning since they'd arrived at the cabin. Five mornings now to be exact, if she counted that first one. It seemed like it had been longer. Too long, and not long enough all at once. Too long because she was starting to catch feelings for Reese, but how could she not? Aside from his initial faux pas of revealing her location to Gary, he was a great guy, an excellent Dom, and he was hot as fuck to boot.

      And not long enough, because, well, she wasn't the type of woman to catch feelings this fast. She needed things to not be fast-tracked so that she could sort out whether or not her feelings were real, or just a byproduct of the impossible situation she was in and the fact that Reese had swooped in to fix his mistake like some sort of knight in shining armor—or in his case, a knight in black leather.

      Sitting up in bed, Teagan rubbed the sleep from her eyes and took stock of her body. She needed to think, but it was hard to focus with every part of her still humming from the previous night's activities. For three nights in a row now, he’d sent her off to sleep after an intense scene culminating in multiple orgasms. Her muscles ached, like she'd just finished running a marathon. Not that she knew what that felt like, couch potato that she’d come to be, but she imagined it was close to the same.

      Her ass throbbed from night after night of his spankings, which he gave her sometimes in the daylight too. When he thought she needed it. Or when she teased him into giving her one. So far, since coming to the cabin there had only been one day that they’d managed to keep their hands off one another, and only because of strict orders from Brent.

      They'd managed to follow Brent’s order for a full twenty-four hours… barely. But it had been on hot and heavy every night since. Her inner pain slut was in ecstasy, but the rest of her was about to drop. Hard.

      She needed chocolate. And probably about a gallon of water, maybe a fuzzy blanket or five. Scooting to the side of the bed, she slowly stood so as not to wake Reese, who was still snoring softly beside her, and tiptoed from the room, leaving the crutches behind for the sake of a quiet exit. She really didn't need them anymore, anyway. Her ankle still twinged now and then, but it was so much better now than it had been three days ago.

      The kitchen had been well-stocked with a wide variety of healthy ingredients but hardly any snacks, and she hadn't seen anything remotely resembling chocolate,  since .she’d eaten the last two pieces out of his play bag several nights ago when he’d woken up to her masturbating next to him and proceeded to fuck her senseless. She was still giddy over the memory of how thoroughly he’d pleasured her.

      Even though she was certain there wasn't any chocolate, she searched diligently, slamming open cupboards and basically ransacking each one before moving onto the next. High and low she searched, no nook or cranny of the kitchen was off limits. She was so engrossed in her search, she didn't hear Reese come up behind her until his hands were around her waist and he was whispering in her ear.

      "Whatcha lookin' for, darlin'?"

      Whipping around to face him, she threw her hands on her hips.

      "There are no snacks in this house!"

      He burst into laughter. "Teagan, babe, it's barely seven am! Shouldn't you be wanting like… breakfast food?"

      She glared at him. "I want chocolate. I need it! Why is there no effing chocolate in this godforsaken place?"

      Cocking his head to the side, he regarded her with a smirk. "You're dropping. It's no surprise, really. It's probably about time."

      She didn't respond, contemplating giving him puppy dog eyes and batting her lashes, puffing her lower lip into a pout, the whole nine yards. She wasn't the type to rely on feminine wiles to get what she wanted, but she was seriously considering it in this case.

      Reese sighed. "Just let me have a cup of coffee and anything that resembles a decent breakfast and then I'll get dressed and we’ll go get you some chocolate."

      "Really?" Her eyes lit up. She honestly hadn't been expecting that response. Both he and Brent had been adamant about them not leaving the cabin.

      "Well, we're not going into town or anything, but there's a little corner gas station and bait shop a mile or so down the road. It should be safe enough."

      "Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!" Doing a happy dance where she stood, Teagan screamed and threw her arms around him.

      Reese just chuckled and untangled himself from her grasp. "Coffee first," he grunted.

      "Yes, Daddy!" Teagan sang, using the honorific she'd only used when they were playing so far.

      "Do you want some coffee?"

      She shook her head. "I think I'd get the shakes if I had any caffeine right now. I just need some water." She turned and took a water bottle from the cabinet using the dispenser on the door of the fridge to fill it and danced out of the kitchen to get ready.

      After days of looking at the same four walls, the prospect of getting out of the cabin was even more exciting than getting her chocolate. She had never been so excited to go to a hole-in-the-wall gas station as she was right then.

      While Reese caffeinated and fueled up with eggs and toast, she took her time getting ready, lingering in the shower, blow drying her hair instead of just pulling it into the same messy bun she'd been rocking for almost a week now, and wearing jeans and a clean top rather than the leggings and t-shirt she'd been basically living in.

      She was sitting on the edge of the bed, lacing up her sneakers when Reese entered, wearing the gray sweatpants he'd slept in.

      Wordlessly, he ditched them and she couldn't help but ogle him for a minute, taking in the sight he made. With sculpted pecs, six-pack abs and tattoos that covered his shoulders and upper arms, he really was sexy, even if he was pushing fifty.

      He caught her eyes as she stared, and winked. "Like what you see?"

      She blushed and quickly looked away. "Sorry. I… uh… I didn't mean to stare."

      He closed the space between them with one long stride and hooked his finger under her chin, lifting her face until she was staring into his dark, broody eyes. "Don't apologize," he scolded gently. "An old man like me should be so lucky as to have a beautiful young woman like yourself checking him out."

      Teagan shook her head and rolled her eyes, the same way she always did when he called himself old, or referred to her as young. Sure, there were fifteen years between them, but when you got past a certain point in your life, age really was just a number.

      "I mean it," he scolded gently. "You did nothing wrong. No need to apologize."

      "Okaaayyy." Teagan tried to pull her gaze away from his captivating eyes, but he was still holding her chin.

      The way he was looking at her… this was how it always started. He would say something that was sexy, or dommy, or sweet; sometimes a combination of all three. And then her heart would start to race. Her palms would sweat. Her pussy would get wet. She'd lean forward and he'd claim her lips in a kiss, or sometimes, if he was feeling feisty, simply smack her on the ass. And it would be all over for her from there on.

      She couldn't. Not today. Not right now. She would literally break.

      "Reese," she whispered, taking a step backward that forced him to release his hold. "I can't. I need a break. Please."

      His expression changed from one of lust and longing to compassionate understanding. "Right." He cleared his throat. "Well, I better get dressed. We'll leave in a few minutes."
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      Dale's Bait, Gas and Sundries was a beat-up shack at the base of the mountain in the middle of nowhere.

      The sign was faded to the point of being almost unrecognizable, the whole place needed a good power washing and a paint job. Considering the sun-baked building’s exterior, Reese wasn't sure that whatever chocolate they might find inside would be actually edible. But when they exited the car, he noticed Teagan looking at the place as if it were a palace. Once they were inside and he slipped her a few bills so she didn't have to use a card that could be traced, she was like a kid in a candy store.

      "Ooh, look! Cheddar popcorn! And Cheetos!" She grabbed both, stuffing them under her arm, and ventured into the next aisle with an excited squeal.

      He lagged behind, keeping one eye on her at all times and one on the door, even though they were the only ones in the whole store aside from the man behind the counter, a weathered, biker-looking fellow, complete with long graying beard, leather vest, and Harley Davidson cap. Reese assumed he must be Dale.

