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   PROLOGUE


  Most women don’t know the pleasure of total surrender.


  You’ve fantasized about it. Maybe you’ve even tried. Asked for his hands to grip you a little tighter. If he could tie you up. Hold you down. Fuck you the way you need, his cock driving hard and relentless, riding your wet pussy until you can’t take it anymore.


  But he always stops too soon. Eases up before you’re done. He’s careful, cautious. You know, deep down, he’s not for real.


  He doesn’t mean it when he makes you beg for him to fuck you, doesn’t push you to your limits and demand everything you have to give—and more.


  He doesn’t realize that domination is an act of worship. The adoration of a woman beyond all limits; the reverence to give her the pleasure she truly deserves.


  You wonder, what would it be like with a man who truly commanded you? How sweet would the release be, giving yourself up completely?


  No limits. No boundaries.


  His control.


  “Get on your knees and open your mouth.”


  This girl knows that pleasure. She’s already panting, eager and wet. She falls to the floor in front of me and assumes the position.


  Eyes hidden beneath a blindfold. Hands behind her back. Breasts bared. Juicy lips wide open and ready for my cock.


  I trail a riding crop over her shuddering flesh, pacing a slow circle around her. Her breasts rise and fall with every breath, but she knows better than to beg for me now. Each second I wait makes her nipples stiffen, her thighs clench, her damp clit throb for more.


  Still, I wait.


  I watch her beautiful body carefully, landing quick strokes of the crop on her reddening skin. She moans and gasps at the brief impact, and I feel her pleasure like it was my own.


  Control is my virtue. I demand everything from her, and I won’t be sated until it’s mine.


  “Are you ready, my sweet?” I trail the leather crop down over her breasts. She tenses, moaning as I flick one stiff nipple.


  “Yes, Master,” she gasps.


  “I don’t think you are.”


  I stroke the crop lower, over her bare stomach, down between her thighs. She parts them eagerly for me, baring her shaven pussy, glistening with slick desire.


  She’s close.


  “Please,” she moans.


  I bring the crop down against her clit. She yelps in pleasure—and pain. My cock thickens to hear it. I could claim her mouth right now, shove my dick in deep and come in a single stroke with her throat clenching around me. But I hold back.


  This isn’t about me. It’s her. Always her. Because the woman on her knees for me may change every other night, but the focus of my discipline remains the same.


  To command her fantasy, overwhelm her every sense. Take her body to the heights of ecstasy—where it belongs.


  I command her not to break her, but to pay tribute to her beauty. I dominate because that’s the truest gift a man can offer: the freedom to let go, completely, without shame or regret.


  “Please, Sir,” she whimpers again.


  “What did I tell you about begging?” I demand harshly.


  “Not to do it, Sir,” she answers quickly.


  I flick against her clit again, harder. Just the right taste of pain to keep her back from the edge.


  “Why not?” I growl.


  “Because...because it won’t make a difference,” she’s sobbing with need now, her body coiled so tight she can’t stand it. Still, she keeps her hands behind her back, knows that breaking position would end this in a heartbeat. “You won’t submit to me. What I want doesn’t matter here.”


  “And why’s that?” I flick her nipples this time in a light, stinging stroke.


  “Because you’re in charge!” Her voice rings out, thick with desire. “You control me. You control my body, my release.”


  “That’s right.” I step closer, gripping her jaw and tilting her face up to me. “You belong to me. In these four walls, I have total control.”


  Even blindfolded, I can see how much she wants me. Trembling and moaning, her cheeks flushed, her mouth open. The most beautiful sight in the world. “Tell me what to do, Master,” she whispers. “Tell me what you want.”


  I feel the craving inside me rear up, dark and determined.


  She’s ready. She’s mine.


  I unzip my pants, and hear her breath catch with desperate anticipation.


  “You’ve been a good girl,” I murmur, stroking her cheek. Victory surges through me, hot and fast. “You can have your reward.”


  In one swift motion, I drag her to her feet and bend her over the bed. Pinning her down, I thrust my ravenous cock deep into her slick, aching pussy.


  She moans in surrender as she comes for me, completely helpless, her cunt clenching wildly around me as her body breaks wide open.


  The sound hums through my bloodstream. Her submission is my drug.


  I finally let go.


  ONE: ISABELLE


  “Where are we going? Why won’t you tell me?”


  Brent doesn’t answer my questions, he just drives the Maserati like he’s in the Indy 500. He screeches down the dark Manhattan streets with a scowl on his face.


  I grip the inside door and try to remember how many drinks he’s had.


  “Maybe you should slow down?” I suggest softly. “You don’t want to get pulled over. Not after all the trouble you’ve had this year.”


  Trouble is an understatement. His father died a few months ago, and left the Ashcroft fortune to a daughter nobody even knew he had. Brent did everything he could to win the money back—and nearly went to jail.


  But it’s the wrong thing to say right now, when he’s wound up like this. His scowl deepens. I close my eyes and say a prayer as he hurtles through another amber light, until finally he pulls up to the curb with a screech.


  I open my eyes. We’re in the middle of nowhere: a sketchy street in a deserted part of town. “What is this place?”


  Brent gives me a cruel grin. “You’ll like it, baby, I promise.”


  I slowly get out of the car. I thought we were heading to one of his favorite nightclubs, so I dressed up: a short metallic mini-dress, high stiletto heels. He likes to show me off and see every head turn when we walk in the door. I sometimes feel like I’m performing, putting on an act and pretending to be someone I’m not, but it always makes him happy.


  It’s easier when he’s happy.


  Brent takes my arm and leads me to a discreet door in the front of an old warehouse building. We step through it, and my confusion grows.


  Inside, there’s a luxurious lobby area. Dark velvets, polished wood, antique chandeliers. A beautiful woman in a lace dress waits behind the desk.


  Brent strides over. “Brent Ashcroft,” he announces. There was a time when that name would open doors all over the city, but she just gives him a polite smile.


  “Are you a member here?”


  Brent glares back. “I’m invited.”


  “Yes, of course,” she soothes him, seeing the expression on his face. “Has your host checked in already? I can have them fetched.”


  “No need.” There’s a voice from the staircase, and a balding guy in a pinstripe suit arrives. It’s one of Brent’s old college friends. Paxton, I think.


  I’ve never liked him. He’s from old money, the kind Brent is always trying to impress. Whenever we’ve hung out together, Paxton always drinks too much and gropes the waitresses—and the way he looks at me makes my skin crawl.


  He comes over to greet us, shaking Brent’s hand and then kissing me on both cheeks. His hands linger on my waist too long. I try not to shrink away.


  “Are you ready?” he asks, a gleam in his eyes.


  “She will be,” Brent answers for me, before I can get a word out. “I can’t wait to look around. See if this place lives up to the hype.”


  The receptionist passes us some legal forms to sign. Brent scribbles without a glance, but I try to read the small print.


  The Underground will not be held liable for damage or injury.... you hereby waive all rights to legal action....


  “What is this place again?” I ask, my heart beating faster.


  Brent fixes me with a look. “Don’t worry about it.”


  Still, I hesitate. He sighs. “Are you going to be a fucking pussy again?” he whispers, an edge to his voice now. He glances to where Paxton is trying to flirt with the receptionist. “Don’t fuck this up for me, OK? I need him to invest in my new big idea.”


  Brent gets a new big idea every week. And each time, he swears, this is the one: the company that will launch him back to his former glory.


  I sign the waiver with a shaking hand. I wish I hadn’t come out tonight, but Brent insisted. Ever since he lost his money, he’s been living at my apartment: driving my car, using my credit cards. He loses his temper all the time now, ranting about his ‘bad luck’ and all the people who’ve conspired to bring him down. I miss the way he used to be, but I know he’s still a good man under all that frustration.


  Sometimes, though, part of me wonders if he’ll ever be happy again. Or if his happiness was just about the money and the power.


  “Follow me.” Paxton gives me a sleazy grin. I follow them past the bouncer and upstairs.


  It’s a club of some kind, I realize with relief as we step out of the hallway. A long bar across one wall. Booths and tables. Classy and discreet, and obviously very exclusive. The people here are dressed up, too: suits for the men, plunging dresses and short skirts on the women.


  “What do you think?” Brent murmurs to me. He slides one arm around my waist, finally looking relaxed.


  “It looks great!” I say brightly, hoping the fight is over.


  He smirks. “Kinky bitch.”


  I don’t understand what he means. Then a man strolls past, leading a woman on a jewel-encrusted leash.


  Suddenly, with a jolt, I realize.


  He brought me to a sex club.


  “Wait,” I panic, pulling back. My mind races. What is he planning? “Brent, I can’t—”


  “Don’t be a prude.” Brent drops a possessive kiss on my lips. “C’mon, sis.”


  I feel a familiar shudder of shame and self-loathing. “Don’t call me that,” I whisper.


  He laughs. “But you are.”


  “No,” I insist. “I’m not.”


  Brent and I aren’t related. Ashcroft adopted him when he was a little kid, and then me, years later, when I was twelve. But I still feel the shame, knowing what people would think if they knew the truth about us.


  In a way, they’re right. The Ashcroft’s are the only family I’ve ever known, and Brent is the one relationship that’s dominated my entire adult life.


  “Just relax, baby,” he soothes me. Brent gives me another kiss, slow and tender. I feel myself start to relax again. “I planned this for you. You’ll like it, I promise.”


  He strokes my cheek and I waver, torn. Leaving would mean another big fight, and I’m so tired of fighting with him.


  “Just come check the place out,” Brent urges. “Trust me. I’ll take care of you.”


  I take a shaky breath. I have to admit, part of me is curious about the place. Brent doesn’t wait for my reply, just leads me after Paxton, into the next room. This one is smaller than the main bar, with a raised platform set up like a stage. There’s some kind of bench in the middle, and people are clustering around to watch.


  Brent sees my expression and laughs. “Don’t worry, that’s not for us. I’ve got something even better planned.”


  My stomach ties in knots as he leads me down a long, dark hallway. Paxton is waiting by a door at the end. “See?” Brent encourages, guiding me inside. “Private. Just for us.”


  The room is small and luxuriously furnished. There’s a four-poster bed in the middle of the room, covered with crisp linens, and a rack full of objects I can’t make out in the dark.


  I let out a breath of relief. This, I can deal with. Maybe Brent just wants to fool around here a little, while Paxton goes and enjoys the rest of the club.


  I sit down on the edge of the bed and turn to Brent with a smile. “You want to take a nap?” I joke, patting the bed beside me.


  He watches me with a weird look on his face. Possessive, but thrilled too.


  “You’re not going to sleep tonight. I’ve got plans for you.”


  “Like what?” I smile, leaning back. I kick my shoes off, getting comfortable.


  Brent goes to the rack, and lifts down something. It looks like a paddle, with a smooth wooden handle and a flat square body. “We’re going to play a game,” he says.


  I pause, staring at the paddle. “What kind of game?”


  “It’s called, ‘Would You Rather.’” Brent walks over to me. He reaches down and takes hold of my jaw. His thumb traces over my lips. I shiver, feeling a strange pulse of excitement. We’ve never done anything like this before. Brent usually isn’t this imaginative.


  “How does it work?” I ask, teasing.


  He grins. “Simple. I offer you two options. You have to pick one.”


  “That’s it?”


  “That’s it.” Brent eases his thumb into my mouth. I lick at it, and he shudders with excitement. “Damn, baby. I knew you’d be hot.”


  Hot. That’s what he wants from me tonight. For me to be kinky and wild for him, not the innocent ice-princess he usually loves.


  I can do that. I can play pretend.


  I fake a moan, sucking his thumb deeper into my mouth. Brent’s breathing turns heavy. “Fuck,” he groans. “You better come get started before I take her myself.”


  I wonder who he’s talking to. Then Paxton steps out from the shadows.


  I pull back. “What’s he doing here?” I demand in panic. I expect Brent to throw him out, but he just grins.


  “Relax,” he urges me again. “This is all part of the game.”


  I look at Paxton. He’s watching me with a lewd expression on his face. This isn’t right, but Brent is still waiting, still stroking my cheek.


  “It’s time for you first decision.” Brent tells me. “Don’t let me down,” he adds, and the note of warning in his voice is clear. He needs to impress this guy, and I’m part of the show.


  “Would you rather have me paddle you?” he asks, his eyes dark with power. “Or suck my friend’s cock?”


  TWO: CAM


  “You need a girlfriend.”


  I look over at my friend Dax and raise an eyebrow. “Anyone in mind?”


  I nod at the two-way mirror that lines the wall of his office, looking out on the main floor of the Underground club. Outside, at least a dozen women are drinking in the bar. Young, hot, and looking for a partner to fulfill their wildest, kinkiest fantasies tonight.


  Dax shakes his head. “Not a girl to scene with. Someone to date, too. You know, dinners, wine, romance.” He gives me a look. “Or has it been so long that you’ve forgotten what a real relationship looks like?”


  I take a sip of whiskey. The good stuff—Dax keeps a case of Macallan in the back at all times for me. I shake my head. “I don’t have time for a girlfriend.”


  “You come here every Friday night.”


  “That’s different.”


  Dax chuckles. “It doesn’t have to be. Pick someone, then take her out for dinner before you tie her up. Aren’t you always complaining about going to those business functions alone?”


  I tense. “Out of the question.” I say sharply. “What happens here, stays here. That’s your number one rule,” I remind him.


  He sighs, world-weary. “I’m just saying, Cam, this doesn’t have to be a dirty little secret. Plenty of guys form relationships with their subs. Some even say it’s better that way. A deeper connection.”


  I clench my jaw. Dax knows, I keep my life at the club strictly private, totally separated from my normal world. By day, I’m a high-powered executive, second-in-command at a global corporation, Ashcroft Industries. Since my boss and mentor, Charles Ashcroft, died last year, it’s been down to me to oversee the everyday operations of the company—and guide his daughter, Keely, as she takes his place.


  Here, they know me only as ‘Master,’ one of the most feared and desired doms on the scene. No name. No identity. No messy loose ends following me when I walk out the door.


  It’s not a choice, it’s a necessity. The only way to maintain control.


  And control, to me, is everything.


  “My life is fine the way it is,” I tell him, a warning note in my voice.


  Dax knows me well enough to drop it. He changes the subject. “What have you got planned tonight? I saw you already gave that blonde a workout.”


  I relax, remembering her cries of pleasure, and how her beautiful skin mottled with the precise strokes of my crop. “I’m not sure yet. I might try the Sapphire room.”


  Dax looks surprised. “I didn’t think that was your thing.”


  The Underground consists of a main bar and a room for public displays, as well as a series of private suites named after precious jewels—catering to more individual tastes. The Sapphire room is for exhibitionists, set up to allow other, anonymous people to watch from the other rooms.


  I shrug, swirling my whiskey in the glass. “I can try new things.”


  He gives me a look, like he’s not buying it. The truth is, he’s right. My desires are simple in their nature.


  Domination. Surrender. Control.


  But lately, the pleasures of the club haven’t satisfied my cravings the way they used to. Even the most practiced, artful subs here don’t quench my desires. The blonde earlier this evening once would have thrilled me beyond measure. Now, I’m already looking for my next conquest, the next woman to soar under my words and part her thighs, free and hungry for my cock.


  “Well, take your pick.” Dax turns back to the two-way mirror. “You know there’s not a single woman here tonight who wouldn’t love to scene with you. It’s that damn Scottish accent,” he adds, smirking. “They all want their Outlander fantasies brought to life.”


  I laugh. It’s true; since moving to the States five years ago, I haven’t been short on female attention—in the club, or out of it.


  Then I see her, and choke on my drink.


  “Whoa, you OK, buddy?” Dax asks.


  I shake my head, watching her walk across the room. Long blonde hair swishing around her shoulders. A lithe, elegant body poured into a skin-tight mini-dress and sexy stiletto heels. She looks like a fucking supermodel, right down to that bored, ice-queen stare.


  The most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, and the most unattainable. The one who’s haunted my most private fantasies ever since we met.


  Isabelle Ashcroft.


  Dax follows my gaze. He whistles. “She’s new. I’d remember that face. And that ass.”


  “I know her,” I growl, suddenly tense even though I’m invisible to anyone on the other side of the glass. And even if she saw me, I doubt she’d remember my name. The few times we met in passing at the office, she made it clear: I’m insignificant.


  Only in my dreams does she moan my name and gasp for my total control. Her thighs open, her luscious wet mouth wrapped eagerly around my cock.


  Following my every command. Surrendering to who she really is in the bliss of my domination.


  My gaze goes to the men with her, and now my bad mood only gets worse. She’s still hanging around that asshole Brent, trailing behind a paunchy, sneering guy.


  Of all the places for her to show up. The irony is, I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on her. My new boss, Keely, wanted me to check up and make sure Isabelle was doing OK after her father’s death. As far as I could tell, she’s fine. Still swanning around New York in her designer outfits, still treating everyone like they’re beneath her.


  But the look on her face as she follows Brent to the hallway doesn’t look fine.


  “Come on, I see a couple of VIPs I need to show around.” Dax rises, blocking my view. He gets important people in here all the time. Celebrities, politicians, executives like me—all drawn to the exclusive anonymity of the club.


  I finish my drink and stand.


  “I mean it, though,” Dax adds, as we’re heading for the door. “A new scene every night... it’s not enough for you, Cam. You need something real.”


  I smile and nod, but he couldn’t be more wrong. The desires I indulge here are real. Sometimes they feel more real than any other part of me, a dark craving that threatens to take over everything.


  I keep it locked away here. Safe. Controlled.


  It’s the only way.


  * * *


  I linger in the bar for another drink, checking out the scene. A few women approach me, eyes obediently trained on the floor, but I politely send them away.


  I’m still rattled from seeing Isabelle here. My two worlds colliding. And I don’t like it at all. She’s nowhere to be seen now, and she never even saw me, thank God.


  But I’m supposed to be watching out for her. And I know something wasn’t right.


  Reluctantly, I slam down my glass and head off down the hallway, towards the private suites. Some doors are ajar, inviting, but she’s not in any of the scenes.


  Then I hear a cry, coming from the end of the hall.


  Noises are common here. Moans of pain, screams of pleasure. But there’s nothing pleasurable about this sound.


  “Stop, please, Brent.” I hear her voice clearer. “You’re hurting me!”


  Without thinking, I charge down the dark hall and throw open the door.


  THREE: ISABELLE


  Before I was Isabelle Ashcroft, I went by a different name. A thousand miles away from the penthouse apartment and designer boutiques, a place I swore I’d never think about again.


  But crouched here on my knees, my wrists cuffed to the bedposts, it comes back to me again. Not the memories, but the feeling. Desperation and hurt. That I let myself be treated like this.


  That I had trusted someone who didn’t care about me at all.


  Brent brings the flogger down against my naked back with a grunt. I flinch, even though I don’t feel the physical pain. For all the hours he spends preening in the gym, he doesn’t have the strength to really hurt me.


  No, my pain is deeper than that.


  “Stop,” I beg again, my tears running hotly down my cheeks. “Please!” I can’t stand the humiliation, the eyes I feel on my back while I lay here, helpless.


  “She likes it,” Paxton’s voice comes from the corner, where he’s watching, pants down, rubbing eagerly at his pale, flaccid cock. “Give it to her again. Harder.”


  My whole body tenses as Brent hits me again. I tug at my restraints, but it’s no use. He buckled them too tight, and now every movement makes the leather bite painfully into my wrists.


  “Brent!”


  Suddenly, there’s a crash behind us. I twist my head around as a strange man charges into the room.


  “Don’t you fucking touch her.” His voice is low with rage, a Scottish accent, but I can’t see him, I’m tied too tight.


  “Who the hell are you?” Brent demands. A moment later, I hear the shocking crack of a fist making impact with bone. Brent’s body goes flying to the ground.


  “Now wait a minute—” Paxton blusters from the corner.


  The stranger ignores him. He comes straight to me. “It’s OK,” he says. I try to turn, to see him, but I can’t move. All I can hear is his voice, low and soothing. The kind of voice you can trust. “I’ve got you now.”


  He swiftly unbuckles my wrists, freeing me. I lunge back, moving my hands to cover myself. I’m in my lingerie, my dress crumpled on the floor where Brent stripped it off me.


  “Who are you?” I demand, my head spinning with panic and shock.


  In the dim light, I can’t make out his features. He’s tall and broad-shouldered, towering above me. But his touch is gentle as he shrugs off his jacket and wraps it around me.


  “A friend,” he says. “You can trust me.”


  There’s a groan from the floor. Brent is crawling to his knees, nursing a bloody nose. “I’ll fucking sue you for this!” he rages. “Animal! Do you have any idea who I am?”


  The stranger doesn’t even look over. All his focus is directed on me. His eyes are dark, and filled with compassion. “We’re leaving now,” he tells me softly. “You’re safe.”


  I give a shaky nod, scrambling to grab my purse from the table by the bed.


  Then the stranger lifts me effortlessly in his arms, and strides out of the room without a backwards glance. I hide my face against his chest, remembering all the people in the bar, but he turns a different way instead, toward the back of the building. He opens an unmarked door, descends a staircase, and then we’re in the alleyway.


  “My car is just down the block.”


  I try to get down. “I can walk,” I insist, even though I feel shaky as hell. But the stranger doesn’t release me, and I have no choice but to be carried: pressed against his solid chest, crushed safely in his arms.


  He stops beside a classic black Bentley, opens the door, and gently places me in the passenger seat. After buckling my seatbelt he crosses around and gets in the driver’s side.


  In the dashboard light, I can see his face properly for the first time. I startle.


  “I know you!”


  “Cam,” he says, and I see his jaw is clenched in tension. “Cameron McCullough. I worked for your father.”