      Figuring he deserved a treat as well, and finally well enough that he could consider skipping a pain pill, he entered the walk-in cooler and picked up a six-pack.

      He lingered for a moment in front of the cheap bottles of wine and four-packs of wine coolers, wondering if he should grab something for Teagan, but he didn't know what, and figured if she wanted some alcohol, she was capable of picking it out herself.

      As he exited the cooler, bells chiming above the front door alerted him to the fact that they were no longer alone in the decrepit shop.

      Ducking behind an end cap, he peeked out from around the corner and scouted out the new arrival.

      "Fuck," he swore.

      The new arrival was none other than Nat Benjamin, another P.I. he knew. Like him, Nat had gone into the private sector after retiring from the police force. And if Nat was here, it could only mean one thing. Gary was on to them. He had to get Teagan and get her out of here before Nat spotted them both.

      He turned to duck out of the way, just as she came around the corner. "Look, Reese!" she exclaimed loudly, holding out her spoils. "They have Whatchamacallits! And Sugar Babies! I haven't seen these in forever!"

      Shit. His gaze shot to Nat, who was staring right at them, reaching into his pocket for his phone, presumably to call Gary and blow their cover.

      Shifting, he handed her the six-pack that was his only purchase. "Go pay, darlin'."

      He didn't watch to make sure she obeyed. He was on a different mission as he strode toward Nat. It might be a suicide mission, but his only chance was to appeal to the man's sense of right and wrong and hope he had the same scruples that Reese himself had.

      Nat looked up as Reese strode toward him and their eyes locked.

      "Put the phone away," Reese commanded. "Please. And just listen."

      Nat raised his eyebrows, but the phone went back into his pocket. "You're sure making this easy for me, Williamson. You gonna take me to your hideout next? Give me the grand tour? Maybe fix me some lunch?"

      "No, and if you're the man I think you are, you're going to forget you ever saw us."

      "Why would I do that? You're a big payout."

      Reese bubbled with anger, drawing in a sharp breath. "Good luck with that. Your client is a drug addict who barely has two nickels to rub together. He’s trying to find his sister so he can kill her and get his hands on the inheritance their Dad left her. I’ll bet he didn't tell you that, did he? Probably gave you the same sob story he gave me about realizing life was short, and wanting to right old wrongs."

      Nat didn't respond, but Reese could tell he'd struck a nerve.

      Pushing forward, he took a step closer and lowered his voice, glancing behind him where Teagan was happily chatting away with Dale as he rang up her haul, oblivious to the potential danger. "I fell for the same story. Took the same case. Got eyes on her. Told him I'd keep her there while he made the drive, thinking I'd bear witness to some emotional sibling reunion. And now I'm here, on the other side of the equation. But you knew that when you took the case. Didn't you wonder why?"

      Nat shrugged. "Not really. That's not part of my job."

      "It is though," Reese pressed on. "Or it should be. I didn't question the story I'd been given either, and the next thing I know, Gary's trying to mow her down with his car and I'm nearly an accessory to murder."

      "That wouldn't stick," Nate huffed.

      "Of course it wouldn't," Reese agreed. "Not legally. But it would stick to my conscience. Just like it will stick to yours."

      "I don't think so." Nat's eyes darkened and narrowed into slits. "I don't have the same damsel-in-distress preoccupation that you do. I know how to keep my work and home life separate. It's a life skill. Maybe you should try it. But it's a little late for that, isn't it? Because let's be honest: this isn't about your scruples, or right and wrong. This is about a pretty little lady that's got your motor running. We all know it."

      Reese didn't confirm or deny, keeping his expression blank even though he was seething on the inside.

      Nat pushed forward. "See, that's the clue you're missing. That pretty little thing over there wasn't my only target. Your name also came up."

      Reese's hackles went up for just a moment before he realized Nat was bluffing.

      Shaking his head as Teagan came up behind him, Reese smirked. "Bullshit. Bullshit on all of it. You're a good guy, Nat. And as much as you might want me to think otherwise, that hasn't changed. So, let me tell you what's going to happen. You're going to let us walk out of here, and you're not going to follow us. And then, once we are good and out of sight, you're going to get on the phone with your client and drop the case. You got me? Otherwise, it might be you he tries to run over next. Or didn’t he tell you about that, either?"

      Reese held his breath waiting, willing Nat to answer before Teagan reached them. She'd gotten sidelined on her way out by a display of tchotchkes. He could see her in his peripheral vision.

      Finally, Nat nodded. "I got you." With one final glare, he pushed past Reese and made his way to the furthest end of the store, turning away to look at a display of woven ponchos.

      "Come on, Teagan, let's go."

      She stopped her inspection of a shot glass and set it back on the shelf, all but skipping over to him, her arms full of snacks.

      Sliding his arm around her, he guided her out of the store and into the car, his eyes on the front of the shop the whole time to make sure Nat kept his word and didn't watch them drive away, or worse, follow them.

      He buckled her in and went around the car, sliding into the driver's seat. As he fastened his own seatbelt, he gave one last look at the front of the shop, and Nat's car, noting the make and model just in case.

      Teagan followed his gaze and frowned, placing her hand on his thigh. "You okay? You seem off. And you were having a very intense conversation with that stranger in there."

      Pulling out of the lot, he turned onto the main road. "That's because he wasn't a stranger."

      He felt the fear in her eyes even though he couldn't see it. His eyes were trained on the rearview mirror, but he tried his best to reassure her. "It's another P.I. I know. I think he may be working for Gary, but I explained the situation to him, and he didn't watch us pull out. He’s also not following us now, so I think we’re okay."

      He turned the car off the main road and onto the gravel drive that led to Brent's cabin, his stomach clenching as he went over his and Nat's interaction in his head. It seemed okay, but the more he told Teagan it was, the less sure of it he became.

      Was he trying to convince her or himself?
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      Reese was not okay. She could see that, but she was lost as to what to do about it. Reese had been right when he said nobody had watched them pull out and they weren’t being followed, but she could tell it was bothering him just the same. Worse, there wasn't a lot she could do about the situation besides feel guilty about making him run her to the store for chocolate and snacks.

      So she tried to distract him. As soon as they walked in the door to the cabin that had become their home away from home, she pulled out every trick she could think of.

      "Wanna binge-eat snacks and watch a movie?" Bee-lining for the couch with her bags of groceries still in her arms, she flounced down and pulled her favorite cozy blanket on top of her, making sure to leave room for Reese to sit beside her.

      Using his cane, he hobbled over and eased onto the couch with all the grace of a  man nursing two busted hips.

      "A movie, huh?" She could tell from his tone that he was disinterested, but she pressed on.

      "There's not a huge selection, and it's mostly old westerns and action movies, but I'm sure we could find something we would both like. Or we could try to stream something. I'm not really sure how good the internet connection is up here."

      "It's all good. I'm not really in the mood for a show." Taking one of her grocery bags from her hands, he peeked in with interest. "What all you got in here?"

      "Oh! I got white cheddar popcorn, and Cheetos and hot Cheetos, and pretzels. Trail mix, some ding-dongs, peanut butter cups, Kit-Kats, Hershey's with Almonds…" She pulled the items out one by one as she named them, and then moved on to the second bag. "Let's see… And I also got jerky, some saltwater taffy, nacho chips and bean dip, some hostess cupcakes, Oreos, Nutter Butters, and… brownie mix!"

      She pulled the last item out of the bag and held the box in front of her triumphantly.