  “At the company.” I’m reeling now. I would see him around the office, his intense blue eyes always looking at me with disapproval, like I was just a vapid waste of space. But if I’d visit and didn’t see him, I’d always leave disappointed.


  I can’t believe he’s the one who just rescued me.


  “I...” I take a deep breath of air, trying to figure out what to say. “Thank you. For coming in back there.” Those blue eyes are looking at me now, with compassion.


  “Of course. He was hurting you.”


  Cam starts the engine. It purrs, low and almost silent. “Where can I take you?”


  I start to give him my address but then stop. I can’t go back to my apartment, Brent is living there. He’ll be furious about what happened tonight, and worse, he’ll think it’s all my fault.


  “I don’t know,” I lean back against the seat, suddenly exhausted. “A hotel, I guess.”


  Cam drives away. I stare out the window at the dark city blurring past. My humiliation and upset are fading, and anger is forming instead, a tight knot in my stomach.


  I can’t believe Brent would do that to me. I thought he cared about me, that I meant everything to him. That’s what he would tell me, sneaking into my room every night after the summer I turned sixteen. I’d always looked up to him, so I couldn’t believe it when he said he was in love with me. It made me feel so special, like I was the center of his world.


  Looking back now, I wonder if he ever meant it. Or did he just love being adored? There was nobody else in my life. Our adoptive father, Ashcroft, was always working, and his wife had passed away from cancer. It was just me and Brent, us against the world. And our younger brother got out of the house as soon as he could.


  I realize with a shock that it’s been four years now. I’ve been his plaything all this time. His dirty little secret, he would call me, no matter how much I told myself it wasn’t true. We aren’t related, but I could just imagine the whispers and gossip if people knew the truth.


  I sneak a look over at Cam, feeling sick to my stomach that he saw me like that. I know people go to that club for kinky, erotic thrills, but there was nothing sexy about the way Brent treated me, nothing exciting about being used like a cheap toy.


  He betrayed me. He doesn’t love me. Tonight was the sharp blade that cut me away from him. How could he denigrate me like that?


  I’m never going to trust him again.


  The car comes to a stop. I look around. “Where are we?”


  “My apartment,” Cam answers. “You can stay here with me until we figure something out. You’ll be safe, don’t worry,” he adds.


  “I know,” I reply without thinking. But it’s true. There’s something about this man that inspires trust. And it’s not just his broad shoulders, the confident way he moves, or his take charge attitude, although those certainly help. I also remember how my father was always singing his praises, saying how smart, how driven, how reliable he is.


  Cam comes around and opens the door for me. “Are you sure it’s OK?” I ask, following him up the front steps. It’s a brownstone building on a tree-lined street on the Upper East Side. “I don’t want to be any trouble.”


  “It’s no trouble. I don’t want Brent getting anywhere near you,” he says, and I can see the anger that’s still in his eyes.


  The elevator takes us up to the penthouse floor. Cam lets us inside, flipping on the lights. “There’s a couple of guest rooms. You can take your pick,” he says. “My sister was here visiting last month, so there are nightclothes she left behind that you can wear.”


  I hug my arms around myself and take it all in. Clean, modern, crisp. The huge apartment is open-plan, with a formal dining area, sitting room, and den all visible from the main hall. Cam strides down a hallway, and emerges a moment later with an armful of fresh towels and some clothing.


  “Thanks,” I say again, reaching for them. His jacket sleeves slip down to my elbows, revealing my wrists.


  His face darkens. “You’re hurt.”


  I look down. My wrists are bruised and tender—I didn’t even realize I was struggling against the restraints so hard. “It’s fine,” I say, self-conscious.


  Cam just gives me a look. “Go sit down in the kitchen.”


  I want to protest. I’m tired, and I just want a hot bath and then bed, but there’s something in his tone that won’t be denied.


  I do as he says.


  The kitchen is all dark marble countertops and gleaming appliances. Cam joins me at the table with a first-aid kit.


  “Fucking amateur,” he curses, examining my wounds. I blink. “Not you,” he adds quickly. “That bastard brother of yours. He doesn’t know the first thing about bondage.”


  And you do?


  I bite back my reply, looking at Cam with new curiosity. I didn’t even stop to think what he was doing at the club himself. I wonder, is he into that kind of stuff, too?


  Cam carefully applies a cool ointment to my wrists, then bandages them. His touch is firm, but gentle.


  “He’s not my brother,” I blurt suddenly. My cheeks burn up. “Brent. He’s not... We were adopted.”


  Cam looks up. His eyes are dark, intense. They seem to see right through me.


  My heart beats faster.


  “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”


  “I know, I just...” I can’t look away. Something about him is so magnetic: the confidence that exudes from every pore. The quiet control in every movement.


  Who is this man?


  “All done.” Cam suddenly sets my hands down, breaking the moment. “Do you need anything else?”


  I shake my head quickly. “No. Thank you. You’ve already done so much. I’m just going to take a bath, and then sleep. I’m worn out.”


  “It’s been a long night.”


  The guest room I pick is huge, decorated in soothing pale blues and grays. There’s an equally big bathroom attached, with a deep tub. Cam turns on the faucets for me, running the water into the huge tub.


  “You should have everything right here,” he says, nodding to the stack of towels and counter of expensive bath products. “But if you need me, just yell.”


  “Thanks,” I mumble again. “Goodnight.”


  He closes the door behind him, and suddenly it hits me, how alone I am. But I won’t let myself dwell on that right now.


  I grab a bottle from the rack and pour it in. Frothy bubbles billow up around me, and the scent of lavender fills the room. Soon, the tub is full.


  I quickly strip off his jacket and my lingerie and slip into the steaming hot water. Ah.


  I sink back, relaxing for the first time all night. My back stings a little from the flogging, but I remember what Cam said—Brent clearly didn’t know what he was doing with that thing.


  I wonder briefly what the right way would have been. What it would have felt like with someone experienced standing over me. There was a moment when I first arrived at the club that I was excited, intrigued to experiment a little. Then it all went horribly wrong.


  I duck my head under the faucet to wet my hair, but too late I remember my wrists are bandaged. As the hot water stings the tender flesh, I quickly pull my arms up and back—and to my utter embarrassment, knock over a beautiful crystal jar of bath salts. Before I can catch it, it practically leaps off the side of the tub.


  It crashes to the floor, shattering.


  FOUR: CAM


  I’m downing a shot of whiskey, trying to distract myself from the woman in my apartment, when I hear a crash from the guest bathroom.


  “Isabelle? I’m coming,” I yell. I shouldn’t have left her alone.


  I rush to the door and open it without a thought. Thank god, she’s okay. But the sight of her sets my blood on fire. Isabelle is a vision of loveliness, laying in the bath under a blanket of bubbles, water running down her wet hair. Then I see the broken crystal all over the floor.


  “I’m sorry. It was an accident,” she says.


  Walking through the fragrant, steamy room toward the tub, I have to pull my eyes from the curves of her glistening wet body, artfully concealed beneath mounds of white foam.


  “You don’t have to apologize¸” I soothe her. “It’s fine. Really.”


  As I clean up the glass and scattered bath salt, I can feel her eyes on me, and I have to clench my jaw to ignore my arousal. She’s been through hell tonight, I remind myself. The last thing she wants is another asshole trying to take advantage.


  Once I’m sure the floor is clear, I rinse my hands at the sink, trying not to look at Isabelle’s reflection in the vanity mirror. Even though every part of me wants to stay here with her, I finally dry my hands and turn to go.


  “Wait,” she says.


  I stop, and my pulse races again.


  “I was trying to wash my hair, before. But my wrists—”


  She holds them out, and seeing the wet bandages wrapped around them, I realize: she needs help.


  “I just wanted to wash that place off me...” Her voice almost breaks.


  “And you need a hand,” I finish. She nods.


  She’s a friend in need, I tell myself. Nothing more. In fact, she’s not even a friend. She’s just the daughter of my deceased boss, and Charles Ashcroft certainly wouldn’t approve of the thoughts running through my head.


  But although I hadn’t expected to see Isabelle tonight, I know I can’t turn my back on her. It would be ungentlemanly.


  I can maintain control. It’s what I do best.


  “Anything the lady needs,” I reply lightly, unbuttoning my cuffs and rolling up my shirt sleeves.


  I settle on the edge of the tub, catching sight of flushed, pink skin draped in bubbles. Isabelle looks nervous. Awaiting my approval. I’ve seen that look before. Raw, yearning and eager to please. That same expression has decorated the faces of the many women who have writhed and moaned beneath the teasing touch of my leather riding crop.


  I hadn’t expected to see it on Isabelle’s face and I’m caught off guard by the intense surge of lust that rises in response.


  What would she be like under my control?


  No. I can’t think that way—not about her. I busy myself with her request instead: turning on the water, and checking to be sure the temperature is perfect. I lift the shower attachment and carefully hold it up to her head, letting the water soak her long, golden hair.


  Isabelle tips her head back as the hot water pours over her scalp. Squeezing a dollop of creamy shampoo into my palms, I slide my fingers into her hair. I try to work quickly, detached, but Isabelle sighs with pleasure.


  “That feels like heaven,” she says softly. I can’t resist touching her more, massaging her scalp in slow strokes. From my position behind her, I can see her lips part sensuously. I fight the urge to bend down and kiss them, take her plump rosy bottom lip between my teeth.


  I’ve never done this for a woman before, and I’m surprised to find how pleasurable the experience is. I work my fingers through her hair and down her neck, stroking softly as I go.


  She surrenders to my touch, lost in the magic of the moment as I knead her shoulders. I’m painfully aware of the closeness of her full breasts to the tips of my fingers. Wet hair tumbles over her head and neck, clinging to her slick skin.


  It’s torture. All I want to do is slide my soapy hands down into the warm water, caress her breasts and pinch her pink nipples between my thumbs. Hear those moans deepen. Watch her arch her back as she thrusts her breasts into my hands. I can see it now, how she’d part her legs and slide her fingers down to rub her swollen clit. I’d watch it all, commanding her to stroke fast or slow, depending on my whims. I’d lead her to the edge of release and take it away from her, again and again. She’d beg and plead for me to let her finish, to end that aching torture.


  But I can’t let that happen. She just needs me to take care of her tonight. To help her feel safe.


  I stop my massage and rinse the shampoo from her hair, my movements brisk and clinical.


  “All done, now.” I keep my tone light, forcing a smile. I don’t want her to know how turned on I am. My cock is throbbing.


  Isabelle twists to look at me. Her blue eyes are wide, and water spikes her dark lashes.


  “Really? No conditioner?” she teases, handing me a second bottle.


  Fuck. Here we go again. I force myself to stay cool. Lather, rinse, repeat.


  But this time, I can’t help my fantasies. I find myself wrapping her long hair around my fist, thinking how much I’d like to tug her head back. Push my stiff cock into her hot, wet, willing mouth. How I’d fuck her throat, how good her soft lips would feel teasing the head of my cock. Her tongue flicking against the sensitive ridge, her lush mouth working my cock into ecstasy.


  “Don’t stop,” Isabelle sighs. “It feels so good.”


  It’s all I can do to resist pulling her to me.


  Her slick wet body offers itself to my touch. My fingers tighten in her hair. I pull.


  She gasps. Her mouth opens, her eyes close. It’s perfect. She’s perfect.


  She reaches for me, rising from the water. Soap suds pour from her skin and reveal perfect breasts, nipples taut with excitement. Steaming water drips from her firm buttocks and toned body, running down toward her delicious pussy.


  My cock shudders.


  Isabelle’s eyes flutter open. “Cam?” she murmurs, and the breathless note in her voice hits me.


  It’s like nothing else in this world matters. Nothing else exists but this moment. This exquisite desire. A tension so electric that the air between us vibrates with passion.


  I can think of nothing but fucking her into endless orgasms, sliding my stiff cock into her tight, dripping pussy. Isabelle thrashing beneath me, scratching her nails down my back as I thrust against her aching clit. Harder. Deeper. Over and over, until—


  “Can you rinse it out now?” Isabelle asks. I realize I’ve left her waiting.


  Working my fingers through her silky hair one last time, I try to banish my illicit thoughts. I can’t believe I’m thinking these things after the night she’s just had, and I realize I need to step away from the tempting closeness of her naked skin. What the hell has gotten into me? This isn’t who I am. I’m not some spotty schoolboy creaming in his pants at the sight of a hot blonde. I’ve commanded dozens of women, dominated them with unyielding control.


  But this woman… she is rocking my carefully crafted discipline.


  I twist the water off and turn toward the door. “I’ve got some calls to make,” I say brusquely. “You’re all set now.”


  “Cam.” Isabelle grasps my wrist, and the heat of her touch is almost too much to resist. She tugs me back toward the tub, gazing up at me with a question in her eyes.


  “Will you help me out?”


  I swear I almost see desire flaring in that gaze, but I must be wrong.


  As difficult as it is, I keep my eyes averted while I help her out of the tub, trying to ignore the way my hands feel against her bare, wet skin. But as I reach for the towel, she’s suddenly pressing into me, her body molding against my torso, those perfect lips crashing into mine in a desperate kiss.


  It’s incredible. Hot but sweet, and eager as hell. Wrapping my arms around her, my aching cock pressed against her, I can’t resist returning the kiss, plunging my tongue deep into her mouth to demand her surrender. I lift her up so I’m holding her in my arms.


  Isabelle makes a whimpering noise. God, she has no idea what she’s doing to me. I could make her come like she never has before. It would be so easy.


  But I can’t.


  Everything about this is wrong. I feel like I’m taking advantage of her vulnerability and I’m not that kind of man.


  I gently put her down and move away, furious with myself for losing control. But one thing is certain: it can’t happen again. I won’t allow it. I grab the towel, opening it and handing it to her as I walk toward the door.


  “Get a hold of yourself,” I mutter. I’m not sure whether I’m talking to her or myself.


  I stalk from the room, slamming the door shut behind me. I can’t believe I’m leaving Isabelle standing in there, ready and wanting, but I know she doesn’t need a man like me.


  FIVE: ISABELLE


  The door slams shut behind him, breaking through my haze of desire.


  What are you doing?


  What was I thinking? I was trying to forget tonight, to bury myself in his body and leave the icky memories of Brent behind, and instead I completely embarrassed myself. I just felt so grateful to him for helping me, for being so tender. I wasn’t even thinking.


  Cam was gentleman enough to rescue me from that scene at the Underground and I responded just like the tramp Brent says I am.


  I bite back my stinging tears and towel myself dry with the huge fluffy towel Cam left me. Pulling on a luxurious white bathrobe, I head to the adjoining bedroom.


  The room is beautiful: decorated in a sophisticated style with a four-poster bed and an antique-looking dresser. I take a deep breath, trying to settle down. Everything’s going to be OK, I tell myself. Nothing bad is going to happen in a place with eight-hundred thread count sheets.


  I smile wryly at my old joke. Growing up, I was so sure that money would solve everything. That rich people were happy all the time. Why wouldn’t they be? They had everything they could want. They didn’t know about the stress and desperation the rest of us felt, what it was like to struggle every day just to get by.


  But now I know differently. I may be surrounded by luxury, but I’m just as messed up as before, maybe even more so. I shiver, wondering if that’s how Cam sees me now. Looking at myself through his eyes, I’m sure I must seem ridiculous. Pathetic and needy.


  I know he’s never liked me. Whenever we’ve seen each other before, he’s been totally uninterested. Polite but cold. Distant. Almost like he didn’t see me. Like I didn’t matter.


  But tonight, something changed. He saw me at my lowest point—and didn’t turn away. He was kind, he didn’t judge me. And then…


  I fall back on the soft bed and sigh. My body is still aching with lust from his masterful touch. Every moment when he was washing my hair felt charged. Even now, my nipples tighten to remember it. I’ve never had a man touch me like that: tender, but bold. And absolutely sure of himself. I was so turned on, I couldn’t believe it. And I felt passion when he kissed me, real desire. Nothing furtive or tawdry, just pure passion. I was so sure he felt the same way.


  Until he cut the moment short and practically bolted from the room. Of course he didn’t feel the same about me. He was doing a nice thing, and I totally misread the signs.


  But I can’t deny my feelings. The way my body responded under his hands. The purely animal heat that set me on fire. His touch felt so good, so natural.


  I could hardly hold back from dragging him into the tub with me. The whole time he was washing my hair, I wanted his hands on my breasts. His strong fingers on my aching clit. His cock sliding in and out of me to some wild, unstoppable rhythm.


  It was like being touched for the first time. My body waking up from a deep sleep.


  I didn’t know it was possible to feel this way. So alive. Every nerve tingling with desire and pleasure.


  Brent has never touched me that way, so deliberate and sensual. With Brent, even when I was turned on, wanting it, the way he rushed always made me feel used afterward. Empty. Like I was just means to an end. But Cam handles me like a master. Like I was made for him.


  Now, I find myself wondering what it would be like with Cam, to let him make love to me, tenderly, passionately. The warm blue eyes, glinting with a ruthless sensuality. Firm muscles flexing in his arms as he tenderly held me down…


  I can’t help imagining his hands on my body. When I was in the tub, I swear I could feel his excitement like some invisible force between us, drawing us together like magnets. And when we kissed…a jolt of electricity shot straight down between my thighs.


  My body wants him. It shocks me to realize that I do, too.


  Slipping off the soft robe and now completely naked, I stretch out on the bed, my hands stroking my skin. Running over the fullness of my breasts. I reach down, finding my most sensitive spot. I stroke softly, and the pressure sends shivers through me.


  Who is Cam, really? I thought I had him pegged. Mr. No-Nonsense Businessman. Effortlessly charming but still so cold and self-absorbed. But alone with him tonight, I sensed something much more passionate.


  I’m already wet, thinking about him. Just down the hallway, so close, he could come and find me like this at any minute… Just push the door open and see me spread on the bed, touching myself. The thought makes me hotter. I dip my fingers into my own juices, dragging them up over my clit. Hot bursts of pleasure spread through me.


  He would stand in the doorway, watching me. Not do anything at first, just let his eyes rove over me. Then, when I was moaning out loud, he would cross the room and—


  Suddenly, a noise cuts through my fantasy. My phone is ringing on the dresser. I try to ignore it and lose myself, but it rings again. And again.


  Annoyed by the intrusion, I finally snatch up the phone and check the screen.


  Brent.


  Seeing his name on the display is like a cold shower. He’s left three voicemails and I see seven missed calls. He’s been trying to reach me ever since I left the club with Cam.


  My stomach drops. It won’t be good. He gets so angry when I don’t answer my phone.


  Shaking with anxiety, I bring the phone to my ear and press play on the first message.


  “Isabelle! What the fuck?” His voice comes angrily. “You can’t just take off with any random guy who comes along. Paxton was totally pissed that you bailed, and you embarrassed me. I promised him a good time tonight. With you.” I could hear music and noise in the background; he must have called from the Underground as soon as I left.


  Next message. Now, he’s even more furious. Slurring, drunk.


  “You selfish bitch! Paxton and I were working out a deal and you totally blew it for me. He just left. This is all your fault. You better come home right now, Isabelle. You don’t want to fucking see what happens when you pull this shit with me. Get back here. Now.”


  I delete it. Then I listen to the last message. Brent’s tone has changed. He’s all honey and sweetness now. Playing the nice guy. But I know it’s just an act.


  “Isabelle, my darling sister. I’m worried about you. Where are you? Why aren’t you taking my calls? OK, I admit I went a little overboard.” He laughs nervously. “Maybe I misjudged the situation. I thought you understood what we were doing in the club. Thought you would enjoy it, a fun little fantasy. I was wrong. I see that now and I’m sorry. Please come home. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ll be waiting.”


  I throw the phone down in disgust. Brent thinks his half-assed apology will make up for the way he treated me?


  It always did before.


  A voice in my head reminds me that Brent’s screwed up in the past. Over and over, and I’ve always forgiven him, every time. No wonder he thinks a few sweet words will make me come running back to him.


  But this time is different.


  Anger rises inside of me. He pushed me too far—and forced me to face everything I’ve been ignoring all along. How selfish he can be. How cruel. How he treats me like a plaything, and expects me to take it all without a word of complaint.


  I’ve been blind to it, still acting like that naïve sixteen-year old who worships the ground he walks on. Feeling like I owe him for every good thing in my life. But I’m all grown up now. And I realize something: I’ve changed.


  I want more. I deserve more.


  Cam’s face flashes in my mind. I catch my breath. That moment with him in the bathroom may have been a humiliating mistake, but it showed me a passion I’ve never experienced with Brent. Even knowing that Cam wants nothing more to do with me, it makes me realize that I can’t settle for less anymore.


  Brent’s been your whole world for years now. Without him, you’re all alone. What makes you think you’re strong enough to get by on your own?


  The whispers of insecurity flutter around me. But as I pull on a nightgown and slide into bed, I don’t feel afraid. Somehow, knowing that Cam is nearby, I finally feel safe.


  SIX: CAM


  I don’t sleep. I have black-out curtains, the latest in hi-tech white-noise machines, and a mattress imported from Italy and molded to my exact body shape, but all the expensive toys in the world can’t block out the thought of her sleeping just down the hall.


  I try to justify it with logic. She’s a beautiful woman, I’m a red-blooded man. This desire is perfectly normal.


  Except it’s not, not for me. I’m used to being in control: executing every scene with careful thought and planning. Last night, I wanted to throw her down and fuck her like a wild animal: no rules, no contract, no control. Demand her submission with my body instead of my mind.


  But she’s off-limits. It’s not just that she’s Ashcroft’s daughter, it’s that she needs me to protect her. She probably didn’t even know what she was doing, kissing me like that. She’s still recovering from her ordeal at the club—the last thing she really wants is another man.