      Reese sucked on his teeth and she could tell he was trying not to laugh.

      "What?" she questioned, throwing a hand on her hip. "I've eaten nothing but healthy food for days!"

      "I didn't really peg you for the type that couldn't be left unattended in a candy store, or anything remotely resembling one, but here we are," he cracked. "Making myself a mental note to not ever do that again. Was there any cash left over from what I gave you?"

      "Yes!" Jumping to her feet, she dug in her pocket and pulled out a handful of change: three quarters, one dime, and two pennies to be exact. "Let's see… that's…" She rattled the change around in her hand as she counted it. "Eighty-seven cents."

      He'd given her two twenties. She held her hand out to him, and he scooped his hand underneath hers to accept it even though he couldn't care less.

      "What's with the brownie mix?"

      "They didn't have any premade, and it sounded good." Realizing she was holding the perfect distraction, she brightened. "Wanna bake with me?"

      His eyebrows lifted and he rubbed his chin. "I haven't made brownies since I was ten years old."

      The way he said it sounded like he thought that information was relevant and would somehow get him banned from participating in the offered activity, which was ridiculous.

      "So?" she scoffed. "That doesn't matter. In fact, it's even better! It will be fun. Come on, let's do it." Not giving him a chance to decline, she jumped off the couch and stood in front of him, taking his hand to help him up. “Who knows, we might even find some sprinkles in the cupboard to brighten the brownies up a bit.”

      “And you’re not a Little.” He chuckled. Leaning on his cane for support, he followed her into the kitchen, leaning in the open archway while she started pulling out the supplies they would need: Mixing bowl, measuring cup, whisk, and rectangular baking dish. A square one might have worked better, but she preferred soft, thin brownies over thick, cakey ones.

      Once he was beside her, she took a step back, intending to let him do as much of the work as possible. Baking was very therapeutic, after all.

      "Okay, so you need to dump the brownie mix into the bowl, and then add three eggs, a cup and a quarter of water, and a half cup of oil. Then whisk it together and dump it in the pan. While you're doing that, I'll get the pan ready and preheat the oven.”

      "Okay, so what you're saying is… I should…" he paused and faked a gasp, "follow the instructions on the box? I don't know, that might be too difficult."

      "Jerk!" She smacked his shoulder and he responded in kind with a hard slap to her ass that had her rising up on her tippy-toes and stepping away from him to preheat the oven.

      She would have protested the smack, but when she looked over at him he was wearing a shit-eating grin. She counted that as a win. And besides, she really wasn’t the kind of submissive to refuse a spanking, no matter how sore her butt might be.

      "This seems pretty easy," he commented. "Not really like a two-person job. I'm pretty sure you could have done this all by yourself." He cracked the last egg in the bowl, selected the whisk and started stirring.

      Teagan shrugged. "I could have, but it's funner to do it together. Plus, you seemed a little on edge after running into that guy. I figured you could use the distraction."

      Reese's brows furrowed, and he worried his lower lip. "Nat."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "The guy. The P.I. His name is Nat. Nat Bennett. And there's just something about that whole thing that's bothering me. I can't put my finger on what it is, though."

      Teagan lifted her shoulders in a shrug, and since Reese was no longer engaged in the brownie-making process, she picked up the mixing bowl and poured the batter into the glass casserole dish she'd found. "It's probably just a general unease. I mean, this place is great and all, and we've been having fun, but it's not like this is a vacation."

      "You're probably right." Reese leaned over and pressed the sweetest of soft kisses to her cheek. "Thank you."

      The heat of that off-hand kiss coursed through her body, bringing with it a wave of blush that started on her chest and rose up to her cheeks. Goodness. This man had seen every inch of her body, fucked, flogged, strapped, belted and paddled her several times over. He’d choked her on his cock and put all number of things in her ass, but it was the simple chaste kiss that did her in.

      Flustered, she spun away on her heel with the tray of brownie batter in her hand. Popping it into the oven, she set the timer. "These will take at least twenty-five minutes, maybe more. What do you want to do in the meantime?"

      "Oh, I could think of a few things…"

      Without even sparing him a glance, she knew he was undressing her with his eyes.

      "Not that." As much as he had the ability to fire her up and turn her inside- out, she simply did not have another round in her today.

      "Oh, that's right. You're dropping. Okay, come on."

      Grabbing his cane from where it leaned up against the counter, he shuffled over to the couch and rummaged through her junk food pile, holding out a ding dong when she joined him.

      She looked at him questioningly.

      "You need chocolate, remember? And if you're not in the mood to play, then you are dropping hard because you are always in the mood.”

      When she didn't grab the package, he ripped it open and placed the ding dong in her hands.

      She made no move to eat it. "What if I wanted something else?"

      "Then you can have that next. Eat the silly thing and get over here. Snuggle with Daddy, little girl.” This time it was him who pulled out his honorific, tacking on her barely used one as well.

      She liked the sound of them both in the same sentence. Teagan sat on the couch, snuggling as close to him as she could. She wished she could sit on his lap, but she couldn't risk hurting him.

      "Eat."

      "Okay, okay fine." Taking a bite of the chocolate confection, she chewed slowly, savoring each bite and letting the chocolate do its job. When she was finished, she reached for the pile and grabbed a Kit-Kat bar, ripping it open.

      "Is that all you're planning to eat for breakfast?"

      "Mmmhmm." She took a bite and chewed before she finished answering. "I need it."

      "You can eat chocolate and a real breakfast–you know, something that’s actually good for you–along with it."

      "Sweets can totally be a real breakfast. Case in point: donuts, turnovers, danishes, coffee cake, cinnamon rolls, pancakes with syrup…"

      "If you tell me it’s because all those things are made with milk, eggs, and flour I’m going to spank you for real again."

      "I don’t have to tell you something you already know." She finished the candy bar and threw the wrapper in the empty bag before changing the subject. "What else do you wanna do today?"

      He answered with a smirk. "What I wanna do is out of the question, so it's about what you wanna do."

      "Wanna play a game? Yahtzee?"

      "God, I haven't played that since I was ten, either."

      She turned to face him with a frown. "What the heck, dude? Did you turn eleven and suddenly stop living?"

      He just shrugged and shook his head.

      "I don't really wanna play a game anyway. Can we just snuggle and watch a movie, or even just talk?"

      "We can do either. You know, I've been thinking about what you said the other day about BDSM clubs and lifestyle places being your happy place, and about finally being free to live your life not in survival mode. Would you want to open a BDSM club? There really aren't enough around, especially in Utah. Some people have to drive hours just to get to one."

      "Yeah, I know. And there really should be more. But I don't think that's the thing. I want to be more like… an educator, a matchmaker, a benefactor. I just don't know how that translates into a business that makes money. So many people, submissives and Littles especially, use kink to deal with issues in their lives. It's like a drug, or a healthy alternative to one. And so many people go to clubs looking for something and play with the first person that offers. A lot of times it's a bad match. Not that either of them is a bad person, it’s just that their needs and limits don't always align."

      Reese nodded, listening with a thoughtful expression on his face, so she kept talking.

      "When you play with the right person, it's amazing. Magical. Healing, even. Like when I played with you. I went to Beauties and Beasts not even knowing what I was looking for, or needing, other than a release, and I got… so much more."