  Besides, I saw the fear on her face when she was restrained. How she couldn’t get away from Brent fast enough. She thinks the scene is repulsive and wrong. If she knew what I wanted to do to her, she would never speak to me again.


  My alarm finally pulls me out of hours of restless thought. I go straight to my home gym and put in a few miles on the treadmill, running hard to chase the lustful thoughts from my mind. After my workout and a quick shower, I head downstairs. Usually I head straight to the office, but today I decide to fix some food. Isabelle felt alarmingly frail in my arms; she would probably live off coffee without my intervention.


  I rarely let my conquests stick around after the fun ends, and cooking breakfast for them is positively unheard of. But once again, I bend the rules for Isabelle.


  I’m scrambling eggs when she strolls into the kitchen. She’s barefoot, wrapped up in a bathrobe, and stunningly beautiful. Her tousled hair and sleepy pout just make me want to strip off that bulky robe, pin her against the cold steel refrigerator and—


  “Good morning,” I say. Cool, courteous and professional. “How did you sleep?”


  Her gaze flickers for a minute. Isabelle leans on the island, taking in the spread of fresh fruit, bacon, and toast.


  “Wow,” she smiles. “I didn’t know you cooked.”


  “Sometimes,” I say. “But I figured since you’ll be staying here, this would be a good opportunity to give you a tour of my kitchen.”


  She frowns. “What do you mean, staying here? I’m grateful for the place to sleep last night,” she says, “and for the rescue, but I do have a home of my own to get back to.”


  “Not right now.” I carefully stir the eggs and toss in a handful of fresh herbs. Isabelle is still looking pissed, so I add, “Look, it’s none of my business how you handle your personal life but I think your…boyfriend…could use a cooling off period.”


  “He’s not my boyfriend,” Isabelle scowls.


  I feel a possessive surge of gladness, but I push it back. “Well, whomever he is, he needs to calm down.”


  He’s not the only one. If I laid eyes on Brent Ashcroft right now, I would break every bone in his fucking body. I’m still furious at him for hurting her. I turn my anger on my cappuccino machine instead, pouring Isabelle a cup and sliding it across the counter toward her.


  She blinks. “Thank you.” She takes a sip and sighs with satisfaction. “It’s perfect.”


  “See?” I try to lighten the mood. “There are some perks to staying here.”


  But Isabelle is being stubborn. “Cam, I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. I’ll handle things with Brent.”


  Over my dead body.


  I scowl. “I won’t hear of it, Isabelle. The decision’s made. You can’t be near him right now. Do you really think it’s safe?”


  Isabelle looks distraught, but doesn’t answer. We both know I’m right. She could go to a hotel, but I have to protect her and I can’t do that if she isn’t here with me.


  I soften. “I’ll have everything you need delivered to my apartment. You won’t want for anything.”


  Her lip trembles for a minute, but Isabelle keeps it together. She gives me a sharp nod. “Fine. For now. Thank you.”


  I fix her a plate of food and set it in front of her. She looks so lost, I feel sorry for her, but I push the emotion aside. I don’t want the complication of feelings to muddle up a simple arrangement. I’m doing a favor for Ashcroft, that’s all.


  “I’ll have my personal shopper pick out some things,” I add.


  I make a quick mental note in my head, running through a list of what I’ll need to order for her. Clothes I’d like to see her wearing. The panties I’d like to slip my hand into…


  The tools you’d like to use on that fair skin.


  I take a swig of my own coffee, nearly burning my tongue. What’s gotten into me?


  Isabelle suddenly reaches across the kitchen island. Her fingers rest lightly on mine. We’re barely touching, but it’s electric.


  “About last night…” she murmurs. Our eyes lock.


  I pull my hand away. “Don’t think twice about it,” I say harshly. “You were obviously upset and confused. Let it go.”


  I think I see a flash of rejection in her eyes, but I know I’m right to stop this train of thought. “I’ll be at the office all day,” I tell her, turning for the door. “You have my number if you need anything.”


  “There is one thing.”


  I turn back to find her looking at me with a curious expression. “Last night,” she starts again, hesitant. “I know what brought me to the Underground, but what were you doing there?”


  My body stiffens. Images flash through my head. The girl. Riding crop. Isabelle in the bathtub. The images collide and blur into one. Her soft lips on mine, that hungry kiss lighting my body on fire.


  “That’s none of your business,” I snap. “And if you’re going to stay under my roof, you’ll never mention it again. Do you understand?”


  Isabelle’s eyes widen.


  “Do. You. Understand?” I ground out the words again.


  “I…yes,” she stammers.


  “Good. I have a meeting. I’ll see you tonight.”


  I grab my briefcase and walk out without another look. If I stay, I’ll give in to temptation, and that can’t happen again. I won’t allow it.


  SEVEN: ISABELLE


  He made breakfast.


  It’s just a small thing, I know, but still, it takes me by surprise. I sit at the marble kitchen counter after Cam has gone and stare at my plate in amazement. Eggs, toast, fruit, even a sprig of basil on the side: fresh and simple, expertly done.


  It smells so delicious that I allow myself to take a couple of bites, breaking the strict diet that keeps me thin. Brent would never do anything like this, I can’t help but think. It would never occur to him to lift a finger for me, do anything at all that I didn’t have to beg for. It’s all a big game with him: fluttering my eyelashes, playing the part just right, all to manipulate him into doing something he should be happy about all along.


  Cam isn’t like that. He’s more straightforward. Except…I know he’s hiding something from me. Like what he was doing at the Underground. When I asked him about it, he snapped so hard, I was shocked to see the flare of anger burning in his eyes.


  Shocked, but not at all scared.


  I sigh, pushing my plate aside. I take a sip of coffee, and try to make sense of all his mixed messages. Unless, maybe they’re not mixed at all. Maybe I’m imagining his response to me. After all, his words are crystal clear: back off.


  He doesn’t want me.


  At least he’s a good cook. And he’s got flawless taste. The spotless kitchen is bright and airy, decorated in marble and deep blue tile, and packed with expensive stainless-steel appliances. I look around, checking the fridge and cabinets. They’re stocked with organic and imported delicacies: cheeses, truffles, and bottles of chilled champagne.


  My curiosity sparks to life. Now that I’m alone in the apartment, maybe I can find out more about him. Discover what’s hidden behind his smooth surface. What makes him tick.


  What turns him on.


  I start in the living room. Last night I didn’t get a chance to see much, but looking around now, I’m impressed. Sunlight pours in the tall windows, illuminating the rich, masculine décor. Vintage leather couches, a deep teal rug. There are large, abstract canvases on the pale gray walls, and I pause, looking closer. I’m not an expert, but I’ve spent years teaching myself about art and antiques—rich people topics—and I’m pretty sure all the pieces are real.


  The deeper I go into the apartment, the more curious I get. Cam is tidy, but there’s a lived-in comfort to his home. It’s a place of contradictions: neatness and disorder. The office is spotless, filled with the latest in hi-tech computing equipment, but the art on the wall is bold. Wild.


  I pause by the bedroom door and feel a tremor of guilt. I shouldn’t be snooping around like this, but I have a craving inside me to know more. Know Cam, inside and out.


  I push open the door.


  My heart falls. I hoped he’d reveal more here—his inner sanctuary—but the room is even less personal than the rest of the apartment. Just cool, slate grey walls, a sleek dresser, and a huge king-sized bed made up with crisp dark linens.


  I smooth my hand over the soft cover, and wonder what it would be like to lay here…waiting for his touch…


  I stop, realizing something for the first time. A hot, successful guy like Cam would definitely have his pick of the ladies, but there’s no hint of a girlfriend or woman in the apartment. When I poke through the bedroom drawers, I find condoms but nothing that looks like it belongs to a woman. If he does have a girlfriend, she’s definitely not allowed to leave her stuff here. There’s not even a second toothbrush or extra razor in the shower.


  I’ve almost finished my tour of the apartment when a staircase in the hall grabs my attention. I didn’t realize there was another floor. I climb up to the top, but the door doesn’t open when I try it. Locked. Right away, I feel a shiver of anticipation. What kind of secrets does Cameron McCullough keep under lock and key? I’m dying to find out.


  My phone suddenly vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, bracing myself for more messages from Brent, but instead I find a reminder text about my hair appointment in an hour. I’d completely forgotten about it. I debate canceling, but I can’t hide out here all day—I need some air. I give the door one last look, then head downstairs to get ready. The mystery will just have to wait.


  * * *


  At the salon, I gossip with my stylist Byron as usual, but I let him do most of the talking. The familiar busy chatter of the room washes over me, comforting after all the upheaval of the last day. Around me, the cream of New York society sits under dryers and at the manicure stations, flicking through glossy magazines and planning their next party.


  This is how I spend my days now: spa treatments, hair appointments, luncheons and charity events. Growing up, it was all I ever wanted. I looked at those same magazines and imagined what it would be like if I were one of those beautiful women, so perfect and removed from the real world. I thought if I could be one of them, everything would be OK. No worries, no stress.


  And then Ashcroft adopted me, and I learned, I couldn’t be more wrong.


  But for today, just today, I decide to pretend. Like I really am the frivolous socialite people think I am, and the most important decision I have to make is whether to pick ‘ballet slipper’ or ‘daydream’ for my manicure color.


  My phone buzzes while I’m waiting for the polish to dry. I carefully tap the speaker button.


  “Izzie, babe, I’m sitting alone at a table for six, where are you?”


  My friend, Olivia. Shit. I’d totally forgotten our lunch date.


  “I’m sorry, I’m on my way!” I lie. “The others aren’t there yet?”


  “You know Nicole,” Olivia sighs. “She loves to make an entrance.”


  I smile. “I promise I’ll be there soon.”


  I finish up at the salon and hail a cab. Lunch with my friends is exactly the distraction I need.


  Bistro Minou is bustling when I arrive. It’s the latest hot spot for one to see and be seen: white leather and glass banquettes, with a polished bar and the best wine list in the city.


  “Miss Ashcroft.” The elegant French hostess greets me on sight. “Please, this way.”


  I spot the girls across the room. They’re seated at a prime table near the window. Of course, Nicole and her minions want to be seen dining here. One of them has probably already sent in a tip to the gossip columnists so they can run an item in their blogs talking about our outfits, our shoes, our fabulous lives.


  Olivia sees me coming and waves brightly. Nicole and Lulu, staring at their cell phones, don’t even notice me until I sit down and loudly say, “Hi.”


  “Isabelle, sweetie.” Nicole air kisses me from two feet away. Lulu just stares blankly at me as if it’s the first time we’ve met. Ugh. Suddenly, I realize I’m not really in the mood for them today. But Olivia is a sweetheart and I always enjoy hanging with her, so it’s kind of a trade-off.


  The waiter swings by to take our order. Nicole treats him like a servant. She orders a bottle of pricey champagne for the table, even though it’s barely past noon. He must be used to dealing with snobby socialites, though. He’s unfazed.


  My first foster mom was a waitress, and I remember how tired she’d be when she came home from work. How she’d rub her feet and count her tips as she smoked a cigarette. Once, trying to educate me about life, I guess, she told me about each of her customers as she sorted the paper bills into ones, fives and tens.


  The best tip that day had come from an elderly couple in town to visit their son and his new wife. Newly retired, they told her how much they appreciated her help getting a low-salt meal for the husband.


  The worst tip, two dollars on a forty-five dollar tab, had come from a couple of business executives who drank their lunch and snickered about my foster mom’s crooked, yellow teeth.


  She told me that the richest people were often the least generous. If you didn’t have to work for your living, she said, you didn’t appreciate those who did.


  I’d never forgotten her words, and at Bistro Minou, I watch her theory in action.


  “And it all needs to be gluten-free,” Nicole says, still listing her demands. “Organic only. Can you check the provenance of the tuna in the Nicoise salad?” she adds. “I only eat wild-caught fish from sustainable sources.”


  Olivia and I exchange a smile.


  “Of course,” the waiter nods, scribbling it all down before turning to me. “And you, miss?”


  The two older men at the next table are happily digging into juicy steaks with sage cream, sautéed mushrooms and crispy pomme frites. I eye their plates with envy. But I know Nicole and Lulu will tease me if I order anything more than rabbit food, no matter how hungry I am. Every once in a while, I sneak off to Shake Shack for a bacon cheeseburger and peanut butter custard shake. It’s my version of heaven on earth.


  But heaven will have to wait.


  “The salad for me too, thank you.” I send him an apologetic smile. I’ll be sure to tip him extra to make up for Nicole’s bitch act.


  The minute he leaves, Nicole launches into the latest scandal involving her friend, Paige. “And you know what the worst part is? Now he’s divorcing her.”


  Lulu gasps, like it’s the first time she’s heard it. “She should’ve ignored the affairs.”


  “For real,” Olivia sighs, refilling her glass. “I mean, what man doesn’t cheat?”


  “He’s rich. She gets plenty of perks,” Nicole sneers. “But she signed a pre-nup. She’ll lose everything. The apartment. The house in the Hamptons…”


  “Stupid cow,” Lulu adds, giggling.


  “Right?” Nicole sips at her champagne, then wrinkles her nose. “I mean, she’ll be practically broke. Why would we even hang out with her anymore?”


  “She won’t be coming to places like this,” Lulu agrees. “And we’ll have nothing to talk about.”


  Usually I just play along with their mean spirited gossip, but after everything that happened over the last twenty-four hours, I wonder why I’m even here. What would they say if they knew about Brent and my former relationship?


  Olivia turns to me. “You’re quiet. Everything ok?”


  I force a smile. “Thanks for checking, but I’m fine. Just a headache.”


  Olivia looks like she doesn’t believe me. “Well, if you change your mind, you’ve got my digits. Sometimes I get ‘headaches,’ too.” She smiles warmly and I’m grateful that she doesn’t push.


  Of all my socialite friends, she’s the nicest and the most genuine. I wish I could confide in her, but we’re just too different. Her family owns several prestigious art galleries and she’s lived her whole life surrounded by wealth and luxury. The best schools, summers abroad, European vacations…she even had a pony at her family’s Connecticut farm. And would she still be interested in me if she knew about the skeletons in my closet?


  Olivia only knows me as Isabelle Ashcroft. I may be protected by my trust fund and last name now, but my position in this world is still fragile. I should know: I learned the rules from scratch, watching carefully to learn all the things that they take for granted.


  A sudden swell of insecurity rises in my chest. I look around the table. Can I even call these women my friends? I can’t confide in them, or in anyone, not really.


  The truth is, I’m all alone. The only person who’s ever seen even a bit behind this perfect façade is Cam.


  I try to push the thought aside and focus on lunch. I gossip and chat with the others, but it’s hard to go through the motions. By the time the check comes, I’m relieved to get away.


  “See you soon!” I promise, after another round of air-kisses. I exit the bistro and try to plan my day. There are some boutiques nearby, and even though Cam promised to get everything I need, I decide to drop in and pick up some essentials.


  I’m halfway down the block when I see a familiar face leaving Armani.


  Brent.


  I duck back into an alleyway, praying he didn’t see me on the street. My heart is beating a mile a minute and I have to take deep breaths to calm myself.


  I peer around the building in time to see him get into a cab. When it drives away, I feel waves of relief.


  Thank god. I’m safe.


  I hate feeling this way. But Brent is so unhinged now, so unstable. I could always predict how he would act, what he would say, how to behave to avoid upsetting him. But I don’t want to play this game anymore. And yet I’m too afraid to tell him.


  But how long can I hide?


  EIGHT: CAM


  Just because my personal life is in turmoil, it doesn’t mean my professional life slows down for a minute. As soon as I get to the office, I’m plunged into the usual high-octane business that keeps the multi-billion dollar company running smoothly. I try to get my head in the game, but by the time I get to my afternoon meetings, my concentration is shot.


  All I can think about is Isabelle.


  I stare blankly at a spreadsheet, trying to follow the fight in front of me. My CFO is facing off against my VP of marketing. It’s an important discussion about a division rebrand, but I’m too distracted to follow them. Isabelle’s face keeps popping into my mind, and with it, an unwelcome surge of lust. All I can think about is the mess I’ve gotten myself into.


  Why did I have to play the hero and butt into something that isn’t my business?


  The answer comes, and I don’t like it one bit.


  It is your business. You feel responsible for her now.


  I sigh. It’s true, Ashcroft was my mentor, and his heir, Keely, asked me to keep an eye on Isabelle, but that doesn’t explain why I feel so protective of her. Why I want her so badly that it’s ruining my meeting, distracting me completely.


  It’s more than her astonishing beauty, or the chameleon quality of watching her switch from bratty socialite to a vulnerable and thoughtful woman. I know there’s much more to her than meets the eye. Her life before Ashcroft has always been kind of murky, but I sense she’s a fighter. There’s a strength and determination in her that’s absent in the other rich girls who flit about the social world.


  I tell myself I’m just helping her out. That whole ugly scene with Brent would have traumatized anyone. It’s clear she can’t be around him right now, so letting her stay with me for a few days until she’s back on her feet shouldn’t be a problem for anyone…


  Except for me and the hard-on currently driving me mad.


  “Cam, when do you want the figures on the revised budget?” my assistant asks for the second time. Somehow, I manage to drag my attention back to the meeting, wrap it up and head back to the privacy of my corner office.


  I close the door behind me and sink into my top-of-the-line desk chair. I’ve got a prime view of the city, and my office is decorated in leather and masculine, soothing shades of navy. It’s the ultimate CEO’s pad, but none of it can reassure me now.


  Isabelle crash-landed into my life, and ever since last night it feels like everything is chaos. I hate being out of focus and out of control, second-guessing all my thoughts and actions. Ashcroft Industries relies on me to run a tight ship and Isabelle’s presence is knocking it way off course.


  This is exactly why I’ve always been so careful to keep my private life and my work life so separate. Combining them is too dangerous. It’s like mixing two combustible chemicals; something’s bound to explode.


  Keely pops her head in the door. “You got a minute?” she asks.


  “For you, of course.” I wave her in.


  Keely has always been a great friend. When Ashcroft died, I was the one to guide her through taking his place at the head of the company. Someone else might have sent me packing, or made it tough for me to keep running things, but Keely was grateful for my expertise and eager to learn. Her fiancé took a little longer to warm up to me, but now that Vaughn understands there is nothing between us, I consider them both true friends.


  “I figured you could use an afternoon break,” she says, sliding a little red bottle of Five-Hour Energy across my desk.


  I groan. “It’s that obvious?”


  “You’ve been sleepwalking around the place all morning,” she says with a sympathetic look. “Everything OK?”


  “Sure,” I reply quickly. “I didn’t sleep well last night, that’s all.”


  Keely makes a face. “That makes me feel even worse about what I need to ask you.”


  “Oh?”


  “My secretary double-booked me. I’m supposed to go schmooze bigwigs at some fundraising dinner tonight but it’s my anniversary with Vaughn. I was going to surprise him. Soo…”


  I raise my eyebrows.


  Keely continues, looking nervous. “Would you go instead? I know you hate this kind of thing,” she rushes to add, “but you’d be doing me—all of us—a huge favor. We need company presence there.”


  I take a swig of the energy drink and wince at the taste. “I’d probably do more harm than good. You know I’m terrible at schmoozing. I never know what to say.”


  “Sure you do. Just give them a smile and say something Scottish, and they’ll be swooning at your feet.”


  I smile.


  “Pretty please?” Keely begs.


  “How can I refuse? Vaughn would probably come knocking if I ruined his big surprise.”


  Keely grins. “You’re a lifesaver, Cam! I’ll send you the info for tonight.” She blows me a kiss and breezes out of my office. At least I’m making one woman happy today.


  And it’s an excuse to stay out late tonight. Maybe Isabelle will be in bed when I get back, and I won’t have to see her.


  Immediately I picture her tucked between the sheets in my guest room, naked. Her bare skin, her perfect tits…


  It would be rude of me not to call her, I realize. I may leave my subs strapped to the bed, waiting for my return, but Isabelle isn’t a sub. She’s my guest.


  I’ve already programmed her number in my phone. I hit speed-dial, and tell myself to curb my anxiety as I wait for her to answer. Finally, she picks up.


  “Is everything OK?” I demand.


  “Sorry, I’m just screening all my calls,” she explains. “Brent.”


  “Oh. Good. So listen, there’s been a change of plans. I have to attend a fundraising dinner tonight, so I won’t be back until late.”


  There’s a pause. “OK, that’s fine. Thanks for letting me know. I hope it’s a good time.”


  “Actually—” This is a bad idea, but I don’t stop myself. “Why don’t you come with me?”


  “Oh. I would, but…I don’t have anything to wear,” Isabelle replies. She actually sounds disappointed.


  “You’re not at home? I sent some things over. There must be something suitable. I’ll have a car pick you up at eight.”


  I hang up, wondering if I’ve made a huge mistake. Letting her stay with me is one thing, but inviting her to be my date to an event is more than just a favor, it’s asking for trouble.


  NINE: ISABELLE


  Cam’s call fills me with excitement. And it’s not just the distraction from real life problems. It’s him. When I get back to the apartment, the doorman is packing the foyer with a huge assortment of shopping bags and boxes.


  “Is this all for me?” I blink.


  “Yes, miss. Mr. McCullough said to let him know if you need anything else.”


  He exits, leaving me alone with what looks like a department store’s worth of shopping. Eagerly, I dive in. Boxes, bags, and more. One by one, I unpack the goodies. Cashmere sweaters, silk dresses, leather purses and the latest shoes and fashions from Stella McCartney, Prada and Dior. Tucked in layers of tissue paper, I find a mini fur satchel from Fendi and a super-soft crocodile slouch bag from Gucci.


  There are bags full of make-up from the best designer labels. Everything a girl could need: velvety eye shadows, lip glosses, foundation and powders. Skincare products, haircare and even perfumes. Cam’s thought of everything, and more than that, it’s just my taste, too. It’s like he can tell what I want just by looking at me.


  Looking around, I wonder for the first time how he can afford all of this. Not just the shopping, but the apartment, the car, the designer suits in his closet. It doesn’t seem like he grew up wealthy. I don’t know much about his background in Scotland, but I know how to tell when someone’s born filthy rich. He isn’t one of them.


  No, Cam is a self-made man. My father must have paid him generously, and running the company now must command a hefty price tag. It’s obvious he earned this lifestyle with hard work.


  “Unlike you,” sneers a cruel voice in my head. “You didn’t earn a single thing.”


  I push the voice aside and start carrying things through to the guest room walk-in closet. I wonder if Cam chose everything himself or just gave my sizes to a personal shopper. Either way, their taste is impeccable.


  Turning my attention to tonight, I try to decide what to wear. There are several gowns I could choose from; the problem is, I can’t decide which. There’s a pink gown with a high neckline, a flirty cocktail dress in bright colors, and an eye-catching black number with a tight bustier and thigh-high slit.


  I lay them out, wondering which Cam would like. What kind of woman does he want? If I knew, I could mold myself into her, play pretend the way I’ve done for years. Make him want me—the me I was faking at being.


  There’s one more garment bag, so light it feels empty. Unzipping it, I find a simple, classic, white gown. No fussy details, just a column of clean silk.


  I slide it over my head. It fits perfectly, the fabric caressing my body like a lover’s touch.


  Like I wish Cam would touch me, if only he’d stop pushing me away.


  I sigh. Maybe it’s pathetic to wish he’d want me, but I can’t forget the way he makes me feel, so alive. It’s tormenting to feel that way and know he doesn’t feel the same.


  My phone buzzes. Brent again. The voicemails are piling up in my inbox, but I delete them without even listening. I’m not going to think about him.


  It’s nearly time for the car to pick me up, so I quickly settle at the makeup table and set to work painting my face. Red lipstick, smoky eyes and long, sweeping lashes: makeup has always been my armor, a way to hide how I really feel.


  The buzzer rings. I’m going to be late. Dashing to the door, I grab a jeweled evening bag and check myself in the mirror one last time.


  My heart sinks. I love the simple elegance of the dress, but I don’t recognize the woman staring back at me.


  Normally, I wouldn’t mind. It’s how I spend every day of my life: dressing up like the woman I’m supposed to be.


  But not tonight.


  A strange part of me wants Cam to see who I really am. To be honest with him, the way I never have before. I wonder if he’d even like it, but there’s only one way to find out.


  I grab a tissue from the bathroom and quickly wipe off my face. No eyeshadow, no blusher. The waterproof mascara stays, and I add a soft red lip stain to keep from looking totally washed out.


  There.


  I stare at myself again, but this time, it’s not a lie reflected back at me.


  It’s just me.


  The door buzzes again, and there’s no time left to decide. I grab my purse and go.


  ELEVEN: CAM


  I head to the fundraiser straight from work. I keep a collection of suits and tuxedos in my office for just this kind of event. It’s part of the job. The invitation says ‘a benefit for women in the arts,’ but nobody is there for the charity: they’re all networking and making connections with politicians, executives, and other powerful people.


  I was out of my depth when I first started attending these things. But as I rose through the ranks of the company, Ashcroft made a point of inviting me to more and more of them. “You never know when you’ll need a favor or a friendly face,” he told me, and he was right. I’ve closed several multi-million dollar deals over hors d’oeuvres at charity galas, or negotiated an important clause in a trade negotiation on the racquetball court.


  Still, as I cut through the crowd towards the bar, I can’t help wishing I was at home tonight. Having dinner with Isabelle—alone.


  “Cameron, good to see you.” A business acquaintance greets me, and suddenly I’m pulled into a conversation about the company’s latest deal. I’m glad. I need the distraction to keep my mind off Isabelle. I’ve already wasted too much time thinking about her. I need to remember, she doesn’t belong in my dark, twisted world.


  “Now, now, enough business talk.” The man’s wife joins him. She slips a hand through his arm and smiles at me. “Going stag again, Cameron? We need to fix that.”


  I shrug it off with a chuckle. “You know this is work for me.”


  “All work and no play,” she scolds me, and I remember what Dax said at the club about needing a companion for these things. I have to admit, he’s got a point. Every man here has a date: wives and girlfriends all clustered together gossiping. I stick out like a sore thumb, but it’s not enough to change my mind.


  I keep my life totally separated. At least I did, until Isabelle. She’s the first person to trespass between my worlds at the club and out here. The only woman to come close to uncovering my secret.


  I’m playing with fire, insisting that she stay with me, but I have no choice. As long as she follows my rules and keeps what happened at the club off-limits, I should be fine. Just a few more days for her to get back on her feet, and our paths never have to cross again.


  The thought should be a comfort, but instead, it makes me angry.


  Suddenly, the men I’m talking to fall silent. A couple of jaws drop open. “What’s the big event?” I ask, turning.


  My words die in my throat.


  It’s Isabelle.


  She’s decked out in a simple white gown, cut low in front and back. Her sparkling Louboutin stiletto heels flash with each step, and showcase her long toned legs and swaying hips. Her hair falls in soft blond waves, framing her beautiful face. She looks stunning: natural and elegant, like she’s not wearing a lick of makeup. Every man and woman in the room follows her with lust or envy in their gaze as she crosses the floor towards me.


  I want her. She reaches my side and slips her hand through my arm. “Hi,” she breathes, with a shy smile. “I’m sorry I’m late.”


  “That’s fine,” I murmur. “This is Isabelle Ashcroft,” I introduce her to the group. She greets them with a smile and familiar words, but I can’t take my eyes off her. The fabric of her dress clings to her firm breasts and slides around her narrow waist.


  Damn, she’s perfect.


  Suddenly, I crave her so much it hurts. The feel of her bare ass cupped in my hands as I kiss her pale throat. Her moans of agonized pleasure as I tease her to the edge of orgasm, her delicious cunt dripping its sweet juices down her thighs.


  It’s a good thing we’re in public right now. If we were alone, I’d rip apart the thin straps holding up her gown. Bend her over, push her thighs apart with my knees. Nudge my cock against her swollen cunt until she begged for me to—


  “Cam?” Isabelle squeezes my arm, pulling me back to reality. I blink.


  “Excuse us,” I say quickly, flashing a grin. “I think my friend here needs a drink.”


  I steer her away from them, trying to smother my rampaging lust. “Did my assistant order everything you need?” I ask crisply.


  “Yes,” Isabelle replies. “But the clothes, the shoes, it’s too much. You shouldn’t have,” she adds.


  “I wanted to.” I told my shoppers that no expense should be spared. A woman like Isabelle is used to luxury.


  “Thank you,” she replies quietly.


  “What about Brent?” I demand. “Has he tried to contact you?”


  “I don’t want to talk about that right now.” Isabelle avoids the question. That must mean yes. I feel a surge of anger, but there’s a shadow on her face, and I don’t want to press the issue when we’re in a crowd, so I just turn to the bartender and order us champagne.


  Another power couple approaches us, all glitter and fake smiles. “Isabelle, darling!” the woman screeches. She’s dripping with diamonds, her chest so tight and perky that it has to be fake. “Where have you been? You missed Bitsy’s luncheon last week and Mimi’s handbag trunk show on the weekend.”


  I tense, ready to step in and cover for her, but Isabelle places a hand on my arm. “Sweetie,” she laughs, adopting a syrupy tone I’ve never heard. “I just needed some me-time. You know it gets so hectic, keeping up the schedule.”


  The woman laughs, and just like that, Isabelle is transformed. Suddenly, she’s the ultimate socialite, air kissing them both and making small talk as if she actually cares about Preston’s golf handicap or Bunny’s interior design re-do. And that’s just the beginning. People flock around her like moths to a flame. I don’t have to do anything except smile and nod, but with Isabelle at my side, I’m suddenly the most envied man in the room.


  This is a side to her I’ve never seen: vivacious and funny, full of bubbly energy. If I hadn’t seen her, pale and shocked last night, I would think she didn’t have a care in the world.


  I wonder, just how long has she been pretending?


  “See you in the Hamptons!” Isabelle coos, waving off another filthy-rich couple. I sigh in relief. They may have been boring as hell, but they’re paying twenty thousand dollars to charity for the chance to mingle here tonight.


  She turns back to me and gives a rueful smile. “I need another drink.”


  I’m beginning to see, it’s all just an act to her. The effortless socializing. The glossy socialite routine. She’s not the person everyone thinks she is. She’s so much more.


  “Who are you, really?” I ask, handing her a glass of Dom Perignon.


  “Whoever you want me to be,” she shoots back, smiling.


  I want to keep that smile on her beautiful face.


  “Hmm...” I can’t resist teasing. “A stewardess? A naughty nurse?”


  Isabelle shrugs. “Anything or anyone. I’m a chameleon. I have many talents.” She sips her drink.


  Her gaze has clouded over now, and that’s when it hits me: she’s tired of this. Tired of pretending to be what everyone else wants her to be, pretending to be someone she’s not. Instinctively, my hand drops to the small of her back, bare above the draped fabric of her dress. I lean in and speak softly to her.


  “And what if I just want you? The real Isabelle?” I see a flush rising in her cheeks, but I can’t stop myself from continuing. “What about her talents?”


  Isabelle smiles again but it’s different this time—there’s a new sparkle in her eye. “You haven’t even begun to discover them.”


  I like this side of her. Flirty, daring. Real.


  “In that case, what would I need to do to see these talents in action?” I press.


  “Hmm,” she says, batting her long eyelashes. “I can think of a few things…”


  Jesus, so can I.


  A waiter bustles past, and Isabelle steps closer to let him by. Her body presses against my side. Hot. Irresistible. Her skin soft and supple under my grip.


  I slide my hand lower down her back, until my fingertips slip just beneath her dress. They rest there, inches above the swell of her pert ass. I dream about grabbing it tight, clutching those hips as I piston into her from behind.


  Spanking her. Teasing her. Showing her the exquisite line between pleasure and pain.


  Isabelle doesn’t move away. She turns her face to me, those wide blue eyes gazing up at me, questioning. Awaiting my next move.


  What will it be?


  I clench my jaw. Dammit. I’m hard as a rock now, from just one touch of her body. Surrounded by people, desperate to bury myself between those velvet thighs. I’ve never responded to a woman this way.


  I love and loathe it in equal measure. But I know it’s all wrong. I won’t do this.


  “I’ll be right back,” I snap, pulling my hand away. I register hurt in her eyes before I stride across the room. I find the bathroom and duck inside, running ice-cold water over my hands until the bulge in my pants subsides.


  Pull yourself together.


  I stare grimly at my reflection. This isn’t who I am. My life is neat, organized. Regimented. There’s the man I am when I’m at work, in the public eye. Cool, calm and collected. And there’s the man I am when I’m at the club or in the privacy of my own home.


  Home. I think of the secret room at the top of the stairs. I made sure to double-check that the door was locked before I went to bed last night. The last thing I want is for Isabelle to discover what I’m hiding in there.


  She looked so terrified at the Underground when Brent and that other jerk were working her over. There’s no way she would ever want to try that again. I can just imagine the look on her face if she knew the truth. Exactly which activities I enjoyed behind closed doors. But I know a classy, normal girl like Isabelle…she would be disgusted.


  The thought of her disgust keeps my desire in check. I head back out to the party. I find Isabelle laughing gaily at some stuffed-shirt’s stupid joke. She puts her hand on his arm and he puffs up with pride.


  I arrive at them and take her arm. “It’s time to go.”


  The man with her takes one look at me and quickly excuses himself. Smart guy.


  Isabelle gives me a stubborn look. “Maybe I’m not ready to leave.”


  Does she really want to go flirt with that guy some more? I’m jealous as hell, but I know I have no right to be. Still, I’m not going to stick around and watch it.


  “I’m leaving,” I say sharply. “You can do whatever you want.”


  Isabelle blinks, startled at my response, and right away, I feel shitty for snapping at her.


  “I’ll come with you,” she says quickly. Then she pauses. “Is everything OK?”


  “I’m fine!” I insist, turning away. What is it about her that gets me so worked up?


  I walk briskly to the exit. I wonder if I should have left her here to her own devices, but no, just the thought of her turning that million-dollar smile on another man makes me tense with rage.


  The ride home is strained and silent. Isabelle sits on the opposite side of the backseat, pressed against the door. Even with the space between us, her presence is overwhelming. Her spicy, floral perfume, the glow of the streetlights on her soft skin. It’s torture being inches away from her sexy body, naked under that clinging dress, and knowing I can never do anything about it.


  She’s off-limits. Completely.


  I’m angry at myself for the way I behaved toward her earlier, but the anger does nothing to curb my desire—and my internal struggle only succeeds in making me even more tense.


  By the time we reach the house, I’m at the limits of my self-control. I tell Isabelle I’ve got work to do, and head for my office to get some escape, but she steps in front of me, blocking my path.


  “You still haven’t told me what you were doing at the Underground.”


  I flinch at the question. “I told you, it’s none of your business.”


  But she seems determined to wring an answer out of me.


  “It’s members only,” she presses. “So that means you were someone’s guest, like me, or that you’re a member. Which is it?” Isabelle demands.


  She’s breathing fast now, her chest heaving against the draped silk fabric with every breath. Dammit. Can’t she see she’s playing with fire? I clench my fists at my sides to keep from reaching for her. “What I do in my private life is not your business,” I scowl. “We are not going to discuss it. End of conversation.”


  “It’s not the end of a conversation until I agree,” she says stubbornly.


  “Dammit, Isabelle!” I explode. “If you don’t stop pushing me…” I stop, dangerously close to losing control.


  “Then what?” she asks. “What are you going to do? Bend me over your knee and spank me?” A sexy little smile plays across her lips. Or am I imagining it? Either way, it’s too late.


  The image she’s painted slams through my mind. Her round ass, mottled red with my handprint. Her whimpers of pleasure as I take her over the edge.


  It’s too much.


  The animal in me takes over. Growling, I push her up against the wall and claim her mouth with mine. I expect her to push me away or hold back, but instead, she meets me hungrily, her lips searching and bold. She melts against me, moaning. Ready to be taken.


  Dominated.


  The kiss in the bathtub was steamy and sensuous, but this is wild and hot. I devour her, crazed by a hunger I can’t hold back any longer. I yank her dress down to her waist, squeezing and palming her ripe breasts.


  “Cam,” she moans, her head falling back, her back arching, thrusting her body closer.


  I tear my lips from hers and lower my head, sucking one tight nipple into my mouth and grazing my teeth against the tender nub. Her body flinches, but another moan slips from her lips and I’m certain now: she wants this, wants me. I feel a sharp rush of lust. I need her.


  Isabelle writhes against me. She reaches for my cock, but I grab her hand before she can touch me. I’ll explode, and I refuse to show such a pathetic lack of self-control.


  “Put your hands over your head,” I snarl. She obeys immediately. Her body trembles, eager and ready for my touch. Craving release.


  I keep my gaze fixed on hers as I slide a hand between her thighs and cup her pussy. She gasps, her eyes flooding with desire as I press my finger against her clit. I stroke it teasingly, lightly then harder, faster before pulling away.


  She keens beneath me, panting and moaning with pleasure. Every whimper from those juicy lips makes me harder. God, she’s so responsive. So willing to surrender to me. It’s like she wants me to take control of her, command her to do my bidding.


  With a jolt, I realize: Isabelle would make the perfect sub.


  No.


  I tear away from her with a growl. It’s impossible. Every moment I spend with her will only make it worse when she turns away. I can never give her what she needs, and she’ll only hate me when she discovers the truth.


  “This was a mistake.” I force myself not to look at her. “I’m sorry. Forget it ever happened.”


  I walk away before she can say anything to change my mind.


  NINE: ISABELLE


  What just happened?


  I sink back against the wall. Every part of me throbs with a deep longing I’ve never known before. I stumble down the hallway to my guest bedroom, feeling dazed. I don’t understand it. One minute we’re in each other’s arms, locked in a hot, passionate kiss and the next…he’s heading up the stairs and slamming the door shut behind him.


  I’m sure he wants me. I can see it in his eyes and feel it in his touch. We’re so hot for each other, we’re practically combustible. So why does he keep pushing me away?


  I can’t figure it out. Reading men was a skill I figured out early, to keep me out of trouble. Usually, they’re an open book. But Cam is hiding something—something that makes him pull away. And the more his secret eats at him, the more determined I am to uncover it.


  When Cam touches me, it’s electric. I’ve never felt so turned on in my life. I was more aroused in that single moment in the hallway than I’ve ever been before with anyone else. Especially Brent. Cam’s mastery of my body just makes Brent look like a clumsy fool.


  I want more.


  God, I can feel myself ache for him. I’m wet, desperate to feel Cam’s mouth on my clit, his warm tongue flicking against the sensitive bud.


  My heart is racing. I can’t take this anymore. I need to know what he’s hiding.


  I head back down the hallway and up the stairs. The door is shut, but when I turn the door handle, it opens. Unlocked.


  I catch my breath. What is he keeping up here?


  I step through the door.


  What I find makes me stop in my tracks. It’s a huge glass atrium, set like a glittering jewel in the middle of the city lights. Neon shines through the windows like stars but that’s not what makes my pulse kick.


  I don’t know what I’m looking at.


  The carpet is plush, black beneath my feet. There are shelves and racks set up around the edge of the room, and in the center stands a tall, black-framed bed made up with crimson silk sheets and plump cushions.


  It looks luxurious. Decadent. Sinful.


  I move deeper into the room and take a closer look. I realize that I’ve seen racks like this before, at the Underground club: rows of paddles like the kind Brent spanked me with. Some are leather, some studded with shiny silver prongs. Multi-colored leather whips and floggers hang from another rack.


  On the far side of the room, there’s an open shelving unit filled with elegant wooden and embroidered Japanese boxes. I slide a couple out and peek inside. They’re filled with a variety of cuffs, restraints, ropes, blindfolds, gags, and even sex toys and lube.


  My pulse races faster. What is this place? I should be shocked, I know, but I’m weirdly, wildly excited by it all. Picking up a shiny metal dildo, I flick the small switch. It buzzes to life in my hand, sending a dirty thrill racing through me. I have a sudden image of myself on the bed, my legs spread wide, bringing myself to a delicious orgasm while Cam watches everything—


  “What the hell are you doing in here?”


  Cam’s voice comes, furious. I spin around. Shit. He’s standing in the doorway to another room, his face as cold as steel.


  “I was just… looking for you.” I quickly put the dildo back. “What is this place?”


  “Get out.” He glares, stalking toward me. In the dim light, he looks like he matches the surroundings: a dark figure in this mysterious, sexy place. Suddenly, I realize that this isn’t just for fantasy and show. This hidden room matters to him: enough to keep it a closely guarded secret, and stock it with all these toys.


  He belongs here.


  I feel a flicker of nerves, but I force myself to stand firm. I need to know the truth. “Is this what you’ve been hiding from me?” I demand. “The reason you’ve been pushing me away?”


  Cam scowls at me, eyes blazing. His whole body is rigid with tension, like he’s struggling to restrain himself. From what, I wonder? Another passionate kiss?


  “Tell me,” I demand again, sick of being in the dark. “I want to know.”


  For a moment, I think I’ve pushed him too far. Then he exhales with a groan. “I tried to keep it from you. I knew you wouldn’t understand.” Cam turns away, his face dark. “You can go now. I’ll book a hotel suite for you,” he continues, his voice sounding ragged. “You can stay there as long as you need to.”


  I fold my arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  Challenging Cam with a stare, I move toward the shelf and open another box.


  I recognize a few of the items from the Underground, but Cam has a much more extensive collection. At the club, tucked in those dark rooms with music blaring and dangerous strangers all around me, I’d been afraid. But here, in this beautiful room where I can tell each item has been chosen with precision and care, my anxiety melts away and becomes something else entirely.


  Excitement. Desire. I stroke a slender, black leather collar with a silver ring fixed to the front. I hold it up to my neck, wondering what it would be used for.


  Cam makes a choking sound. A muscle throbs in his jaw. Tense and raw. I catch the look of pure lust in his eyes, and suddenly, it all makes sense.


  He wants me. This. The strange tools and exotic accessories—and everything they represent.


  My heart pounds as I look at him. “You’re into this, aren’t you? That’s why you were at the club that night.” I look around, trying to understand. Cam seems a million miles away from the cruel actions of Brent and the way he treated me, but they’re the same thing, aren’t they?


  “Is it…? Is it like what Brent did to me?” I ask, my heart sinking.


  Cam shakes his head angrily. “We’re nothing alike.”


  “So explain,” I ask softly. “Show me what you mean.”


  Cam steps up to me and gently takes the collar from my hand. I expect him to put it away and tell me to leave again, but instead he unbuckles the metal clasp. He weighs it a moment in his hand, like he’s deciding something. Then, slowly, he brings it up to my neck.


  He slips the leather around my throat, softly caressing my skin. I shiver.


  “What Brent did to you…it has no place here.” His voice is low, and full of emotion. “He’s a brute, an animal. I promise you, I’m nothing like that.”


  “I know,” I whisper. Something flares in his eyes. But then he pulls the collar away, steps back.


  “This room, though.” He gestures around anguished. “I know you must think—”


  “You don’t know.” I grab his arm, frustrated now. “You don’t know anything about me. Why are you so determined to push me away without giving me a chance to understand?”


  Cam stares back at me. I let go of his arm, wondering if I’ve gone too far.


  But then, slowly, he brings the collar back up. I stand, ready and waiting, as he fastens it around my neck. He tests the tightness with a final tug and it sends a shock of lust straight through me. When he turns my body around I see a mirror hanging on a post—with our reflection in it.