      "Yeah,” he cheerfully agreed, “like an attempt on your life, and a bossy bodyguard you didn't ask for."

      She giggled. "Yeah, that too. But you know what I mean."

      "I guess I do. But you're right. It doesn't easily translate into a business."

      "It would be cool if I could like… I don't know… match doms and subs, or Littles and Daddies together. Especially the ones that need a little extra care. When I was still living at home at eighteen, and well, even before that, I used to have the fantasy of being swept off my feet and out of my home by a sexy Dom with lots of money and a hard hand. Just someone who could take care of me in all the ways."

      “Like Rags to Riches… but with spanking," Reese joked.

      But to Teagan it wasn't a joke. "Exactly like that. And do you know that the richest Daddies and Doms have the most trouble making connections? They are so used to having to have their guard up and having to watch that they aren't being taken advantage of that even when they want a Little or submissive to spank and spoil, it's really hard for them to find one."

      "Do you know a bunch of billionaire doms?" Reese seemed to find that idea hilarious, like he couldn't believe that one could have that much money and still have problems, but that was a common misconception.

      "I actually know a few. Not well, but on some online forums I frequent and friends from a few clubs I used to go to. And not a one of them has managed to successfully find the right submissive for them. They just take what they can get until they figure out they’re being used. Then it’s even harder for them to find someone who’ll treat them right, because they stop trusting everybody."

      "So there you go. That's your business. Sounds like you just call up those guys and invite them to be your first clients."

      She scoffed. "But where do I find the Littles and subs?"

      "If you build it, they will come," he answered, quoting a line from a popular baseball movie.

      "Rags to Riches Inc," she mused thoughtfully. "It does have a nice ring to it. You don't think it's a stupid idea?

      "If you're passionate about something, it's never stupid. But for the record, I think you could be onto something here. There are a ton of Littles and subs in need of someone to take them under their wing; even I know that. So many that have their lives wrecked from being so desperate to play and have their needs met that they take up with a fake Dom who's only in it for power and sex." He perked up, really getting into it now. "You could offer educational services, and real-life ones. Hook them up with kink-friendly therapists, doctors, and even lawyers."

      Teagan sighed wistfully. "I wish. That sounds amazing."

      "You don't have to wish; you can do it. And it sounds amazing because it is."

      "I don't know." She heaved a sigh that shook her whole body. "It's just a lot. Even thinking about it is, like… super overwhelming."

      "You know… I bet we could get Brent to sign up. He's pretty rich, despite his day job, and we know now that he actually is kinky…"

      "Oh it's a ‘we’ thing now, is it?" Teagan teased. She had been thinking of it as a ‘we’ thing too, not that she'd admit it.

      Reese just shrugged. He didn't apologize for his presumption, or backtrack it. It made her like him even more.

      The beeping of the oven interrupted them and Teagan was grateful for the distraction.

      "It's hard to think about the future when I'm still living in limbo."

      "Fair enough. Okay, let's put on a movie. You pick."

      She picked out a fairly newer action-based rom-com, with the guy from the stripper movie franchise, and Sandra Bullock. It was one she'd already seen a half dozen times, but she knew it would make her laugh, and she needed that. She would also put good money on the fact that Reese hadn't seen it yet, and that despite the heavy romance plot vibes, she was sure he'd actually enjoy it.

      And he seemed to. He laughed out loud through the whole thing, squeezing her shoulders each time in a way that seemed to say ‘Thank you for this. I'm enjoying it.’ At least that was what she hoped it was saying.

      They were nearing the end of the movie where all the action and drama came to a head when Reese suddenly swore and jumped off the couch.

      "Hey! What the heck?" she protested when her blanket went flying.

      He grabbed the remote out of her hand, and shut the TV off just as the bad guys were dragging them into the cave where the treasure was supposed to be.

      Instead of protesting again, she just stared at him, waiting for an explanation.

      "We have to go! Now!" He all but ran into the bedroom, as best he could with two bad hips, and came out with a duffel bag that he just started throwing random shit in.

      "Reese? What's going on?"

      He was attacking her pile of junk food. KitKats, jerky, popcorn, crackers, all of it went into the duffel.

      "Come on! Get up and get your stuff together. We need to move! Let's go. Chop chop."

      That wouldn't do. She might be a submissive, but she didn't take orders blindly.

      "Reese." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Take a breath and tell me what’s going on."

      As if just then realizing how absurd and out of character his behavior was, Reese took a breath and stood in front of her. "I figured out what's been nagging at me all day. It's Nat. He didn't follow us, right? Or watch us leave? But it's not because he was being nice, it's because he didn't need to. He's been here before. Brent hosted a big Fourth of July party up here one year, back when we were both still on the force. So he already knew where this place was."

      "Nat's been here? To this cabin?"

      Reese nodded.

      "Well hell, why didn't you say so?"

      Before he could respond, Teagan was gone, running into the master suite they'd been sharing, and shoving her things hastily into the suitcase he’d packed her.

      Eventually, once she'd moved on from bedroom crap to bathroom crap, Reese joined her, Frankie’s fish bowl tucked under his arm.

      "Did you get everything?" he asked, zipping his own bag closed and hoisting it over his shoulder.

      "I think so. Do you really think he'd come here? Or tell Gary where this place was?"

      "I think we can't afford to find out."

      It was all he said, but it was all that needed to be said. Teagan crammed the last few items into her suitcase and sat down on top of it before zipping it closed. Once it was packed, she stood it up and rolled it to the door before running into the kitchen.

      "What are you doing? We have to go!"

      "The brownies!" She hastily cut them into squares and shoved them into a plastic bag.

      "Never get between a girl and her chocolate," she heard him mutter under his breath.

      Working as fast as she could, she carried the pan to the sink and filled it with soapy water. While it was running, she opened the dishwasher and started piling dirty dishes in.

      "Woman!" Reese cried, the thumping of his cane against the wood floor announcing his arrival in the kitchen, "What in the everloving hell are you doing?"

      "I'm cleaning up! Brent was so kind and good to us. We can't leave his place a disaster!"

      "We can, and we are. He will understand. Now let's go."

      She only had enough time to shut off the faucet and grab the bag of brownies before he grabbed her hand and dragged her along.

      "Go now." She picked up both their suitcases and he tapped her on the ass with the butt of his cane as he followed her out the door.

      As cool as she'd been a few minutes before, her heart was suddenly racing, pounding like a jackhammer in her chest and she swore she could hear an ominous beat playing in the background, like they had in movies just before something bad happened.

      Reese popped the trunk and in went their bags, her suitcases, Reese's playbag and the duffel full of random crap. Only her purse, which he'd remembered to grab for her on the way out the door, Frankie’s bowl, and the ziplock bag full of brownies made it into the front seat.

      "Where are we going?" she asked as she slid into the passenger seat of Reese's car.

      "No idea. I haven't thought that far. I just know we need to get the hell out of dodge."

      As he closed his door and slid the key into the ignition, the crunch of gravel behind them made her heart stop. Reese heard it too; she could see it in the way his eyes bugged out of his head, and the way he threw the car into reverse, turning in the wide mouth of the driveway and whipping the car around to haul ass down the long driveway.

      Her heart in her throat, Teagan forced open her eyes that had squeezed shut in the stress, just in time to see her worst fears coming true. Coming up the same gravel driveway they were trying to go down, blocking their exit, was Gary, in the same car he'd tried to run her down with.

      "Shit!" She pounded on the dashboard with both hands. "Go! Go, Go!"

      But there was nowhere to go. Gary and his car had them blocked in.
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      Reese took one look at the black car coming up the driveway at them and froze. He knew that car. Jesus, he’d known they had to leave, but he hadn’t expected Gary to come this fast, and in the same car that he’d used to try to run them down back at the cafe. He’d driven it here? The police had to be looking for it. So much for the last detective’s BOLO.

      And yet, there it was. That old clunker of a Lincoln. Although Reese couldn’t see inside, when the car abruptly braked, he knew they’d been spotted. Just like he knew who was sitting behind the wheel. Gary, come to finish the job he’d started, not seeming to care that Reese was right here and prepared to give his life to protect the woman beside him.

      “Oh, shit,” Teagan breathed, frozen in fear.

      “Run,” Reese said, his chest already tight. Or was that his heart, pounding as hard as if he’d just run a mile in a minute.

      Throwing open the car door, she didn’t need to be told twice. Neither did Reese for that matter, and Gary, as if he could hear them from a football-field’s-length down the driveway, he didn’t need to be told, either. He gunned it, romping the gas pedal to the car floor and the vehicle lurched into motion, tires spraying dust and gravel as he tore down the driveway after them.

      Whirling on his heels, Reese planted his hand on Teagan’s back and shoved. He needn’t have, she was already running while he limped heavily after her, hips already screaming. They were the wounded and the more wounded, sprinting for the dubious safety of the house. His bad hip popped. His good hip was on fire, but he didn’t dare let himself slow down. He had to keep his body between her and her brother as the car came racing up behind them.

      He was going to try to run them down again, was Reese’s first thought. Barely catching Teagan by the neck of her shirt, he shoved her around the back of his own car, packed as it was for them to flee. The body of it wasn’t much cover, but it did shield them from the spray of gravel as Gary came careening to a stop just shy of hitting it-- and them.

      “Run!” Reese yelled and she ran around the car, making a mad dash for the safety of the house. Behind him, a car door slammed open on squeaky hinges and then the bullets started flying.

      Gary wasn’t that good of a shot, but he still had a gun, and that was more than Reese did in that minute. In his haste, he’d left his in the car.

      Teagan ducked after the first shot, throwing up her arms in defense of her head as the bullet dinged the metal exterior of his car. She whipped around, yelling out across the driveway, “You’re a felon! You’re not allowed to have a gun!”

      Reese nearly fell up the front porch steps behind her. Having to pause to dig the key from his pocket and unlock the door slowed them down, but only just long enough for Reese to realize that in their haste to head out with all their stuff he’d left his cane leaning against the front of the cabin. Grabbing it and Teagan, he threw them both into the house, scrambling in behind them and slamming the door. “What the fuck are you doing antagonizing him like that?”

      “He’s shooting at us!” she wailed.

      Okay, so obviously she wasn’t the most sensible person in a crisis. He threw both the lock and deadbolt, then looked at the massive bay window. “Shit.”

      With his cane in his hand, though he wasn’t using it as a cane, he grabbed her arm, throwing her around, his hand popping her butt four times in rapid succession after which he thrust her toward the stairs. “Down! Move!”

      She ran down them, holding onto the banister, moving as fast as she could limp. Through the back door, he shoved her out of the house. The cabin and a few sparse trees were now the only things between them and Gary, and that didn’t last long.  He cursed as he heard the glass shatter as Teagan’s brother bypassed the locked door and shot out the bay window.

      Brent was going to be pissed.

      Worse, Gary was now in the cabin. It wouldn’t take long before he figured out it was empty.

      They ran straight across the lawn, heading for the dense brush and trees on the other side. The burble of a bigger body of water than the creek where she had fallen somewhere at the base of the long hill was the beacon he headed for, and he did his best to keep as many trees as possible between them and cabin. One wrong step on his part and one glance out the window on Gary’s, and he could spot them at any time.

      They couldn’t outrun him. Reese had to find a place to hide.

      Unfamiliar with the landscape, he ran blindly until he found the water. It wasn’t much more than a creek itself, running in a swath of red earth as wide as a river, but with lots of sandbars. It couldn’t be more than waist-deep at most. It was barely ankle deep when he stepped off the bank into it.

      Panting, Teagan managed to keep pace with him, but she was already holding onto her side. Her stamina and strength weren’t going to last much longer. Frankly, neither was his.

      “Are we swimming?” she asked, staring at the muddy rushing water of the creek. The current was swift and dark, made up of too much rain flowing down out of higher mountains.

      Reese looked up one side of the creek and down the other, then he looked down at his hand and the cane he still held. He had no idea if it was loaded. Hell, he didn’t even know if it worked. He should have asked Brent for a lesson, or fired a couple shots.

      For a P.I., he was really bad at this. He’d done nothing since he first touched her photograph except make one mistake after another.

      He wasn’t going to save Teagan. He was going to get them both killed.

      Clutching her side, Teagan turned to look back behind them and grabbed his arm. “I think I hear him.”

      “Yeah, I hear him too.” Reese looked back over his shoulder. His ears strained and he made out the sound of someone running through the woods. It didn’t sound particularly close, though. That meant they had a few minutes.

      “What are we going to do?” Teagan whispered.

      He was beginning to get an idea, and it wasn’t a great one, god help him.

      Grabbing her arm, he dragged her off the bank into deeper water. They were up to their knees now.

      “Crap, it’s cold,” she said, holding onto his arm for balance.

      The creek was shallow, the water clear as a bell. Although the banks were knee-deep, the current was strong and he could tell it would be stronger still in the middle, especially as swiftly as the water was running today. On a temporary sandbar built up by the last few storms, he spotted a mash of brush, sticks and optimistic plants growing up around part of a massive tree trunk that had been washed down until it got stuck here. It was only half on the rocks and sand. The other half stuck out over the water, where the thickest crush of nature’s debris had tangled in the root ball of the tree.

      Using the fallen trunk as shelter, Reese ducked down, dipping his butt in the water. He found it hard to care about the sudden chill he’d just dunked his balls into when there was a gun-toting lunatic searching the woods for them.

      One eye on the bank back where they’d come and one tuned to find some kind of shelter here, he finally found one. It was a crevice of shadow and wood, shrouded as it was in dead debris, which would no doubt be flooded the next time it rained. It was just big enough to hide one person, or so he hoped, and there was no debate on which of them that would be.

      “I’m going to find you, Mary!” Gary bellowed from behind them.

      Teagan spun to look, but she didn’t immediately panic so Reese knew he still had a few seconds.

      “Hey,” she hissed when he grabbed her arm, dragging her with him as he ducked down by the tree and searched the shadows for snakes.

      “I’m going to fucking find you!”  The scream echoed through the woods behind them.

      When Reese grabbed her arm, she got down into the water with him and went where he shoved her, between the broken crush of branches draped half on and off the sandbar into the sheltering shadows of the fallen tree. “Stay right here. Don’t move and I mean it.”

      She nodded, her half-wet hair caught on sticks.

      “Don’t make a sound. No matter what you see or hear. Even if I get shot, got it?”

      Her mouth thinned, worried etching lines across her forehead. She nodded again. “Right.”

      He started to get up, then lowered himself to look at her again. “And remember…”

      Reaching out through the tangle of brush and logs, she grabbed his arm and then his cheek. “I know. I love you too.”