  “I’ve dreamed about you wearing my collar since the day we met,” he murmurs, his voice growling low in my ear.


  Another bolt of liquid heat shoots through my body and pools between my thighs. He’s so close to me, I can smell the faint scent of his cologne. Feel the powerful, masculine heat of his skin.


  I gaze at our reflection now: at his strong hands resting so gently on my skin. Power restrained. I realize, he could do anything right now. I would be entirely at his mercy.


  The thought thrills me. A strange new desire pounding deep in my veins.


  “My relationships are completely consensual,” Cam says, watching me in the mirror. “Always. There may be force, there may be pain, but only if they agree. I only dominate my women with their total consent.”


  I hang onto every word as he explains, amazed at how turned on I’m getting. He strokes my hair back from my face, teasing his fingertips down my jaw, and lower, to my throat. He hooks one finger through the ring on the collar. Toying with me. Teasing me.


  I tremble at his touch.


  Cam continues, “The relationship between a sub and her dom is about trust. I will find your limits and push past them to a place of total surrender. A master teaches his sub to relinquish all control, to forget the rules she’s learned and the expectations to fake and please someone else.”


  His voice deepens, grows raw with lust. Still, his eyes are fixed on my reflection in the mirror. I can’t look away.


  “The women who are invited to visit this room are ready to abandon any pretense of power and give themselves up to total physical pleasure,” Cam murmurs, pressing his body against my back. I can feel him, the hard muscle of his body, and the thick ridge of his cock pressing against my ass. “In giving up control, they find something far sweeter. Total freedom. Complete surrender.”


  I sink back against him, dizzy with desire. Cam is right. This is nothing like my experiences with Brent. He was always way more concerned with his own orgasm than mine. And instead of feeling safe, I felt exposed. Intimidated.


  But Cam…I can already tell, he means every word he says. My pleasure would be the only thing that matters. My surrender, his goal.


  I would be safe with him.


  “If I was your sub, what would you do to me?” I glance around the room, overwhelmed by the possibilities. “Tie me up? Blindfold me? Whip me with one of those floggers?”


  My nipples harden at the strange thought. I’ve never done anything like this before, never felt the burn of curiosity and craving like this. But I love it.


  Cam leans close, and his lips brush my ear. “So much more, my sweetheart. You can’t imagine the heights of desire I’d take you to.”


  His hands skim lightly over my front, grazing my pebbled nipples, sweeping over my sensitive skin.


  “Together we’d strip away all of your defenses, one by one, until you trust me completely. I’d teach you what it means to want someone so much it hurts. To need them so much you can’t think straight and all you can do is surrender,” he murmurs, tracing lower, lower.


  My head sinks back against his shoulder, but he reaches up with one hand and tugs the collar, forcing my head back up—so I have no choice but to watch us in the mirror, see every touch and move he’s making.


  God, it’s so hot, I can’t stand it. My body throbs with need. He rests his fingertips lightly against the apex of my thighs, and I gasp, thrusting against his hand. “By the time I’m through with you, you won’t be able to hear my voice without wanting to come,” Cam vows, stroking harder. I whimper in his arms.


  “You’ll love every minute of it,” he promises. “The exquisite suffering of knowing that you can’t give in to the pleasure until I say you can.”


  “Yes,” I gasp, thrusting against his hand. I’m getting close, God, just from the gentle sweep of his fingers on my clit and the unfamiliar pressure at my neck. “Show me,” I beg him. “I want to experience it all. I want this…Master.”


  Suddenly, with that one word, a change comes over Cam. The dark fog of sensuality and power clears from his face. He releases me, stepping away.


  “That will never happen,” he says, his voice brusque now. “You wanted to know what I do in my private life, and in this room. Well, now I’ve told you. But you aren’t ready for this, Isabelle.”


  I love the way my name sounds coming out of his mouth. Like it has great meaning to him. But I hate what he’s saying. Why won’t he give me a chance?


  He deftly unbuckles the collar from my neck, tosses it in the box.


  He looks at me and I know I see regret in his eyes, but it doesn’t change a thing: he still leaves me standing there alone, stunned and shaking with desire and wanting him.


  TEN: CAM


  I storm out of the apartment, knowing I can’t spend another minute under the same roof as her. Not when she’s standing in the middle of my playroom with that intrigued look on her face.


  Fuck.


  I take the elevator to the parking garage and pick one of my cars, a custom Aston Martin. I drive out to the street so fast the tires screech, wrenching the wheel with pent-up anger and frustration.


  Isabelle doesn’t know what she’s saying. She can’t. She thinks this is all just fun and games, but she’s an innocent in my dark world and she has no idea what she’s dealing with.


  Who I am when the lights are off, and the doors are shut, and there’s nothing holding me back from the desires I have…if she saw that, if she knew that man…


  She wouldn’t call me Master so lightly.


  I’m wound too tight to focus, so I drive to the only place that can offer me some relief tonight. The Underground. The valet takes my car and I storm inside, brushing off the concierge’s offer to help me find my partner for the night. I already know exactly what I want. A beautiful blonde woman, with long legs, a sultry face and juicy red lips. Maybe if I can get this hunger for Isabelle out of my system, I can stop it destroying me from the inside out.


  I find Dax in the VIP lounge, a drink in his hand and a curvaceous redhead on his arm. “This is Suzie,” he smiles. “She’s new to the club, and she brought a friend.” He nods to the woman beside them on the couch.


  “Hi,” the woman smiles, eyeing me up and down with obvious approval. “We’ve just been saying, I need someone to show me around. I’m ready to learn the ropes.”


  She’s blonde, gorgeous, and a first-timer: everything I was looking for tonight. But staring at her, I can’t help but think of Isabelle. The way my collar looked around her delicate throat. The way her body responded to my every touch. That irresistible combination of innocence and desire.


  “Perhaps another time,” I say smoothly. “Enjoy your night.”


  Dax sends me a questioning look, but I ignore it and head out to the club’s main floor. There’s a restless hunger in my blood, a pent-up lust from the past day with Isabelle. I need release. Soon.


  I make a slow tour of the club, not even sure what I’m looking for. There are plenty of drop-dead sexy women here, but no one appeals to me. Maybe I just need some inspiration. I get another drink and select one of the private viewing rooms to watch the couple inside.


  I draw the curtains back on the two-way mirror and survey the scene. A pretty brunette woman is laying on her belly on the bed as her dom wraps red, silken ropes around her ankles and hands, pulling them tight. They’re practicing Shibari, an exquisite form of rope bondage that originated in Japan. She’s silent as her master ties intricate knots in the ropes and tightens her bonds.


  It’s beautiful and very sexy. But even though they’re putting on a good show, I can’t help but envision Isabelle there on that bed. Ropes striping her delicate flesh. A gag in her mouth, obedient and totally compliant. Eager to heed my every command.


  My cocks stirs but the heat dies quickly. It will never happen.


  Despite what Isabelle said, despite what she thinks she wants, her lust will turn to revulsion once she realizes what she was really asking for. She isn’t like the women I meet here at the club—she’s pure. And I know I’ll see the disgust in her eyes the next time she looks at me.


  God, I never should have shown her that room. But a part of me wondered what would happen, if she could see it all and understand. The darkness and need that have always existed in me, the cravings that are my only release. What was I thinking?


  I wish things were different. That she hadn’t been damaged by her experience here with Brent. If I had been the one to introduce her to the club, it would all be so different. I could show her a new side of herself. Strip away all of her fake charm and bullshit, the defenses she’s clearly had to learn just to get by in life.


  I would show her how beautiful she really is. How she doesn’t need the games and makeup and fancy clothes, that she’s perfect just the way she is.


  The scene continues in front of me, but I know it’s no use. I leave the room and keep walking, but moving through the Underground’s dim corridors, I realize that Isabelle’s the only woman I want kneeling and supplicant beneath my hand, my whip.


  Nobody else will do now. Not even close.


  I don’t expect her to be waiting for me when I get home tonight.


  A part of me knows it’s for the best. I need her to be as far away from me as possible, to remove every last wicked temptation from my life. Still, knowing she won’t be there to greet me leaves me hollow inside from the loss of something I never even had.


  And now I never will.


  ELEVEN: ISABELLE


  Cam told me to leave. I should pack my things and go check into a hotel, but I refuse to just walk away. I don’t understand why he’s still shutting me out. I was right there with him upstairs in his secret playroom; I didn’t flinch or run from his confessions, so why is he acting like I can’t handle the truth?


  I decide to stay, and see what he says in the morning. I change into my nightclothes, and try to get some rest in the guest room. The luxurious bed is super soft and comfortable, but I toss and turn, unable to sink into sleep. I can’t stop thinking about Cam and everything he’s been hiding upstairs. Those shiny, elaborate toys and all the accessories of pain and punishment.


  But it’s not punishment, is it? I ask myself. It’s something more: sensual, liberating, respectful. I’ve never known much about sub/dom relationships, but what he described doesn’t sound scary at all. The trust, the surrender…it sounds exciting.


  Beautiful.


  I imagine myself up there with him. Kneeling on those crimson silk sheets, awaiting his command. I imagine the sound of Cam’s voice as he instructs me to give myself to him in total submission, all the things he would ask me to do.


  I saw that look in his eyes when he put the dog collar on me, that electric flash of raw desire. I want him to look at me like that again. To give him every part of me, and see the real man he’s been hiding in exchange.


  I twist in the sheets, breathless at the thought of it. I’ve never felt this way before. My whole life, I knew I could never trust anyone to take care of me but myself. Even with Brent, it wasn’t about me: I was infatuated with him for sure, but even then, I was the one tending to his needs, running myself ragged to keep him happy, keep his temper in check.


  But Cam…he’s different. Just days with him, and he’s already shown me more compassion and attention than any man before. Rescuing me from the club, offering me a place to stay, tending to my bruised wrists and washing my hair like I was the most important person in the world. He even cooked me breakfast. Cam is thoughtful and kind—with a dark edge that drives me crazy with desire. At his side at the fundraiser, I felt special. Cared for.


  Cherished.


  Maybe other women would feel weaker, having someone take care of them like this, but I feel stronger for it. It’s like he can see past all my pretense, all my elaborate charades, to the real person underneath. The Isabelle I keep hidden from everyone: the broken, imperfect girl who’s been running from her past so long she’s sick of trying. With Cam, all that fades away. He strips me bare, until I’m nothing but pure, raw desire.


  I know that if I gave myself to him, he would be true to his word. He would never push me further than I was ready to go.


  But the world he could show me…


  It’s dizzyingly erotic.


  My phone rings, loud in the dark, silent room. I snatch it up eagerly, hoping it’s Cam, but instead, I hear Brent’s voice blaring, drunk and angry on the line.


  “I’ve had enough of your fucking games!” he yells, slurring his words. “Get your ass back home right now. What the fuck do you think you’re playing at? Are you trying to make me mad?”


  My body clenches with fear. Why won’t he just leave me alone? There was a time I would’ve done anything to please him. I needed him. His approval and attention meant everything to me.


  But that was before he broke my trust forever. And then I met Cam, and discovered what it felt like to really want someone. To not feel used for my money or affection, but to be cared for and protected.


  I know what it’s like to be valued now. And I’m not going to let Brent push me around anymore.


  I brace myself. “Stop it!” I bark. Brent falls silent in shock. “I’m not coming back. At least not as long as you’re there, in my apartment,” I add. “I’m the one paying rent, remember? So you might not want to sit there yelling and screaming at me, since I’m the one who’s keeping you afloat.”


  “Bullshit,” he slurs. “You owe me.”


  “For what?”


  His laugh turns cruel. “For keeping your dirty little secret.”


  I freeze.


  “How would you like me to call up Dad’s right hand douchebag, Cam, and tell him everything? Yeah, I know where you’ve been hiding,” he adds. “You little slut, spreading your legs for the first guy to look your way. Does he like what I’ve taught you?” he demands.


  Bile rises in my throat. I fight back the tears. “You can tell him anything you want,” I vow. “He already knows about our relationship.”


  .


  “You think this is about us?” Brent’s voice is low and menacing. “That’s not what I’m talking about, little sister. Remember, I know all of your secrets. Every last, dirty lie.”


  Oh, God!


  I sit up in bed, my heart pounding. “You don’t mean…” I whisper, fear suddenly like ice in my veins.


  “What? That dear, sweet little Isabelle Ashcroft isn’t as innocent as she looks?” I can hear the satisfaction in Brent’s voice. It chills me to the core, but I fight to stay strong. He thinks he’s got me cornered, and the thought gives me the strength to call his bluff.


  “So what happens next?” I demand, trying to keep my voice steady despite the fact that I’m shaking with fear. “I’m the only thing keeping you from being totally broke, remember? Your trust fund was stripped away—you have nothing, but I still do.”


  There’s a long pause. I’m betting everything on Brent’s greed right now, and I can only pray it’s enough to keep him from doing something stupid.


  “What do I get for keeping quiet?” his voice finally comes.


  I exhale in relief. “I won’t kick you out of the apartment—for now,” I tell him. “But you have to leave me alone. It’s over, Brent, I’m not putting up with your bullshit anymore.”


  “You’ll stick around until I say otherwise.” Brent gives me a final threat, and then hangs up.


  I catch my breath, hugging my covers tight around myself.


  Stupid, stupid girl. I can’t believe I ever trusted him—but I’m paying for it now. All my awful secrets come flooding back. The shame and guilt that’s haunted me for years. I thought I’d left that life behind forever, but it’s shadowed me every day since then.


  Will I ever be free from the past?


  My phone beeps with a text.


  I want 10k in my account—or I’ll tell him everything.


  I throw my phone down in anger.


  Brent thinks he can control me with threats, as if I were still the same naïve, trusting girl he manipulated all those years ago. But that’s not who I am anymore, and I won’t bend to him again.


  I’m my own woman now, and this time, I’m finally going after what I want.


  TWELVE: CAM


  It’s almost 2 am by the time I pick a woman at the bar to try and block out thoughts of Isabelle for good. She’s a lithe, short-haired brunette wearing a cropped, latex body suit: a club regular I’ve seen around the floor before, but never invited to scene with me.


  She’s completely different from Isabelle, but maybe something different is just what I need to wash this taste of desperate longing from my mouth.


  I lead her to a private room. We don’t exchange names or niceties. Who I am outside these doors, and who she is in the world beyond the club walls is meaningless tonight. As long as she is ready to play, that’s all that matters.


  “Hard limits?” I ask, surveying the tools on display. Tonight isn’t about sensuality or slow pleasure. I’ll bring her to ecstasy, of course, but it will be sharp and hard—enough to sate the craving in my blood.


  “I have none,” the woman says with a flirty smirk. “I’m yours completely, Master.”


  I nod brusquely. “Are you ready?”


  “In a moment, Sir.” She nods deferentially, then exits the room, probably to freshen up.


  I pace the room restlessly. This is all wrong. The club has always been a place to feel like myself again, but for the first time, it feels like I’m playing a role, acting the part of dom instead of inhabiting the moment.


  I need to snap out of it. It’s not fair for the woman here tonight; she deserves my undivided attention.


  The door opens behind me. I hear her step into the room, but I don’t turn around yet. I want my first glimpse of tonight’s conquest to be the sight of her round mouth, open and waiting for my cock.


  “Take off all your clothes and get into position,” I order her softly. “On your knees, hands behind your back.”


  There’s silence, just the sound of clothing falling to the floor. I give her a moment, then turn.


  I stop dead, my cock springing to life with a surge of sheer lust.


  Isabelle kneels before me, her hands clasped behind her back. She’s completely naked: her round breasts thrust toward me, her rose-colored nipples peaked and stiff. The dim candlelight flickers, illuminating her pale skin and the strip of blonde hair nestled at the juncture of her thighs.


  She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.


  “What are you doing here?” I demand. Dear God, I need her. This is every fantasy brought to life, every tortured daydream made flesh and blood.


  She tilts her chin up, a defiant look in her eyes. “What does it look like, Master?” she replies. “I’m waiting for your command.”


  The room spins around me for a split second. I’ve heard these words countless times, but it’s never felt like this before. This moment with her is everything I’ve ever wanted.


  It takes every ounce of self-restraint to keep from reaching for her. I ache to unzip my fly, free my insistent cock and plunge it deep into her sweet mouth.


  This is too much. I can’t give in to her. I won’t allow myself to be so weak.


  Mustering every ounce of self-control, I slap the paddle against the edge of a chair. A loud crack fills the air and Isabelle jolts in surprise. But she doesn’t break the pose, not for a second. On her knees, she waits for me. The perfect woman. The perfect sub. But she isn’t part of a scene, she can’t be.


  This is real life. Here within the walls of the Underground, my two worlds collide.


  “Isabelle,” I say, deliberately making my voice cold and cruel. “You don’t belong here. You need to leave. Now.”


  She doesn’t move. Instead of getting up and running out the door, she shakes her head. Defying me. Or daring me to challenge her.


  Isabelle’s stare locks onto me. Her blue eyes glitter in the dark.


  “No. You’ve been telling me what to do, what to feel, since the moment we met here,” she says firmly, but I can hear the tremble in her voice. “Now it’s your turn to listen to me. Please.”


  I pause. A war rages inside of me, but I can’t help replying. “I’ll listen.”


  She takes a deep breath, sounding more confident.


  “My whole life, I’ve tried to please everyone else. To keep them happy, make it so they wouldn’t…wouldn’t be angry, or upset, or leave me.” Her voice twists with emotion. “I played pretend with them all. My family, Ashcroft, Brent. They never really knew me, or wanted to. So I practiced being perfect for them.”


  Isabelle trembles, her eyes glistening with tears.


  “Cam, I know it sounds crazy but you’re the only person who’s ever seen through my disguise. Seen who I am inside. And I think I see you, too. The real you, not the guy you think you should be.”


  I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I stare at her in disbelief.


  Isabelle’s expression becomes determined. “Now I need to make my own decisions. Put myself first, go after what I want. And what I want is you.”


  I shake my head. “You don’t understand—”


  “I understand everything.” Isabelle gazes back at me, her expression so certain that it takes my breath away. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. I want you to show me everything. What you do here. What you are. Teach me, Cam. How to please you, how to feel pleasure for myself. I’m ready.”


  The world fades away. Nothing else exists but the two of us, alone in this room, as Isabelle Ashcroft waits on her knees, offering me my wildest fantasies.


  “This is what I want, Cam,” Isabelle demands. “I want to be yours. I want to be your sub.”


  THE END.
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PROLOGUE

Submission begins like a seduction. A slow,
careful dance to discover what you really need.

Do you hold my gaze or glance away? Will you
lean into my touch, or flinch from the connection? Does your mouth
fall open in a silent moan when my grip turns rougher; my hands
tugging harder in your hair; my whispered demands pushing you to
the edge of anything you’ve ever tried before—and beyond?

I see it in your eyes. I can read the secret
desire you’ve been hiding. And I know that when I push you back
against the wall and slowly force you to your knees, you’ll go
willingly, a slave to the passion that’s already making you
tremble. Wet. Ready to obey.

Because here with me, you can be free. Free
to admit the craving deep inside you, to be controlled.
Educated.

Mastered.

Yes, I can tell, you want to submit to my
every command. You’ll get on your knees and part those eager lips
and please me, every way you can. And in that surrender, I promise,
I’ll show you a release like you’ve never felt before.

My control will free us both. It’s the only
thing I need in the world, and the one thing that could destroy me.
Because now that I’ve tasted a surrender like no other, I can’t go
back to how things were before.

Isabelle Ashcroft.

After years of reading women like an open
book, she’s the first to confound me. Who is the real Isabelle? The
gorgeous ice queen she pretends to be in public? A victim in need
of my protection?

Or the temptation I cannot ignore?

Control is everything to me. There’s not a
woman in my life I haven’t mastered completely—and she will be no
different.

She thinks her submission will be on her
terms. Her rules. But she doesn’t know me just yet.

The only rules that matter are mine. My
hands caressing her fair skin. My collar around her throat.

My body pushing her to the brink.

She will surrender, and I will keep my
precious control. The alternative is unthinkable. Impossible.

Isabelle will be mine.


ONE: ISABELLE

What have I done?

The lights of New York blur outside the
windows of Cam’s Maserati as he speeds away from The Underground,
his secret club. He hasn’t said a word to me since I walked in and
offered myself to him.

Offered to be his sub.

I feel a shiver just remembering how I
waited on my knees for him, naked, my head bent and obedient. He
had no idea that I followed him there tonight. I can’t believe I
was so bold.

Stupid, a voice in my head corrects me, sneering. But I push it
away. I’m still clinging to the hope that Cam will take me up on my
request. That he’ll introduce me to the world he’s been hiding from
me: a world of dark secrets and thrilling possibility.

The world that fills me with fear—and a hot
desire.

I meant everything I said to him
tonight.

“I want you to show me.
What you do here. What you are. Teach me, Cam. How to please you,
how to feel pleasure for myself.”

I sneak a look at him. His eyes are fixed to
the road, but I can see the tension radiating from under his
designer suit. His strong hands grip the steering wheel, his
muscular body clenched and angry. It reminds me of the last time he
drove me home from the club, the night that started everything. My
adopted brother Brent had taken me there with a business friend of
his. He’d planned for them to play—with me as their toy. It was
only Cam busting into the room that rescued me from Brent’s selfish
abuse, and opened my eyes to just how toxic and damaging our
relationship had become.

For ten years of my life, Brent had been the
center of the world to me. But now I see how he corrupted my
childish adoration, manipulated me for his own pleasure and kicks.
Since our father disinherited him, he depends on me for his luxury
apartment and fancy cars. He thought I was so weak that he could
push me around forever, but that night was the end for me.

I’m finally free.

And it’s all thanks to the man beside me in
the car; the man ignoring me like I didn’t just offer him
everything.