      And there it was. Everything he wished he’d had the courage to tell her first, the one thing he would never have thought she’d say to him, and the very last thing on the planet that he had time to deal with right now.

      “I was going to say watch for snakes,” he said dumbly. “They’re more scared of you than you are of them.”

      Her eyes got hurt first, then huge. She grabbed herself, looking at the water and sticks all around her.

      He held up a finger. “Stay right here. I’ll be back and we’ll, uh… talk about that last part later.”

      And that right there, he thought, rolling his eyes at himself, is why I’m still single.

      Grabbing as much of the dead sticks and vegetation he could find, he did his best to cover the opening she had crawled through. She was up to her chin in water, her teeth already chattering. That worried, scared look in her eyes was the last thing he saw before he stuffed a tumbleweed into the opening.

      "I just want to talk," Gary called, his voice startlingly close. Much closer than it had been.

      Tucking himself behind the waterlogged tree, Reese picked up the cane and did his best to figure out how it worked. Was it loaded? Yes, with one shot, so he'd better make it count.

      A crack of sticks being stepped on heralded the swish of feet coming through the grass. Gary had found the creek. He was right on the bank now.

      Reese held himself frozen, just waiting for the splash as Gary waded down into the water.

      There was a splash, but it was too big to signify feet stepping off the bank.

      Gary had just fallen off the bank into the water.

      "Goddamn it," the other man swore, flailing to pick himself up again.

      Rising up on his haunches, Reese peeked through the branches to see where Gary was. Teagan's brother was less than forty feet away, trying to empty the water out of his gun. He must have gone all the way under when he'd fallen. His clothes and hair were both drenched.

      Tossing the useless gun into the creek, Gary swore again.

      The playing field was now even, Reese thought. More than even, since he still had the cane. He could kiss Brent for thinking of it right about now.

      He was about to come up over the top of the fallen brush pile, determined to put an end to this one way or another. The only thing he didn't yet know was whether he was going to give Gary a chance to surrender, or just shoot him where he stood. But then he saw Gary reach into the back of the waistband of his jeans and pull out another gun.

      It was Reese's Glock. That son of a bitch.

      Unlike Gary's pistol, Reese knew his gun would still fire, wet or not.

      Fuck.

      Reese ducked back down out of sight, but Gary must have spotted the movement. Bullets punched the tree trunk just over the top of Reese's head, sending splinters as big as his hand flying.

      Stupidly, he emptied the Glock, but he did it all through the debris pile.

      Teagan never made a sound; there wasn't time to check on her and the last thing he wanted was to be in the middle of that, should Gary come around the side of the sandbar and spot him.

      "Are you still alive?" Gary asked.

      Adrenaline pounding through his veins, Reese summoned every ounce of strength he had and shot out from behind his cover. He charged Gary, bellowing his best warrior's cry as if this were an action movie and he was the starring hero.

      He'd made so many mistakes in the last week, and this was starting to feel like another one when Gary raised the gun, pointing it directly at him. Gary was going to kill him, and then he'd have Teagan.

      His Teagan. His sweet, sassy, pain slut of a submissive. The woman who fit him like no one else ever had. The one he had fallen in love with practically from the moment he'd held her picture in his hand.

      Had Gary reloaded? The Glock was pointed right at him. If Reese failed, it would be pointed at Teagan next.

      And just like that, fear gave way to anger.

      Fumbling to pull more bullets from his pocket, Gary tried to reload, but even with knee-deep water slowing him down, Reese got to him first.

      Gary swung the gun like a hammer, the butt hitting Reese's shoulder before he grabbed it.

      They wrestled for possession of the weapon, bullets falling out of Gary's hand until he finally flung the rest as hard as he could at Reese's face.

      Sweeping his leg, Reese took Gary down into the water and got a startling reminder at just how strong a tweaker could be. Grabbing him by the neck, Gary took Reese down with him and rolled, kicking and fighting to get Reese under him.

      God, the water was cold.

      They kicked up mud and gravel, and Reese's head went briefly underwater. He heaved, lifting Gary almost all the way off him, and with a mighty twist of his body, Reese flipped Gary underneath him.

      Grabbing a rock, Gary swung it, but Reese got his arm up. It would have broken his arm had the rock hit him full on. But Gary was in an awkward position and his wrist hit Reese instead.

      Balling up his fist, Reese returned the favor, only he didn't miss. Every knuckle in his hand cracked, but his fist connected, snapping Gary's head back under the water. His head hit the rocks, and an instant red tinge filled the muddy creek water

      "You mother fucker," Gary sputtered, coming back up for air.

      Reese hit him again, as hard as he could, and this time when Gary cracked his head against the rocky earth just under the water, his body went limp.

      Bubbles came flooding up to the surface. Grabbing Gary by the shirt, Reese hauled his unconscious weight up out of the water, dragging him far enough onto the shore to be sure the other man wouldn't drown.

      It would have been so much simpler if only Reese had it in him to just pin Gary facedown under the water and hold him there until Teagan would forever be safe from him.

      But Reese wasn't a killer, no matter how much he wished in that moment he could be.

      "Teagan," he called, panting, wet, his bad hip on fire and his good hip throbbing. "Get up to the house. Call the cops."

      He'd wait here. His eyes briefly closed as he let out a sigh of relief. He was too tired to move, anyway.
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      Teagan sat on the front porch steps, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and a hot cup of coffee in her hands. She waited for the police to get finished with Reese. It was taking far longer than it had with her, which she supposed made sense.

      Not twenty feet away, Gary was sitting in the back of the police car, staring up at the ceiling.  Based on the fact that she could see the cop’s mouth moving but not his, he was ignoring the detective who sat in the front, asking him questions. They had him on attempted murder, gun possession and violation of her restraining order, among other things.

      She really wanted to talk to Reese, but he was down by the creek, showing where the gun had been thrown and no doubt re-enacting what had happened. She was glad she didn't have to. It felt like just another example of how Reese was always taking care of her. The blanket was his doing. He'd wrapped it around her before allowing the police to segregate them. The coffee was his doing, too. It had just the right amount of sugar and creamer, and if she didn't feel so lost right now, she'd have enjoyed sipping it more.

      He'd saved her life.

      Now that everything was over, she'd thought it would be that: over. Finished. Life could go back to normal, but from the moment Reese had neutralized the danger, sitting on Gary until police arrived, she'd known something was wrong.

      There was something wrong with her too, for that matter. Unlike Reese, Teagan knew what was eating her. Now that it was in fact over, so was the reason she and Reese were staying together. The case was closed. For the first time in years, Teagan felt better.

      Now what? Now that she no longer needed to run and hide, shouldn't she feel normal? Why did this all seem so anticlimactic? Maybe it was because Gary was still right there where she could see him. Maybe it was her overactive imagination, still whispering in the back of her mind that any minute Gary might somehow break free of his bonds and come charging out of the back of the police car to shoot her. Right here, in front of all these cops and everything, because God knows he hadn't been shy at all about trying to kill her in front of Reese.

      She rubbed her forehead.

      "I can't believe you let him get your gun," the county Sheriff was saying, shaking his head in disapproval as he led Reese out of the cabin and onto the porch with her. They must have re-entered the cabin via the basement’s back door.

      Reese only nodded, accepting the blame without protest. "Apparently I didn't retire from the force a minute too soon."