“Cam?” I can’t take the silence anymore.
“Are you mad at me?”

“No.” Cam’s reply is short and harsh.

“What did I do wrong?”

Instead of answering, Cam wrenches the
wheel, turning into the underground parking garage of his luxury
apartment building. The car screeches to a stop in the far corner.
Cam shuts off the engine, breathing heavily.

“Cam?” I reach over and touch his arm, but
he flinches away.

“I won’t discuss this tonight.” He says.

“But—”

“Isabelle, no!”

When he turns back to me, his jaw is
clenched, and warning flashes in his blue eyes. “Don’t push me,
that’s an order.”

I catch my breath, feeling the thrill of his
command. This is the Cam that scares and arouses me, the man who is
totally in control of every situation.

My nipples tighten. I feel wet.

“Yes, Master,” I murmur, testing
him.

“Don’t call me that!” Cam growls. He shoves
the car door open and gets out. I quickly scramble to follow.

“Why not?” My voice echoes after him in the
empty parking garage. He stops, his back turned to me. “It’s what
you like, isn’t it?”

Cam slowly turns. His fists are clenched at
his sides as his eyes rake over me. Everything about him screams
power and precision, and it takes my breath away.

“This isn’t a game, Isabelle. You don’t know
what you’re offering me.”

“Maybe I do.” I take a step towards him.
“Maybe being your sub is the one thing that makes sense to me right
now.”

Cam shakes his head. “You’re still confused
about Brent—”

“No!” Now I’m the one to
angrily cut him off. “This is about you. You’ve showed me a new side of
myself. I never knew until I met you. Until I saw your playroom,
and realized… I want this.”

Pleasure and power. Submission and control.
They were just words to me until I discovered Cam’s secret life as
a Dom. Now, it’s all I can think about.

“This is my choice,” I vow, taking another
step toward him. I’m closer now, close enough to see the lust in
his eyes, and how close he is to the edge. “This is what I want.
I’ve spent my life pleasing other people, and now I want to please
myself.”

“Do you even hear what you’re saying?” Cam
tries to be dismissive. “You want to please yourself by becoming my
sub?”

“Yes.” I stand my ground. “That’s what you
told me about the scene, isn’t it? That I would find freedom in
surrender. That submitting to you would show me a pleasure I’d
never known before.”

“I wasn’t talking about you,” Cam scowls. “I
meant other women. Women who have experience in this world. Who
know the rules.”

“So teach me. Show me. Give me that
experience.”

I close the final few paces between us, and
stare boldly into his eyes. The old Isabelle would have turned and
fled in humiliation by now, having her advance rejected. But I
won’t be so easily pushed around.

For once, I’m going to fight for what I
want.

Cam inhales a ragged breath. “You aren’t
ready.”

“That’s my decision to make,” I counter.

“It’s unprofessional,” he tries to argue.
“Your father—”

“Is dead,” I finish. “He was your mentor,
but that has nothing to do with what’s happening between us.”

“And what’s that?” Cam asks, still trying to
keep the upper hand.

I reach out and place both hands on his
chest. I can feel the muscles beneath his crisp shirt. I slide them
slowly lower.

“This,” I whisper, not breaking eye contact.
“Can’t you feel it?”

Cam stares back. The electricity between us
is pulsing, dangerously hot. My fingertips stroke over the ridge of
his abs, coming to rest on the tip of his belt.

“Tell me what you want me
to do,” I murmur, wetting my lips. He’s close to breaking point, I
can feel it. I just need to push him over the edge, and make him
see how good this could be. How right. “Tell me what you
need, Master.”

I push too far. Cam jerks away at the word,
breaking the spell.

“Stop!” he barks angrily. “If this is going
to work, you will obey me.” I follow him to the elevator and get in
quickly when it appears.

The ride up to the penthouse is tense. He
won’t talk to me, won’t even look in my direction.

The doors open. “Go to bed, Isabelle,” he
orders me roughly. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

“But—”

I stare at the man before me, the one I want
to dedicate myself to. The doors slide shut behind me and all I can
do is wonder, holding on to a small flicker of hope.

Does this mean he’s considering it?


TWO: CAM

I arrive at my penthouse floor and swiftly
head to my master bedroom suite.

The minute I’m alone, I spin around and slam
my fist into the mirrored wall of my walk-in closet.

Fuck!

The glass shatters beneath my knuckles, but
I don’t feel the pain. I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the
splintered glass. I’m wild-eyed and furious.

Totally out of control.

The reality shocks me back to myself. I reel
back, breathing fast. My hand is bleeding now, glass broken on the
floor. I couldn’t even look at her in the elevator; I wanted her so
much I didn’t trust myself to even glance in her direction.

I lock the door behind me and go to the
bathroom, taking down my first aid kit. I run cold water over the
wound, then bandage it tightly, focusing completely on the task to
block out the memory of Isabelle back at the club.

Her gorgeous body, naked and waiting for me.
Her lips parted in submission, her eyes begging me for the control
I long to demand.

She would be the perfect sub.

The thing most men don’t realize is that the
best subs aren’t meek, passive women. A girl who agrees with every
word and leaps to your command from the start is no challenge at
all. Surrender given so freely is no prize to me.

No, the best subs are fighters. Women who
cling to their control even as they submit, struggling for the
upper hand until the delicious moment that you break them
completely: show them the true sweetness of their surrender.

And Isabelle…she would fight me every step
of the way. I can see it in her bold proposition, the glint of
defiance in her eyes even as she bent her head and called me
‘Master.’

My blood boils, remembering the soft moan of
the word on her lips. I want to hear it screamed out loud, begged
and whimpered as I school her with my whips, my chains.

My cock.

From down the hallway, I hear the front door
close. She’s here. Her footsteps tap lightly on the floor,
approaching my bedroom. They pause by the door.

Silence.

I can picture her there, her hand raised to
knock. Her body straining at the silk of that sinful dress, her
mouth wet and ready to pleasure me.

All I want is her, and I vow: if she asks
again, if she knocks, then to hell with everything.

I’ll throw the door open and fuck her right
there in the hall. Claim her body, thrust deep between those satiny
thighs, pin her wrists to the floor, spreading her legs with my
knee, tease and tantalize her until she’s screaming.

My cock stiffens at the thought. I tense,
ready.

But the footsteps slowly retreat. A door
closes. The apartment is still.

I exhale with a growl, reaching to give
myself the release she’s just denied. I pump hard and fast,
imagining her lips sliding around me, those blue eyes gazing up as
I thrust deep into her mouth.

I come with a groan. Fuck, this is what
she’s done to me, driven me so crazy I can’t see straight: jerking
off in the bathroom like some green kid. She needs to be taught a
lesson. She needs to know who’s in control.

I pull myself back together, my resolve
already set.

She wants to be my sub and learn everything
about this dark world of control and desire? I’ll give her what she
wants—but on my terms. No disobedience, no more pushing my buttons
and forcing my hand.

I’ve been holding back, worried about her
emotions and history with Brent. But if she is certain, I won’t
stand in her way.

I take what I want. And I want her.


THREE:
ISABELLE

I wake to the sound of clinking dishes and
the whir of the coffee maker. Stretching out in the luxurious bed,
the super-soft sheets feel like heaven on my warm, naked skin. The
only thing that could make this better was if Cam were here beside
me.

Cam.

I sit up, feeling like a kid on Christmas
morning. He didn’t reject my request completely: he said we’d talk
about it today.

That means the answer might be ‘yes.’

I pull on some yoga pants and a fitted
T-shirt. There’s a weird flutter of excitement in my stomach. I’m
not used to feeling like this: nervous and excited about a man.

You’re not used to feeling much of anything
at all.

I walk through the hallways, into the
kitchen. Cam looks up from behind the counter. “Good morning,” he
says smoothly. His eyes trail over my body, and I feel a flash of
pride. My body is tight and toned after years of diet and workouts,
and the Lycra yoga pants show off every lean curve.

“Good morning,” I reply, smiling. I pour
myself a glass of juice from the fresh-squeezed pitcher on the
table—giving him a view of my ass as I turn away. I smile to
myself. He’s made a show so far of pushing me away, but Cam can’t
hide the desire in his eyes. Or the passion that heated our kisses.
There’s no way that a man who doesn’t want me could make me respond
like that.

“Did you sleep well?” he asks smoothly.

“Fine, thanks.” I perch on a stool and watch
him flip pancakes expertly on the griddle. Everything he does is
with effortless precision, and I can’t wait to feel those hands on
me.

“Any plans for the day?” Cam asks
casually.

He’s still pretending like this is any other
morning, so I play along. “I thought I’d catch an early yoga class,
maybe meet a friend for lunch.”

I take a strawberry from the bowl on the
counter. I bite down on the sweet, juicy fruit and murmur with
pleasure. Something flickers in Cam’s gaze.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, licking my lips.
“Should I have asked permission first?”

He slides some pancakes onto a plate and
tops them with a few spoonfuls of fresh berries from the bowl.

“Sit down and eat before you go.” His voice
is curt. Clearly, he’s not in a teasing mood.

My confidence wavers. What if I read him
wrong last night, and he doesn’t want to introduce me to his
world?

I take a seat and avoid his gaze as Cam
fills his own plate and sits down across from me. He eats slowly,
slicing his pancakes and spearing each bite. The tension builds,
and I’m dying to say something, but I hold back, waiting until
finally he puts down his fork and catches my eye.

“You want to be a part of my world, and I’m
ready to share it with you,” he says slowly. “But we need to have a
serious talk first.”

I’m ready to jump out of my chair with
anticipation, but I force myself to stay cool. “I’m listening,” I
say, pushing my untouched plate away.

Cam meets my eyes. “What you suggested last
night, being my sub. It’s not something I take lightly.”

“Me either,” I say quickly. He silences me
with a look.

“The relationship between a Dom and his sub
is built on trust. It’s the most powerfully intimate experience two
people can have. And it works because the sub agrees to give up
complete control to the Dom. She knows that she’s giving the gift
of herself to her Master. In turn, her Master agrees to take care
of her, from the littlest detail to the most important decisions.
It’s his job to keep her safe, happy and well cared for. Does that
make sense?”

I pause. I’ve only been focused on the
sexual part of the relationship: wondering if he’ll spank me,
blindfold me, cuff me to his bed, bind my legs open so he can see
my most private part. Will he drip hot wax over my body? Would I
like it if he did? I keep thinking of the upstairs playroom stocked
with toys, the decadent sex club, and Cam towering over me, paddle
in hand. But now I realize, it’s so much more.

I nod.

“If you’re serious about becoming my sub,
then you need to understand the rules.”

“What kind of rules?” I ask.

Cam clears his throat. “One. You submit to
me in all ways by following my commands. Two. You don’t question
me, unless I give you permission to do so. Three. You trust me. We
trust each other. That means you won’t hold back. I’ll ask
everything of you, I expect you to give it freely. Not because I
tell you to, but because you want to.”

Cam leans over the table, his fierce gaze
holding mine.

“You’ll be safe with me. Even if you’re
scared or in pain, you have to know that I’ll never push you past
what you can handle. But you can handle a lot more than you think
you can, and as your Master, I’ll take you and make you mine.”

I stare at him, my heart pounding. This is
getting real fast. “Ok…” I stammer. “I can do that.”

Cam senses my nerves. “Look, Isabelle. This
isn’t just about what we do at the club or in the bedroom. It’s a
full time commitment. The terms of our arrangement are in force
24-7. It doesn’t end just because you don’t feel like doing what I
tell you at a particular moment.”

I swallow.

“Now, eat your breakfast while it’s hot.”
Cam’s request is casual. I shake my head.

“I’m not hungry. I’ll just grab something
later.”

His eyes flare. “You just broke rule number
one. If you disobey me, I have to punish you.”

I gasp. We just went from zero to sixty in
about five seconds flat. For a moment, I think Cam’s just teasing
me, but there’s a predatory animal glint in his gaze that tells me
he’s deadly serious.

“How would you punish me?” I whisper.
Suddenly I realize I don’t know anything about this world that he
inhabits.

“It depends on the severity of your
disobedience,” Cam explains. “Some Doms use spanking, flogging or
restraints.”

I flinch, remembering Brent trying to beat
me back at the club.

Cam continues. “I might deny you pleasure or
release. If you’d committed a major infraction, your punishment
could last days or longer until you’d earned back your
privileges.”

“But you’d hurt me?” I ask, still thinking
about it.

Cam softens. “Not like that. Not like
him.”

I flush. Am I really so transparent?

“We’d work out a list of limits together,”
he continues. “So nothing would be a surprise. It’s all about
trust,” he repeats. “And if you’re not willing to put that trust in
me, we should stop right now.”

Conflicting emotions race through me. I want
this desperately, but at the same time, I’m intimidated. I’ve spent
my life trying to keep control when everything felt like it was
slipping from my power. Giving it up willingly to anyone is really
scary.

Cam has already seen through my glamorous
façade, seen more of me than anyone in the world. What happens when
it all falls away? What happens when he sees the secrets I’ve been
hiding for so long?

“I’ll understand if you change your mind,”
Cam says. “This isn’t for everyone. Especially someone like you,”
he adds.

I tense. He doesn’t think I can handle it.
That I’m just some silly girl who doesn’t know what she wants.

I’m determined to prove him wrong. I meet
Cam’s gaze with fierce determination. “I can handle it. I want
this, Cam.”

He stares back, and something shifts in his
expression. He gets up and goes to his briefcase, pulling some
papers out and setting them on the table in front of me. “Fine.
Read this over and take the day to think about it.”

My frustration builds. More delays?

“What is it?” I ask, pulling the papers
closer.

“A contract. This just outlines the basic
agreement. We’ll fine tune it as you discover what you like, and
what your hard limits are.”

“Sexy,” I mutter, disappointed. I didn’t
expect him to be so clinical about this.

I see a quirk of amusement on his lips, then
Cam gives me a stern look. “There are risks here, for both of us.
Having a contract ensures there’s nothing hidden.”

And no way this can be used against him, I
realize, scanning the pages. There’s a confidentiality clause, and
all kinds of legal jargon too. It means that if this goes wrong,
for whatever reason, then we’re both protected against a
lawsuit.

I can’t imagine what would lead to that
point, but I understand, too. Cam has a reputation in the business
world. If it got out that he enjoyed this kind of thing, it could
ruin his career.

I sign with a scrawl.

“You didn’t read it properly.” Cam looks
angry.

“I trust you,” I say simply. “That’s what
this is about, isn’t it?”

He stares again, and then his lips slowly
stretch in a devastating smile. “You realize what that means, don’t
you?”

I shake my head, my pulse beating faster.
He’s looking at me like I’m a juicy steak he wants to devour.

“You’re mine now.” Suddenly, he pulls me
against him, wrapping a solid arm around my waist. He kisses me
hard, so intense. I feel myself get wet. Is he going to fuck me
now?

Cam releases me, then leans to whisper, low
in my ear. “And tonight, I’ll show you what that means.”

He’s already picking up his briefcase and
walking out, leaving me alone with nothing but my desire and the
contract.

What have I gotten myself into?


FOUR: CAM

The office is already buzzing with activity
when I arrive. Set in a midtown skyscraper, Ashcroft Industries
towers over the city, and has dozens of departments overseeing our
interests here in the States and abroad. Charles Ashcroft and his
partner built the company from nothing to one of the biggest
transportation companies in the country; now that he’s dead, it’s
down to me as acting CEO to guide the company and advise his
daughter, Keely, on operations.

“Good morning, Mr. McCullough.” My
secretary, Jeannie, rises from her desk outside my corner office.
“Everything OK?”

“Yes,” I frown. “Why?”

“You’re late,” Jeannie says, sounding
confused. “Was there a meeting I missed in the book?”

“No,” I reply. “I just… took some time at
the gym.”

“Oh. Well, text me if you plan on changing
your morning schedule,” she says, part scolding. “I had coffee
waiting, but now it’s gone cold.”

“Sorry, Jeannie.” I smile. A sixty-something
woman with four kids all grown, Jeannie has been with the company
for years, and is always trying to mother me with vitamin
supplements and fresh fruit. “It won’t be a regular thing.”

She nods, pulling out her tablet computer.
“You have the new marketing review at ten, foreign financing at
eleven, then a conference call with the LA office at three.”

“And the team—?”

“Is waiting for you in the conference room,”
she finishes efficiently. “Anything else?”

“Coffee would be great, thanks. I promise, I
won’t let this one go cold.”

Jeannie tuts, but she heads for the kitchen
area all the same. I grab some files from my office and head for my
first meeting of the day. With any luck, I’ll be able to put
Isabelle from my thoughts entirely and focus on work.

She’s already occupied too much of my mind.
Running late is out of character for me: a good boss should be the
first in the door in the morning, and the last out at night. It’s
the only way to lead by example; I’ve seen too many Wall Street
jackasses laze around spending shareholder money and expecting
everyone else to pick up the slack.

Ashcroft trusted me with this company, and I
won’t let him down.

The morning passes without incident. I deal
with status reports from my department heads, discuss the quarterly
earnings report, and consult with a team about a potential new
acquisition. By the time the last person leaves my office and I get
a moment of peace, it’s noon.

“Hold my calls,” I tell Jeannie through the
intercom. “Give me ten minutes.”

I walk to the windows and take a deep
breath. The view is magnificent: I can see the city spread out in
front of me, all the way to Central Park and the river.

I’m a long way from home.

I think briefly of the small Scottish
village I grew up in. There were barely five hundred people, living
on the edge of a loch in the Highlands. It’s remote, wild and
rugged, but for a young man, it felt more like a prison. I counted
down the days until I turned sixteen and struck out on my own,
moving to Glasgow and working in the mailroom of a shipping company
while I took night classes and learned everything I could about
business and economics.

My big break came when Ashcroft Industries
bought out the company. Ashcroft himself visited to tour our
operation, and I was assigned to drive him around. I was supposed
to be an errand boy, the lowest on the ladder, but Ashcroft liked
to chat about his plans for the company and future expansion. He
wanted to hear my ideas, he said that the people on the ground
floor knew things that the corporate bosses never even thought
about. When it came time for him to head back to the States, he
offered me a job to come with him, to learn from him and work my
way up.

I’ve never looked back.

And now, here I am: acting head of a Fortune
500 company, with everything I could want in life.

Everything,
including her.

The views melt away, and all I can see is
Isabelle. Waiting on her knees, naked and trembling with
anticipation for my touch. God, it was my wildest fantasy come to
life. No matter what she thinks or what she’s done, she’s an
innocent. And nothing is sweeter to me than teaching an innocent
the dark pleasures they hide inside.

The things I’ll teach her…

I can picture it now, showing her every toy
and instrument in my playroom. She’ll be spread for me, bent over
my spanking bench. Her long, creamy thighs flexing with pleasure as
I trail my leather crop over that gorgeous ass. I can hear the
whimpered frenzy of her desire already. I’ll mark that flesh with
stripes of red, brand her with my mark. And then, then I’ll show
her the pleasure that matches every beat of pain.

My cock stiffens. Fuck, I can’t wait. I want
to wrap my hand with that silky blonde hair and use it like reins,
tug her head back as I fuck her from behind. No mercy, no release,
just hard deep thrusts until she’s quivering around my cock.

My intercom buzzes, shattering the scene.
Fuck.

“Mr. McCullough?” It’s Jeannie.

“Yes?” I bark.

“Miss Ashcroft is waiting on your three
PM.”

It takes me a second to realize she means
Keely, and not Isabelle. “I’ll be right there,” I snap, releasing
the button.

I clench my fists, willing my body back
under control.

This is your second strike.

Showing up late was the first mistake. Now,
I’m distracted, ready to jerk off again in the middle of my damn
office.

Where the hell is my control now?

I’m not usually like this. When I take on a
new sub, it’s like a business arrangement. We state our terms, and
come to a mutually beneficial settlement. I pick women who know the
deal. No emotion, no messy desires spilling over into my everyday
life. I keep my worlds separate for a reason, and the result is
always satisfying.

But Isabelle…

She has a way of getting under my skin.
Already, she’s blurring the boundaries between my professional and
personal lives. And not just because I knew her from before. I
cannot stop thinking about her. I’ll just have to be extra careful
to keep my walls up and maintain the limits between us—just like
with any other sub.

Except she’s nothing like any of the
others.

* * *

I stay late at work to make up for my
morning laxness: it’s after nine PM by the time I unlock the
penthouse door and walk inside.

Isabelle appears in the hallway. “You’re
back,” she says, something like relief on her beautiful face. “I
didn’t know…” she trails off.

I should have called. “Were you waiting
long?”

“No,” she says quickly. “I just didn’t know
if you’d gone out for dinner, or…”

“I often work late,” I explain, moving to
the kitchen and putting my briefcase down. “But you shouldn’t worry
about me. In the future I’ll let you know my schedule”

I look around, noticing that there are
takeout containers on the counter, and a table set for two.

“You were waiting.” I realize.

Isabelle flushes. “It doesn’t matter,” she
says, looking away.

Damn, this is the kind of thing I didn’t
want to deal with: the emotions that come from a real relationship.
I’ve never lived with a woman before. My time has always been my
own.

“It was a nice thought,” I tell her gently.
And it is. I get a sudden flash of coming home to this every night:
Isabelle waiting, her freshly-washed hair still tousled and damp,
ready to serve me however I saw fit.

She stands in front of me now, and I can see
the nervous anticipation on her face.

I feel a surge of power.

She’s offered herself to me. She’s mine
now—whether she realizes it fully or not. I could hoist her up onto
the kitchen island right now and shove those thighs apart; drive
deep into the slick clench of her pussy,, grinding up to hit her
G-spot just right as I pin her body down and ride her until she
breaks.

“Cam?” Her voice snaps me back to reality. I
look over, and have to hide a smile.

The poor girl is terrified.

“Let me guess,” I murmur, moving closer.
“You’ve spent all day wondering what this arrangement will entail.
That pretty little brain of yours has run riot, hasn’t it?”

Isabelle flushes again, but when I reach out
to stroke her cheek, she relaxes, just a little.

“Maybe,” she admits.

I grin. “Did you think I would chain you up
and paddle you? Lead you around with a collar on?”

Isabelle laughs nervously.

“Relax,” I tell her, feeling protective.
“Tonight is about getting to know each other.”

Because only once I start to strip away her
perfect façade will I be able to truly dominate this woman.

I draw her closer and kiss her softly on the
lips. She shivers and nuzzles into me, her body fitting perfectly
against my side.

We’re wearing too many clothes.

“It’s been a long day,” I tell her, smiling.
“We’re going to take a shower.”

I take her hand and lead her through the
apartment, all the way to my master suite. I spared no expense with
the decorating of this property, and my bathroom is a sanctuary
now. Glossy black Italian marble tiles line the walls, and there’s
a deep sunken Jacuzzi tub and walk-in shower with a long bench: for
relaxing under the tumble of water…or for less relaxing
activities.

I push a few buttons and hot water cascades
from the rain shower spray heads mounted in the ceiling.

“Take off your clothes,” I tell her in a low
order.

Isabelle slowly meets my eyes and peels off
her T-shirt and jeans, revealing a matching lacy lingerie set.

God, she’s a masterpiece. High, full
breasts, a flat stomach, and those long legs that are just begging
to be wrapped around my waist as I shove her back against the wall.
She holds my gaze as she runs her hands down her thighs, peeling
off her lacy thong. This is better than Christmas. I could eat her
up right now, she looks so good.

I strip off my clothes, erotic tension
charging the air between us. My cock springs free, already hard,
and I see Isabelle’s eyes widen in appreciation.

“Go ahead,” I say, gesturing to the steaming
spray. “Ladies first.”

She twists her hair up and steps into the
shower. The water hits her body, running in rivulets between her
breasts and down over her thighs.

I could watch her forever, but there’s a
more important plan tonight.

I join her and pull the door closed. Now
we’re alone with nothing but the thrum of water and hot, wet
skin.

I move closer.

Isabelle’s breath quickens. She wets her
lips, and reaches toward me, but I grab her hands and pin them to
her sides.

“No,” I say softly. “There’ll be plenty of
time to touch me later. Believe me, I have plans for these hands.
But now I want to discover your body. What you need, how your body
feels. Tonight, it’s all about you.”

Isabelle goes still. I wonder if anyone’s
shown this body the worship it deserves. If any man has even taken
the time to explore every inch of her, touching and teasing her
soft skin until she’s so aroused she can’t take it anymore.

Her asshole ex didn’t, that’s for sure. Men
like him only take. They never give.

“Relax,” I order her. “Close your eyes, and
just feel.”

She obediently lets her eyes fall shut.
Slowly, her breathing settles, and I can see her sink into the
sensual bliss of the shower jets.

I reach for the detachable shower head and
slowly tease the stream of water down Isabelle’s body.

I start at her shoulders and the top of her
gorgeous breasts. Using the spray of water, I brush her nipples
until I see them pert and ready to be sucked. I continue down her
chest, her stomach, and stop at the top of her pussy. I adjust the
pressure on the showerhead so that it’s harder. I know she wants my
hands on her, and fuck, I want to touch her all over, but the
anticipation will be worth the release. I will relish the feel of
her skin, trembling under my hands. But until then I will tease
her.

I use the water to massage her in slow,
deliberate strokes, directing the pounding pressure against that
delicious mound. She moans.

I turn her around and lean her against me so
I can get between her legs with the handheld. I slide my hand in
between her legs, spreading them apart. I put the shower head at
her pussy and move it back and forth, the spray tickling her clit
and lips.

She rests her head against my shoulder as I
slide it back and forth, getting her ready for me. I can feel her
body stiffen now with a new kind of tension, and when I glance
down, I see her nipples pebble tight with desire.

I hold back, resisting the urge to bend her
over and fuck her now, teasing her with the head of my cock,
bending her over and pounding into her. . She’s so slippery and
damp, I know she’s needy there, too. Wet and tight and ready for
me.

I put the shower head back with one hand and
pull Isabelle back to me, tracing slow circles over her stomach and
hips with my fingertips. “Tell me about yourself,” I murmur,
slowing down the pace of my strokes. “What was your life like,
before you were adopted by Ashcroft?”

Isabelle’s whole body goes rigid with
tension. But as her Dom, I need to know her mind as well as her
body.

I drop a gentle kiss on the back of her
neck, encouraging her to trust me with her body and her secrets.
Sliding my hands lower, I tease at the apex of her thighs, swirling
my fingertips in the slim strip of hair. She’s still tense, so I
move one hand to her breast, toying lightly with her peaked
nipple.

Isabelle stifles a moan.

“Tell me,” I order her softly, as my fingers
dip deeper between her thighs. I find the swollen nub of her clit,
and gently circle.

She shudders. “I was adopted when I was
thirteen. Before that, I lived with foster parents and in a group
home.”

“What about your birth parents?”

Isabelle hesitates. I stop stroking.

“I never knew my dad,” she says quietly. “My
mom was an addict. She got busted too many times. They took me away
from her when I was just a kid.”

I feel a surge of anger, but I fight to keep
it hidden. She’s opening up more to me than ever before. This is
all part of her initiation, to belonging to me.

“Do you remember her at all?” I ask,
whispering in her ear.

Isabelle shakes her head. “Not really. I
don’t even have any pictures.” She pauses, and her voice is quiet
and wistful. “Maybe it’s better that way.”

“How did you come to be adopted by Charles
and his wife?” I ask. I don’t want to push her too hard, too soon,
but I have a burning desire to know the truth. I can tell she’s
uncomfortable revealing so much about herself, so I make sure to
keep my touch light and soothing, distracting her from the ugliness
of the story she’s telling.

“I was bounced around different foster
families and group homes for years. Some of them were OK, but the
others...” Isabelle pauses, and I feel her body tense again with
the memories. She shakes her head. “Then I got lucky, I guess. I
was in a group home when a social worker came one day. Said there
was a couple, looking to adopt. I guess they’d seen my photo on the
website. Even back then, I was pretty,” she adds, with a note of
self-loathing in her voice. “They came to meet me, and that was it.
They took me home with them the same day.”

“How did you feel about it?” I ask.

She shrugs. “They were good people. And I
was lucky, I know. The money, the houses… They gave me everything
money could buy.”

There’s a lot she’s not saying. I realize
that the Ashcroft I knew: so ruthlessly ambitious, always working,
on trips abroad and in the office, wouldn’t have been a perfect
father. I probably saw more of him in the past eight years than she
did.

I turn Isabelle to face me, and catch the
flash of lonely vulnerability on her face. That’s why I kept her
back to me this whole time—so she’d be as open as possible. I want
to scoop her up in my arms and make love to her. Drive out all that
sadness and isolation. Make her feel adored and treasured.

“Lie down on the bench,” I tell her softly.
Isabelle lets out a breath of relief. She clearly thinks our
conversation is over, but it’s only on pause for now.

She follows my command, draping her perfect
body on the low, wide platform.

“Spread your legs for me,” I continue. She
flushes, self-conscious, but she does it all the same.

I take a razor from the shelf and kneel down
in front of her.

“I said I’m going to get to know every part
of you,” I tell her. “Look at that gorgeous pussy.” I smooth a
handful of foam between her thighs.

Isabelle wriggles.

“Be still,” I order her. She stops moving. I
push her thighs further apart. Her pussy lips part gently, giving
me a tantalizing glimpse of her swollen clit.

I slowly draw the razor down over her mound.
I rinse and repeat until she’s cleanly shaven and bare. Then I
lower my head and drop a light kiss on the smooth skin.

She shivers, arching her hips up against me.
I can’t resist trailing my tongue lower, until it’s dancing over
her clit.

Isabelle lets out a breathy moan.

God, she sounds so good. I lick lower,
tasting her sweet, fresh taste. She parts her thighs wider, a
silent invitation to take everything my body is straining to
claim.

But I pull back. I get to my feet, and offer
her a hand to help her up. She’s a little unsteady, swaying against
me as I lead her out of the shower and wrap her in a soft robe. I
take her out to the bedroom, and gently set her down in the middle
of my huge king bed.

She lays there, her eyes bright with desire,
her lips parted with anticipation.

I take three steps back, and sit down in the
chair at the foot of the bed.

“Now, Isabelle, you’re going to do
everything I say.”

“Yes,” she nods eagerly.

“Yes what?” I demand.

“Yes, Master,” she quickly corrects
herself.

I reward her with a smile.

“Good. Now I want to see you touch yourself.
I’m going to watch you come.”


FIVE:
ISABELLE

I freeze, staring at Cam with a nervous
excitement. He’s lounging back in his chair, but his body looks
tense and poised for action.

“That was an order,” he tells me with a
steely note. “Touch yourself, Isabelle.”

My stomach twists.

No one’s ever watched me before. Then again,
Brent was never concerned with my pleasure. He only cared about his
satisfaction, not mine.

I take a deep breath. It seems so intimate,
so vulnerable.

You can do this.

I’m not really sure what he wants me to do,
but I’ve seen enough porn to have an idea. Brent loved to make me
watch; he said I could learn a thing or two from the girls
on-screen.

Now, I bat my eyelashes at Cam and start
squeezing my breasts like the girls in the movies. “Mmm,” I moan
loudly, stroking down between my legs. I’m tender and turned on
from that amazing shower, but I’m way too self-conscious right now
to feel anything but awkward. Still, I fake it as best I can.

“Oh,” I breathe, “that feels so good.”

“Does it?” Cam’s voice comes, amused.

I open my eyes. He’s looking at me, but he
doesn’t seem impressed.

My heart sinks. “This is what you wanted,
isn’t it?” I ask, confused.

He shakes his head. “I told
you, this is about your
pleasure. What you
want. You don’t have to fake anything with
me.”

Cam rises to his feet and moves towards the
closet, flinging open the door. My pulse kicks. What could be in
there? A moment later he emerges with a crescent-shaped black box
and sets it on the floor beside the bed. There’s a remote control
in one of his hands and I’m burning with curiosity now, but I know
better than to ask questions.

He lays on the bed beside me and runs a hand
softly over my naked side. I shudder from the heat of his
touch.

“Stand up,” he commands, pulling me slowly
off the bed. I do as he says, still wondering what he has planned
for me. . “I want the real you. I want to know how you come when
you’re alone. When no one’s watching.”

His voice caresses me, his deep Scottish
accent low and sexy as hell.

“Now sit.”

I settle onto the arched box, and as my
thighs press against the sides, I feel a ridged texture underneath
my freshly shaven pussy. My heart quickens.

“This is a Sybian machine. It vibrates for
your pleasure, but I control the speed. I’m going to blindfold you
and watch you ride it.”

A rush of anticipation swoops through me as
he ties a soft cloth over my eyes and I feel the start of a slow
vibration beneath me.

“Think about how it felt in the shower just
now. My hands sliding over those pert breasts, how you got wet just
feeling my touch.”

God, this is hot. He murmurs encouragement
as I relax onto the vibrating box and stroke my nipples. Soft.
Slow.

“Can you feel it?” Cam continues. “How hard
your nipples are. How your skin puckers, begging to be
touched?”

I slowly squeeze and roll my nipples into
stiff peaks. A moan escapes my lips, and I hear an answering growl
from Cam. So close, I can feel the heat from his body, smell his
clean, fresh, masculine scent. The vibration gets more powerful
between my thighs.

“Now, lower,” Cam orders. “Show me how you
like it.”

My cheeks flush hot. My heart races as I
obey his thrilling order.

And then I move both hands lower, gripping
tight to the machine between my thighs, grinding my clit against
the powerful throb of the soft silicone.

Yes.

I moan again, louder, loving the feel of the
machine pulsing against me just right, right where I need it most.
My clit is swollen, throbbing, and now I find my rhythm, circling
my hips in swift, sure strokes.

I can feel myself losing control. It’s too
much. “Cam,” I gasp.

I feel hands on my waist as Cam lifts me
back onto the bed and away from the machine. He knew it was too
intense. He pushes my thighs back. Baring me to him.

With the blindfold on, I can’t see what he’s
about to do. All I know is, after riding the machine for him, I’m
close. Too close. The tension in my body is tighter than it’s ever
been.

He’s still holding my thighs apart, his
breath hot against my exposed, damp skin.

He’s watching me. He’s seeing
everything.

I can’t wait any longer.

But I don’t dare move.

“Isabelle.” I snap to attention. “Touch
yourself.”

I slide my hand down to stroke at my soft,
bare pussy. I arch up against my hand and slowly, push one finger
into my wetness.

“Ohh.” The intensity of my groan shocks me.
Reality rushes in and my hand freezes. What am I doing?

“Shhh.” Cam’s voice is calm. He covers my
hand with his own. “Don’t stop, I’m right here.” He tugs off the
blindfold and I see him kneeling between my legs.

I swallow hard, staring into his eyes.
They’re fierce, burning with lust. Slowly, he moves his fingers
against mine, guiding my hand back to my clit and wet, aching
pussy.

“You like it slow, my sweet?” Cam murmurs in
my ear. He guides my strokes, his large hand covering my own.
Pressing my fingers deeper inside me. Pushing my palm to grind
against my clit.

It feels incredible. I buck up against the
pressure, already hurtling to the edge but wanting so much
more.

“Tell me what you need,” Cam commands
me.

I whimper, not able to speak the words
aloud.

“Tell me,” he says again, and then his hand
stops moving.

“You,” I moan desperately. “Please, Cam. I
need you inside me.”

He answers by plunging two fingers deep into
my slick pussy.

Fuck!

I thrust against him, out of my mind with
the pleasure. He drives again, grinding his palm against my clit
and curling his fingers, finger-fucking me with relentless
precision. I cry out, writhing with need.

“Now come for me, Isabelle. Let it all
go.”

His permission opens something inside
me.

I cry out as the climax rips through me, the
most intense orgasm of my life. It leaves me gasping in a haze of
pleasure. When I finally turn my head and open my eyes, Cam is
gazing down at me.

“Did you enjoy that?” he asks, stroking my
cheek.

I nod. Enjoyment is an understatement.

“Good.” Cam smiles—but it’s a smile laced
with something powerful that makes my stomach flip.

“That orgasm was my gift to you, Isabelle,
and I promise, this is just the beginning.”


SIX: CAM

I walk out of the room before I take her
right now, just pin those slim wrists to the bed and slam my cock
into her slick cunt the way she begged.

“I need you inside
me.”

Fuck, I deserve a medal right now. But my
rules are sacrosanct. No sex with my subs until I have total
control. And Isabelle is only just beginning her journey.

And beginning to test my willpower to the
limits.

I climb the stairs to my atrium, looking to
find some clarity and peace. The room is on the top floor of the
townhouse, a glass-walled playroom with views of the city lights
and carefully positioned greenery to shield my activities from
watchful eyes.

I pour a drink and pace the small room,
feeling like a caged beast.

Nothing about tonight is going like it
should. I should be in charge—of my sub, the situation and my own
emotions—but I’m not. I can’t stop the feelings of possessive
emotion that rear up whenever I’m around this woman. I thought that
entering into the agreement with her would help keep those feelings
contained. Create a familiar framework that would stop me from
losing control.

What was I thinking? Isabelle’s not like any
other woman I’ve dominated before. Whether I want to admit it or
not, she’s different, special.

The rules exist to protect us both; that’s
why there’s a contract. And already, I’m breaking them. Usually, I
keep myself totally detached from my sub’s history or life story
and simply focus on giving her pleasure, but being with Isabelle
tonight, watching her eyes darken with passion and excitement as
she touched herself… All I wanted was to know more. Experience
more. I want to get inside her, understand her, and discover every
little thing that’s hidden behind her perfect façade.

I could tell myself it’s part of the game,
but that would be a lie. This is way more than just my usual
desire. It’s a restless hunger that won’t be satisfied.

I sip my scotch and think about what she
shared with me tonight, the brief details of her tragic life. She
acts to the world as if she’s just another beautiful, frivolous
girl, but the truth is, she’s been through more than I could ever
imagine.

Still, she’s hiding something from me. And I
will discover it all. Stripping back her defenses one by one until
she gives me everything. And I’ll give her in return, total
freedom.

The anticipation curls through me like a
drug. Isabelle will submit, and I will know it all. Every inch of
her skin, every moan of pleasure. Every dark secret in her
past.

Her surrender will be absolute.


SEVEN:
ISABELLE

I wake the next morning back in the guest
suite. After waiting for Cam in his bed for a half hour, I
realized, the lesson was over. He runs so hot and cold, it’s hard
to know what’s coming next, but that’s thrilling too. He’s
unpredictable. Impossible to control.

I stretch lazily and yawn.
I haven’t felt this good in years. The morning sun is pale through
the windows, and the whole world feels brand new. I shiver with
bliss at the memory of his hands on me. Inside me. Nobody has ever focused so
completely giving me pleasure, or been so attuned to what I want
and need.

But Cam was holding back, I could tell. His
touch was maddeningly gentle, driving me out of my mind with need.
I don’t want him to be careful. I want him to take me hard and
fast, I want to feel him slamming into me with all the power I know
is stored in that lean, muscular body.

I hope he will. And soon.

I hop out of bed and quickly freshen up. I
pull on a silky, sexy robe and pad down the hall in search of the
man himself.

“Cam?”

I enter the kitchen, expecting to find him
there like every other morning so far. But the room is empty.

“Cam?” I call again, but there’s no
reply.

He’s gone.

My heart cracks a little. I like our
mornings together, talking over breakfast. It feels like a routine,
like I belong here, but clearly, Cam doesn’t agree.

Then I see a vase of roses on the kitchen
table, and a note with my name.

Isabelle,

You were beautiful last night. Thank you for
sharing yourself with me. I look forward to tonight’s lesson.

Cam

I hug the note to my chest, beaming. I don’t
know how I’m going to wait until tonight. I hear my phone ringing
from the next room. It’s my friend Olivia.

“Oh, thank God!” she exclaims, sounding
frazzled. “I forgot to pick up the cupcakes for later, could you
stop by the bakery on your way?”

It takes me a moment to remember: today I’m
supposed to meet with my friends to help organize an upcoming
charity function. “Of course!” I exclaim, feeling guilty I’d
forgotten. I was supposed to host, but Olivia has stepped in to
help me out. “Just text me the details, I’m on my way.”

“You’re an angel!”

Olivia hangs up and I swing into action.
Jeans and a casual T-shirt may be my preferred outfits when I’m
lounging around the house, but if I’m going to take my usual place
in the society clique, I need to be at the top of my game. I select
a cream designer dress from the wardrobe Cam ordered me, and add
hand-tooled Italian leather boots and a huge pair of
sunglasses.

When I look in the mirror, I see my old self
again. Isabelle Ashcroft, heiress and party girl. But it’s feeling
more and more like a mask these days: hiding the true self I’m so
scared to reveal.

What if Cam sees me for who I really am?

I feel a chill, but I shake off the thought.
I head downstairs and hail a cab, stopping by Magnolia Bakery to
pick up a box of cupcakes before arriving at Olivia’s apartment on
the Upper East Side.

“Miss Ashcroft.” The doorman tips his cap as
he holds open the heavy glass doors. I nod back, struck with how
many doors that name has opened for me.

I didn’t lie to Cam last night, but I didn’t
tell him the whole truth either. I glossed over my childhood,
because I swore I was putting that life behind me, once and for
all. From the day Ashcroft and his wife took me home with them, I
was determined to belong in their wealthy, privileged world. I was
young, but I learned everything I could about manners and
etiquette, mimicking the people around me and researching online
and in books until you’d never guess I grew up poor, eating boxed
mac and cheese—on the good days.

They wouldn’t regret choosing me. They
wouldn’t wish they could give me back.

Now, I’m a part of this world. Most of my
friends don’t even know I was adopted, and those who do, barely
remember. I’ve fooled them all with my performance, because it’s
the one thing that keeps me safe from the shadows of my past.

“Hi!” Olivia greets me at the front door,
looking breathless. “The others are early, they’re in the sun room.
You look great!”

“Thanks again for playing hostess.” I step
inside. The apartment is magnificent, a huge pre-war overlooking
Central Park that’s been handed down in her family for generations.
The tall ceilings and huge windows are highlighted with powder blue
silk drapes, and priceless antiques are everywhere. Olivia keeps
chatting as we head to the kitchen, where her housekeeper, Olga, is
plating a perfect English tea on bone china plates.

“Here are the cupcakes.” Olivia opens the
box and gives a peal of delight. “Don’t they look pretty?”

“It’s a good thing we won’t be eating any,”
I note wryly. “Lulu and the others will just coo and then ignore
them.”

I stop, realizing what I’ve said, but Olivia
snorts with laughter. “You’re right,” she says. “We better have one
now, before they see. I promise, I won’t tell,” she winks, holding
out one of the tiny confections.

I take it and nibble at the sweet frosting,
feeling like a naughty child. I’ve just taken a huge bite when Lulu
waltzes in.

“Isabelle, darling. Calories!”

I reluctantly put it down as she smothers me
with air kisses. Her sharp gaze looks me up and down. “Where have
you been hiding? I haven’t seen you in forevs.”

“Oh, just around,” I say vaguely.

“You’re in the middle of a redecoration,
right?” Olivia pipes up.

I stare blankly, until I remember: I told
them I moved out of my apartment because I was overhauling the
design. Not because I couldn’t spend another moment around
Brent.