      The sheriff turned on him. "It has nothing to do with competence and everything to do with being too close to the…" He looked at her. "...case," he finished lamely. "You were distracted and emotionally involved."

      "What do we need to do now?" Reese asked bluntly, and there it was. She could hear it in his voice. He was disappointed in himself. It killed her. After everything he'd done for her, how could he expect himself to do more?

      The need to jump up off the porch and wrap her arms around him was almost too overwhelming for her to control. She wished she knew what to say to convince him of how much she appreciated him. How much she owed him. In the end, she didn't know if that would make any difference. He was still going to leave her, and she couldn't for the life of her think of what to say to stop that, either.

      She couldn't imagine leaving the cabin and not having him by her side. This last week with Reese, she'd had the deepest interactions that she'd ever had with another person. How was she supposed to give that up and go one with her life as if Reese had never mattered? They were meant to be together, and that was something she could feel all the way down in her core.

      "Answer my calls when you get them," the sheriff said with a shrug. "Otherwise, you're both free to go. We'll be gathering evidence here for hours yet. And don't worry about him." The sheriff turned to tell her, nodding his head toward the car her brother was in. "He won't be getting out any time soon, I can promise you that. He'll be lucky if he ever sees the light of day outside prison walls ever again."

      And if he did, it wouldn't matter, Teagan knew. She was going to change her name just as soon as she got back home again, and vanish again. Gary would never find her.

      If only she could disappear with Reese beside her. She covered her eyes, while the two men shook hands and parted.

      Reese's heavy steps crossed the porch and he came down the front steps as the sheriff went back inside.

      Reese's warm hand found her shoulder. "Come on," he said. "Let's go home."

      "Home?" she echoed, then snorted. "If you mean my apartment, I'm not going back there. It's hard to feel safe in a place where you got chucked out the bedroom window into a half-full dumpster."

      "I live in Salt Lake City," he said. "It might be a little far for you, but you could stay with me until you find a place."

      Oh, how easy it would be to read more into that offer than was there. But she knew when their eyes met that he wasn't talking about forever, or a relationship, or even just friends with benefits. His gaze was impossible to read, his eyes hooded. All she did know was he didn't look very happy to be making the offer, and so she was reluctant to accept it.

      And yet, anything that would keep her in his company for a few minutes more was worth it, wasn't it?

      "I don't mind," he offered again. "My place isn't anything special, but at least it'll be safe until you figure things out. Maybe I could help."

      She looked at him again, trying desperately to see behind the well-guarded emotion in his eyes. Did he want to help? Forget that. Did he want her with him?

      He nudged her shoulder again, and this time she took his hand. He helped her up off the porch and together they headed for his bullet-dented car. Every step of the way, she had to bite her tongue to keep from saying, "Do you want me to stay? Because I will. I want that too."

      She wanted to find a new place to live with him. Hell, she just wanted him.

      He opened the car door for her and she climbed in, buckling up her seat belt, holding Frankie in his Ziploc baggie to keep him upright in the water, because a bullet had splintered his glass bowl, slowly leaking water into the center console, until the female detective that had been inspecting the car noticed and rushed him into the cabin. The Ziploc that was currently his downgraded home was a sad state that seemed to reflect all three of their lives.

      Teagan turned her face to the driver's side window so he wouldn't see how close she was to crying.

      “How does that sound?” he asked. “Do you mind staying with me?”

      She couldn't accept his offer when she didn't know what he really felt. She'd told him she loved him when she thought they both might die, and it was true, regardless of the circumstances in which she’d said it. But he hadn't said it back to her. All other wants and wishes aside, that was the most telling thing for her. There was no happily ever after written in the stars for them. She needed to let him go.

      Climbing into the car behind the steering wheel, Reese sat silently beside her for a long minute before finally starting the car.

      "What are you going to do now?" she found herself asking as they began the slow drive down the long dirt driveway. As comfortable as they'd become together over the last few days, it felt strange to suddenly feel so awkward.

      "To be honest," he said, "I think I'm going to go home and shut down my business."

      "Why?" she softly asked.

      He offered her a smile that did not reach his eyes. "Because I've already got a bum hip, and I don't want two on a permanent basis."

      Her frustration mounted. "You're quitting. Because of me?"

      Now it was his turn to snort. "No, honey. Because this is a younger man's game and I'm too old to be good at it anymore."

      "You're not old," she snapped, giving him a side-eyed frown.

      "I've got at least ten years on you," he countered.

      He had fifteen, and they both knew it, but that was neither here nor there. “I don't care." And because if she didn't say it now, what if she never got another chance? "If you think a limp is going to make me want you less, you're out of your mind."

      And there it was, out in the open between them.

      He looked at her, only casting glances at the road ahead. "I damn near got you killed, Teagan. Three damn times now. You don’t want me. You want someone who can take care of you, and do anything to keep you safe, not constantly put you in more danger."

      "You did not put me in danger. My brother did that."

      "I didn't help."

      "You kept me alive and, in the end, you stopped Gary. He's going back to prison because of you. I am safe now. Because of you." Frustration leaving her, she wilted, not knowing what more to say.

      Slowing down as they came up to the end of the driveway, where the road to town connected, he shook his head. "If only things could be that easy to reconcile."

      Ripping off her seatbelt, Teagan shouldered the door open and got out, Frankie in tow. The car wasn't quite stopped when she did, and she almost fell.

      He slammed on the brakes. "Teagan, what the hell!"

      He threw it into park and got out to chase her down as she started the long walk into town.

      She wasn't running. In fact, she wasn't walking very fast at all. Every step she took felt like she had a knife slicing into her ankle bone. Here she’d thought she’d been well on her way toward mending, but then she’d had to run again, and now it was right back to being as sore as the day she’d twisted it.

      Damn it.

      Reese grabbed her and she swung around, throwing up a hand to punch him square in the nose as hard as she could. He made no move to block her, though, and she slugged his shoulder instead.

      "Stop degrading the person I love!" she shouted up into his face.

      Sympathy softened his features.

      "And stop telling me what I need when you don't even know. Because if you did know, you wouldn't be trying to get rid of me!"

      God, she hated it when she got this angry. She always started crying, and this time was no different.

      "Oh, baby," he whispered, reaching for her. He cupped her cheek. "Getting rid of you is the last thing I want."

      Her throat kept trying to close, choking her. "What do you want?" she asked hoarsely. "Be honest."

      "You," he confessed. "Your telling me you loved me was the best thing I've ever had someone say to me. But, Teagan…"

      "I want my Daddy," Teagan interrupted. "I want the guy who wraps me in blankets and who pulls me in close to sleep all night long and who jumps out of windows with my fish in his arms. The guy who makes me come until I'm as limp as a ragdoll, and who fucks me like he owns me. I want the guy who is more concerned with me getting bit by snakes than he is with getting shot."

      His eyebrows arched. "To be honest, I think my concern at that point was about fifty-fifty."

      Teagan didn't care. Her voice softened. "You're the only one I've felt truly safe with for years now. And everything we do together just feels so right. Look me in the eyes and tell me you don't feel the same."

      He opened his mouth, but she was in this all or nothing at this point, and she was terrified he'd start objecting again.

      Grabbing his wrist, she stepped up to him to clap his palm between her legs, forcing him to grip her pussy. It was a pale shadow of what he'd done to her last night, but her body reacted to his touch regardless.

      "This is yours," she told him, the twitch she felt when she said that spasming all the way up to her womb. She shook her head. "Don't you want it anymore?"

      "Almost as much as I want you," he confessed. "But not at the price of your life."

      "The danger's done. My brother isn't a threat anymore."

      "And if he is?"

      "Then who better to keep me safe than the ex-cop turned private investigator who made me fall in love?"

      His hand on her pussy twitched, sending tiny shocks of raw wanting through her. He pulled her that much closer to him, inch by inch, the hood over his eyes slowly melting to reveal every bit of the raw hunger hiding beneath.

      "Tell me you don't mean this, but do it now. Because if you don't, I'm going to throw you down in the dirt and grass and make love to you right here. Tell me you want me again, and you'll never be rid of me. That's a promise you can take to the bank, I mean that."

      She didn't think twice. "I want you, with all my heart. I love you."

      She saw the marvel in his eyes as he gazed into hers.

      "I love you more," he finally said. "I will for the rest of my life."

      "Fuck me," she ordered. "Own me. I want to wear your bruises like jewelry."

      "Oh," he breathed, then grinned. "You're not to going to walk straight for a week. Neither of us are."

      He released her pussy. Bending, he swept her up into his arms.

      "Not the woods," she quickly said. "I don't want to end the night in jail next to Gary for indecent acts in public."

      He hardly looked deterred. "There's a half-star hotel about a mile outside of town. It probably has cockroaches and bedbugs."

      She wasn't about to be deterred, either. "Take me there, or lose me forever."

      "Challenge accepted," he chuckled.

      He carried her back to the car instead.
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      "Well, Dad, I'm sorry it's taken me so long to get back here," Teagan started, staring at her father's headstone, right next to her mother’s in Bancroft, Idaho, as she swallowed past the lump in her throat, "but there's someone I'd like you to meet."

      She squeezed Reese's hand and nudged him forward.

      His expression was unreadable as he took a step forward. "Hello, sir. It's nice to uh… meet you." Reese stumbled over his words, but he humored her. "My name is Reese, and I'm in love with your daughter. I promise to take good care of her for you and love her always."

      He cleared his throat again, glanced down at the headstone, and quickly back up at her, giving her the side eye. "Was that good? I don't know what else to say."

      Teagan giggled. She hadn't really meant for Reese to introduce himself to her dead father's headstone, but she loved him for it.

      "I think that's good," she whispered back.

      "I hope he likes me."

      "Well, he's still a little mad about the Gary thing, but I think he'll get over it eventually," she teased.

      Reese groaned, letting go of her hand to squeeze her waist. "You bring that up every damn day. Are you ever gonna let me live it down?"

      Teagan tapped her chin with one finger, pretending to consider. "Maybe someday, but not anytime soon. It's only been thirty-six days."

      Thirty-six days of freedom. Thirty six days of love. Thirty six days since Reese's stubbornly-won confession on the side of the road. Since then, they'd lived together in his apartment in Salt Lake while they each tied up their loose ends. His in town, and hers down in St. George.

      Now they had a brand-new, bullet-hole-free truck stuffed to the gills with all of their worldly belongings, a road map, and a business idea. What they didn't have was any idea where they were going.

      The idea they'd begun brainstorming up in Brent's cabin had gone from the abstract to the all-too-real once they started talking and figured out they really could combine their strengths and turn it into something.

      Plans were being made for Rags to Riches Inc, a business that would take down-on-their-luck or traumatized submissives and Littles and pair them with knowledgeable and experienced Doms and Daddies to spank them, spoil them, and take care of their every need, be it physical or emotional. They were still working out the kinks, pun definitely intended; the major one being that they had no idea where to make their home base.

      Teagan was in no hurry to go back to Oregon, and they both wanted to get out of Utah, but aside from those two places, the opportunities were endless.

      "So what's the plan?" Reese asked. "Just drive until we feel inspired?"

      "Maybe." She tucked her hand in his, and looked down at her parents' gravesites once more.

      "Bye Mom and Dad. Love you. Don't know where I'm gonna end up, but I'll try to come back again." She smiled. "Maybe by then Reese and I will be married and have grandkids to introduce you to." She said it shyly, unable to look at Reese because she didn't want to be presumptuous or make him feel pressured but the truth was, they could go anywhere now and she had no idea when she'd be able to make it to Bancroft, Idaho where her parents were buried.

      Bending down to straighten the flowers they'd left, she blew a kiss and slowly walked away. They made it three rows away when Reese suddenly halted.

      "Wait!"

      "What?"

      "I forgot something. Come with me." Turning abruptly, he swiftly made his way back to where they'd been, holding her hand until they were several feet away.

      "Stay here."

      He dropped her hand and left her staring after him, puzzled.

      This time he approached the headstones with zero hesitation, speaking with earnest, although she couldn't make out what he was saying. He paused for a moment, and gave a decisive nod before turning and beckoning to her with his fingers curled.

      Shaking her head, not entirely sure what to make of it, Teagan obeyed, because Reese really was her Daddy now. Besides that, she was super curious what he was up to.

      "What were you doing? What did you say?" she asked when she reached him.

      "I asked for their blessing to do this." And with that, he took her hand and got down on one knee.

      Teagan let out a very unladylike gasp, her mouth dropping open.

      "Reese!"

      Whatever she was going to say, if anything, she never got a chance.

      "Mary Smith, Teagan Monroe, I have been mesmerized by you since I first saw your picture in my office. And our road has been bumpy and unexpected, and not really what you would call romantic, but I wouldn't change any of it for the world. Because it brought us here, and in this moment, with your parents watching from above, I know that it's you and me forever. I want to marry you and have a life and a business and maybe even kids with you, Lord willing. But even without any of that, I just want to be with you. I want to be yours and I want you to be mine. Will you marry me?"

      Teagan blinked. All through his proposal her mind had been racing with happiness, images of their life together and what it could be, and when she opened her mouth to answer, even she was surprised by what came out. "Daddy… how do you feel about Las Vegas?"

      Reese recoiled at the unexpected response, his brow furrowing and the corners of his mouth descending into a frown, but he quickly recovered. "Like… for the wedding? Do you want to elope?"

      "Yes, that too. Why not? I mean… if us being here says anything, it's that life is short and unpredictable. I never would have guessed that the person I was running from would lead me to the love of my life, but this is the happiest I think I've ever been. Yes, I want to marry you, Reese Williamson, and yes I want to do it as soon as possible. Las Vegas seems like the best option for that. But also… l meant… how do you feel about Vegas for our life together, for our business. For our forever?"

      "I think… I would follow you anywhere, Teagan Monroe. If Vegas is what your heart desires, then I say Viva Las Vegas. But what I need right now, before we do anything else, is a solid yes."

      "Oh. Right. Sorry." Teagan's giggle ended with a smirk and a wide smile as she helped him to his feet. When he was standing, she threw her arms around his neck and jumped into his arms. "Yes, Reese Williamson, yes!"

      They sealed it with a kiss, and Reese sealed it with a smack to her ass that elicited a high-pitched squeal followed by a low moan.

      "I think we better get on the road," he said with a low growl of arousal. "Because, Woman, I can't wait to make you mine. Viva Las Vegas, Baby!"

      

  




The End

      If you enjoyed this story look for Rags to Riches series Book 1- coming in 2024
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