“That’s right!” I laugh. “God, these things
take forever.”

“Who are you using?” Lulu demands. “I’m
looking for someone to do my house upstate.”

“This Scottish guy,” I say, pulling the
first thing that comes to mind. “He’s big in Europe. A very…
precise, bold style.”

The girls look impressed. “You’re always
ahead of the curve,” Olivia says enviously.

I smile. Little do they know. I try to
picture Cam as an interior designer, picking out fabric swatches.
It’s all wrong. His brawny physique and charisma are out of place
enough in the business world, but I can’t imagine him dealing with
women like Lulu all day. He’d probably put her over his knee and
spank her.

Mmmm.

“Are we ready to get started?” Lulu
interrupts my vision. “I have a mani-pedi at two.”

We assemble in the sun room, a pretty space
decorated in soft, feminine silks. Nicole and Jessa are already
there, with a couple of other women I know from the social scene:
thin and glossy-haired, wearing immaculate designer outfits. Olivia
pours the tea and passes tiny plates of finger sandwiches and cake.
Sure enough, the other women compliment the pretty spread, but
barely touch their food.

“So, the event is next week,” I begin,
pulling out my day planner. “The casino theme seems to be a hit,
and I already talked to a few journalists about covering the night.
Vogue is coming.”

There’s a chorus of ‘oohs.’

“Olivia, you’ll handle promotions and ticket
sales. Nicole, you’re in charge of decorating the venue and Lulu,
you’re handling the catering, right?”

Lulu gives a smug grin. “My boyfriend’s
restaurant is going to supply food and servers.”

“Maybe I better add catering to my list,”
Nicole chirps brightly. “God knows, Lulu can’t hold onto a man!
He’ll probably have dumped her by then. ”

The others laugh, and Lulu fakes a
smile.

“Darling, I’m this close to a ring. I saw a
Tiffany’s brochure on his desk the other day. I already put a hold
on the Plaza.”

There’s an explosion of chatter about
wedding dates and design themes. I catch Olivia’s eye across the
room. We share an amused look. Sometimes I can’t believe that I’m
part of this clique. Growing up, I never would have wanted to hang
out with these people, much less call them my friends. We come from
different worlds—but they’ll never know.

I clear my throat. “We’re so close to being
done. Nicole, decorations?”

She rolls her eyes. “Relax, Iz, I’m using my
designer, and the event space is all set. I don’t know why you’re
taking this so seriously,” she adds. “It’s supposed to be fun!”

For them, maybe. Everyone else in the room
is treating the fundraiser like an excuse to gossip, but it has a
deeper meaning for me. We’re raising money for a charity that
supports foster children—just like the girl I used to be.

Not everyone has an Ashcroft to whisk them
off to a life of luxury. For millions of kids, the reality is harsh
and bleak. I want to help them, however I can.

But I also know I need to maintain my cover.
If any of these women knew my real motivation, they would lord it
over me somehow.

“I know babe,” I give an easy smile. “But I
heard Jacinta talking the other day, and she swore her
Gatsby-themed party was the best of the year. How about we prove
her wrong?”

Everyone hates Jacinta, who swears she’s
related to British royalty, so the mention of her is enough to get
them back on track. Soon the meeting is over, and we’re all saying
our goodbyes.

“Thanks again for hosting,” I tell Olivia on
my way out. “I swear I’ll make it up to you.”

“No problem.” Olivia glances around.
Nobody’s within earshot. “Are you sure everything’s OK?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?” I snap.

She blinks. “No reason.”

I feel guilty. Olivia is the nicest girl of
the group. She’s always tried to be a true friend, inviting me out
for lunch, and confiding in me about her life. But her problems are
whether her super-rich parents will get a divorce, or if her fiancé
will sign the pre-nup in time. She would never understand what I’ve
been going through, and I can’t risk her reaction if she finds
out.

So no matter how much I want to spill the
craziness of the past week, I hold back. “Let’s do something this
week,” I offer as an apology. “Just the two of us.”

Olivia brightens. “That sounds great. Call
me!”

I head downstairs, relieved that the meeting
is over. I’m looking forward to getting back to Cam’s; it seems
like every day, his home becomes more like a sanctuary to me.
Someplace safe, where I don’t have to keep up the pretense of my
perfect, glamorous life.

“Hey, sis.”

Brent’s voice makes me freeze. I whirl
around, suddenly panicked. He’s waiting on the sidewalk for me with
a smug, menacing grin.

I flinch back. “What are you doing here?” I
gasp, my heart racing. Just seeing him brings all the bad memories
flooding back, how I trusted him—and how he repaid me with cruelty
and betrayal.

Brent strolls closer. “You didn’t change the
password on your calendar.”

I stifle a groan of frustration. I thought
I’d covered my tracks so well, but of course I forgot the one thing
that would lead Brent directly to me.

I cross my arms and try to glare. “What do
you want? I’m busy.”

“With your new boyfriend?” His smile turns
angry. “Are you running off home to fuck him like the good little
whore you are?”

His words cut me, but I try not to show my
emotions.

“What I do is none of your business,” I
answer coldly, raising my hand to signal for a cab.

Brent grabs my hand and yanks me closer.
“I’ve had enough of this bullshit. You’re coming home with me right
now.”

His eyes are steely, furious. I remember
that there’s nothing Brent hates more than losing what he
wants.

“I gave you your money,” I whisper, hating
the fear that’s snaking cold in my blood. “It’s over. Please, leave
me alone.”

Brent snorts. “You think ten grand is going
to fix this? That’s bullshit. I know you’re sitting on millions in
your trust fund—and that money should belong to me.”

My heart sinks. Ever since Brent got
disinherited, he’s been obsessing over the wealth he always thought
he’d get. I’ve been supporting the both of us all year, letting him
stay in my apartment, paying his astronomical credit card
bills.

“So how much will it take?” My throat feels
dry, and I’m worried someone will hear him. Any minute now, Olivia
or one of the others could come out and see us like this. I
couldn’t bear it if they knew the truth.

“A hundred k, for starters.” Brent gives me
a mean grin.

 

“That’s crazy!” I protest.

He darkens. “Think of it as payment—for my
silence. Unless you want everyone knowing the truth.”

“You’re bluffing,” I tell him, hiding my
fear.

Brent sneers. “Try me.” He pulls out his
cellphone and dials. “Yeah, put me through to Cam McCullough’s
office.”

Fear slices through me. “Brent, no!”

“I think it’s time me and your new man had a
little chat about where you came from…and who you really are.”
Brent looks so happy, it sickens me. My life, my future is on the
line, and he’s relishing his power.

I can’t risk it. I don’t know what I would
do if Cam discovered the truth.

“Fine,” I whisper, fighting back sobs. “I’ll
give you the money. Whatever you want.”

“Good girl.” Brent reaches out and strokes
my cheek before I can pull away, and the gesture makes me shudder
with revulsion. “This isn’t over, sis,” he adds, threatening. “It
will never be over. Not until I’m satisfied. Not until I have
everything I want.”

A cab pulls up in front of us. I lurch away
from him, and practically stumble into the car. “Please, just
drive,” I beg, slamming the door behind me.

We pull away from the curb, leaving Brent
there with that smug grin on his face.

I try to catch my breath. I’m shaking, my
whole body in a panic. How much longer can this go on? What will
Brent demand next in exchange for keeping my secrets?

What happens when I can’t stop him anymore,
and he reveals the truth?


EIGHT: CAM

My apartment has always been a place of
solitude: my sanctuary away from the high-pressure demands of
running the company. But finding Isabelle waiting for me in the
evening, curled up on the couch with her laptop and a glass of
wine, it’s become a home.

She looks like she belongs here.

“What are you working on?”

Isabelle jumps. She’s miles away. But when
she sees me, her face lights up.

“You’re back. I thought you might be working
late again.” She comes up and gives me a kiss on the cheek. Then
she catches herself, and looks anxious. “Sorry,” she mutters
quietly. “Is that OK? I mean, am I allowed…?”

I soothe her with a smile. “You’re allowed.
You should feel free to act normal around me, until I tell you
different.”

She nods, as if she’s taking mental
notes.

I put my briefcase down and loosen my tie.
She’s still dressed in a designer outfit, looking polished and put
together. “Did you have a good day?” I ask.

She nods. “I was working. I’m co-hosting a
benefit for a foster youth organization,” she explains. “We’re
holding a casino night with all the proceeds going to the
charity.”

“That’s a great idea,” I nod. “Plenty of
rich people with big egos looking to prove something at the
tables.”

Isabelle smiles. “I’m counting on it. I’ve
just been making some updates to the site.” She turns her screen
around to face me.

The website is glossy and tasteful. “It
looks great,” I say approvingly. “Did you create it?”

Isabelle flushes and shakes her head. “God,
no, I can’t do something like this. I just told the technician how
I wanted it to look.”

“You are a great designer,” I tell her
gently. She does this so often, puts herself down. She doesn’t
realize the talents she does have. “Were you with Olivia and the
other girls?”

A shadow crosses her face. “Yes,” she says
hurriedly.

I pause. Slowly, I sit down opposite her.
Every move I make has to be strategic at this point. It doesn’t
matter that I crave her body, and need her to be naked and spread
for me already. I need to maintain our boundaries. My control.

“What else happened?” My voice is casual. I
watch her response.

Isabelle looks away. “Nothing much.” Her
tone is bright. “I wanted to get straight back and work on the
website.”

“Isabelle.” My voice is a warning. Still,
she refuses to meet my eyes. “Tell me.”

“I told you everything you need to know,”
Isabelle snaps. “Is this a conversation or an interrogation?”

“Both,” I reply calmly. “I’m asking you a
question. That means you tell me whatever I want to know.”

Isabelle stares back stubbornly. “And what
if I don’t want to?”

“Then you’ll require a lesson in obedience.”
I stand. This is unacceptable behavior from any sub. And if I let
it go, she’ll never learn. I cross the room and stand over her.

“Get up.”

I see another flare of stubbornness in her
eyes. I glare back.

Isabelle looks away first. She gets to her
feet, still reluctant.

“Go upstairs,” I order her softly. “Take off
your clothes, and get on your hands and knees over the bench. Wait
for me there.”

I hear her breath hitch. Now, there’s desire
in her gaze. “Yes, Master,” she breathes, clearly excited.

She practically scampers into the hall and
up the stairs. I take a moment, watching her go. She thinks this
will be fun for her, a sexy game, but it’s so much more. We’re only
beginning her instruction, but she needs to understand that I’m
serious. There is no place for disobedience.

My will is absolute.

I decide to take a shower and change, and
leave her waiting for twenty minutes or more. The anticipation of
pleasure or pain is a powerful tool, and by the time I slowly climb
the stairs and push open the door, Isabelle is flushed with
excitement, on her hands and knees as I required.

She’s taken off her clothes, but she’s not
naked yet. She’s wearing lingerie and a pale pink silk slip.
Gorgeous. Her full breasts swell under their lacey cages, her
rounded ass inviting my cock.

I close the door and turn the lock. She
jolts, breathless at the sound.

“Each time you defy my command, you will be
punished,” I tell her sternly, pacing closer. “There’s no room for
fear or disobedience in this relationship. Follow the rules, and
I’ll reward you. Break them, and suffer the consequences. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, Cam,” Isabelle whispers. One sharp
look at her and she immediately corrects herself. “I mean, yes,
Master.”

“Very good. Now, because you have been
childish, I’m going to have to punish you like a child.”

I can see the anticipation on her face, the
nervous mix of excitement and fear. I remind myself that she’s an
innocent: she’s never had someone teach her like this before. Her
only experience with pain was when Brent flogged her at the club,
and that has nothing to do with her needs.

I need to show her the pleasure that can
walk hand in hand with pain; introduce her to the delicious sting
of sensation that only heightens her pleasure.

And remind her who’s boss.

I order her firmly. “Crawl to the bench and
lift up your skirt.”

Isabelle quickly complies, hiking her slip
up over her hips and exposing her creamy buttocks, divided by a
lacy thong.

God, she’s a fucking goddess, every Dom’s
fantasy brought to life. Innocent and stubborn, her body crying out
for my hand.

I stroll over to the carved wooden rack
where I keep my tools. I feel Isabelle’s eyes burning with
curiosity as I stroke along their handles. “What should we use
today?” I muse, knowing the delay will only add to her heightened
state of anticipation. “A flogger? My riding crop? A whip?”

I hear her gasp in shock. I hide my smile. I
would never break in a new sub by going straight for the extreme
tools, but a little fear is healthy to teach her some respect.

“Or maybe not.” I put the toys down and turn
back to her. “I don’t need any extra help to punish you. I’m more
than capable of making you beg with just my own hands.”

Her pupils flare. She wets her lips,
nervous, and the gesture goes straight to my cock. Damn. I want to
own that mouth so badly, thrust into her wet, empty mouth until my
cum is spurting hot down her throat.

Soon.

I stride back to the bench and lean over
her, running one hand through her silky hair and down over her
back. I rest it gently on the swell of her ass.

“Take hold of the bench,” I instruct her.
“And under no circumstances are you to let go.”

She gulps, grabbing on to the
specially-designed handles that extend down by the ground. Her
thighs part, revealing the scrap of pink lace covering her mound.
Now her body is braced and open to me.

I spank her hard and without warning.

Isabelle shrieks, jolting forward against
the bench. Before she can recover, I spank her again, a series of
short, sharp blows. She yelps every time my hand makes impact with
the smooth skin of her ass, but I’m careful to vary where each slap
falls, never hitting the same spot twice as I continue,
relentless.

Two. Three. Four.

I can feel her body bracing against impact
now, feel the tremble in her limbs.

“Please,” she gasps. “Cam!”

Five. Six. Seven.

She lets go of the bench and tries to
scramble away. “No. Stay.” I fist her hair in one hand, yanking her
back in place as I let the final blows rain down with perfect
accuracy.

Eight. Nine. Ten.

I stop.

Isabelle collapses forwards, sobbing on the
bench. I let her weep.

She’s not crying from the pain, just the
shock of it. I was careful: I never apply more pressure than
absolutely necessary, and although her ass is mottled red now from
the impact of my hand, the marks will fade soon.

The lesson won’t.

I see every handprint like a victory mark.
Power courses through me like a drug, but I don’t pause to savor
it. She’s felt the pain of disobedience, only now she can learn the
pleasure of submission.

“Good girl,” I murmur softly. I gently
caress her back and ass, smoothing softly where I just struck hard.
My fingertips whisper over her skin, soothing. “You’ve been such a
good girl.”

Isabelle swallows back her tears. She lifts
her face to me. “That hurt!”

I smirk. “It was supposed to.”

She clenches her jaw stubbornly. “So, was
that it? My punishment?”

I stroke again, this time delving deeper
between her thighs. Isabelle catches her breath. I tease over the
damp silk there, nudging gently.

“What do you think?”

Isabelle pushes back against my hand. “That
feels good,” she whispers.

“That’s because your body is in a heightened
state of awareness,” I explain to her, stroking and smoothing,
delving back to that wet pool of tension. “The pain shocks your
nerve system wide awake, and makes every pleasurable touch feel
that much sweeter.”

I nudge the silk aside, and skim my
fingertip into her slick heat.

Fuck, she’s so wet.

Isabelle lets out a moan. “Please,” she
gasps, clenching around my finger.

“Please what?” I ask, pulling back. I lift
my finger to my lips and slowly lick it clean.

My cock swells, achingly hard. God, this is
so much better than I imagined. Hearing her beg for me. Seeing the
marks of victory branded on her flesh. Tasting her sweetness.

“More.” She wriggles her ass back, wanting
me to touch her again.

“More pleasure, or more pain?” I counter.
“You can’t have one without the other.”

There’s silence. I can feel the indecision
in her body, the tension as she weighs my offer.

“More.” She says it again, and this time,
there’s a note of raw need in her voice. “Please, Master. Whatever
you want.”

She’s learning so fast.

I lean closer and murmur in her ear. “Let
go, my sweet. I want to hear you scream for me. I want to hear you
beg.”

I unleash another set of blows on that
tender ass, and this time, I make them count. Sharp, hard, fast.
Isabelle cries out with every slap, but I can hear her voice
thicken with desire, until she’s gasping, lost in the frenzy of
sensation.

“Cam!” she cries, gripping the bench
tightly. “Oh God, please! Please!”

Her body jolts with impact, her flesh
trembling. With no warning, I suddenly exchange hard for soft,
brutal for sensuous: smoothing over the reddened skin and down
between her thighs to stroke her swollen clit.

Her yelps turn to moans. She thrusts back,
eager against my hand.

“There,” Isabelle gasps, as I circle the
tender nub. “Oh god!”

I feel her body clench with pleasure. She
spreads her thighs further apart, offering me more of her luscious
cunt, grinding on my hand.

Fuck, it’s hot. Every one of her whimpers
fuelling my fire. It’s powerful.

I yank her head back and spank her again,
hard. The moans don’t stop, she’s still hurtling to the edge.

“Say my name,” I growl.

“Cam!” she cries.

“Wrong.” I spank her again and she shrieks
at the impact. “Again!”

“Master!” she screams instead.

“Yes. Louder.”

“Master!” Isabelle cries, coming undone
under my expert hands. The stubborn, headstrong woman is nowhere to
be seen. This girl beneath me is pure need and gasping desire. She
whimpers at my touch, bucking eagerly, taking every blow with new
excitement. “Oh please, yes, yes! I’m close!”

My head is spinning, my cock so hard I can
barely think straight. Fuck, she’s magnificent, begging for more. I
can see the slick wetness of her arousal, feel how close her body
is to the edge. I could shove those thighs apart and slam inside
her with a single stroke, feel her convulse around my cock as I
blow my load into that damp relentless heat.

I could lose control, and love every second
of it.

“No.”

I snatch away from her, leaving her gasping
for breath. I circle to the head of the bench, and place thumb and
forefinger under her chin, forcing her to lift her head. Her eyes
are wild, her body shaking.

“This is your punishment,” I tell her
grimly. “You don’t get to come until I say so. Until you’ve earned
it with your submission, and learned that I’m the one calling the
shots.”

Isabelle gapes at me. “Please, Cam—”

“Pull up your panties,” I order her. “Clean
yourself up. And don’t even think about touching yourself,” I add
sternly. “Your release is mine, and mine alone. Do you
understand?”

She gulps, but nods. There, that’s an
improvement.

“See you at dinner,” I smirk, and walk out
of the room—before she can realize just how far she pushed me, how
close I came to losing control.

She’s not the only one who needs a lesson. I
need to get it together if I have any hope of making this work.


NINE:
ISABELLE

What the hell just happened?

My head spins as I slowly sit up and tug my
slip down. My body feels like a live wire of sensations: the sharp
sting on my ass, and the hot desire burning between my thighs.

What did he do to me?

I take a shaking breath, trying to pull
myself together. I’ve never been so aware of my body—or so
desperate for release. I feel exposed, left alone in this playroom
while Cam goes and does who knows what.

I slowly get up, my legs weak, and head
downstairs to my bedroom, closing the door behind me and collapsing
down on the soft king bed.

God, that was incredible.

I can’t believe Cam bent me over and spanked
me like an errant child. And I can’t believe how much I liked it.
My body feels hyper-aroused, and I stretch out on the bed to cool
down.

My clit throbs, needing Cam’s touch. His
fingers, his tongue. I’m still so close…

My hands slide lower, remembering the shock
of impact as he spanked me—and how the discomfort quickly melted
into something more. A heady mix of pleasure and pain like nothing
I’ve ever felt before.

Once my initial shock faded, I was surprised
to find just how sensual the whole thing was. Cam is clearly an
expert, and although the spanking hurt like hell in the moment, the
pain quickly faded under his masterful hands.

I stroke over my belly and down between my
thighs. I know he told me not to touch myself, but he wouldn’t ever
know.

Right?

Still, something makes me stop. I want to
obey him. I want to please him. I want to trust that he knows what
he’s doing with me.

I roll over and groan into the pillows. I’m
still frustrated as hell, so I go jump in the shower and let the
cold water soothe my throbbing body.

It was tough up there for me. He ordered me
to let go and trust him, but that isn’t easy for me. I’ve spent my
life trying to keep control—and one amazing evening bent over a
bench won’t change that.

However much I want it to.

I quickly dry off, thoughts whirling in my
mind. I’d never admit it to anyone, but already there’s something
in me that’s eager for Cam’s approval. I don’t know what that makes
me, but I want to please him. To hear him murmur, “Good girl,” and
reward me for my obedience. I don’t understand it, but it’s what I
want.

If this is his game, it’s working.

* * *

I dress in some jeans and a silk T-shirt,
and head downstairs. My stomach is already growling, and I can
smell the tempting scent of garlic and orange sauce wafting from
the kitchen.

Cam is unpacking takeout boxes on the table.
“Have you been to the Imperial Garden over on 74th?” he asks
casually. “The shrimp dumplings are killer.” He opens another box
like nothing’s happened. “Grab a plate and help yourself. There’s
plenty.”

I pause. I already broke my diet with that
cupcake at Olivia’s, and the rich sauce on the noodles must have
about a million calories.

“Is there any salad?” I ask, peeking in the
containers in search of something that won’t take three hours on
the treadmill to work off. I come up empty. “It’s OK, Chinese food
isn’t really my thing,” I lie.

Cam gives me a sharp look. “All you do is
eat salad and push food around your plate. Eat a proper dinner for
once. You’ll need the energy,” he adds with a grin.

I shake my head. “I’m not hungry.”

“Yes, you are,” Cam insists. He fills a
plate with noodles, dumplings, and garlic chicken, then points to a
chair at the table. “Sit. Eat.”

“Is that an order?” I shoot back, my temper
flaring.

“Yes.”

I gape. “That’s ridiculous!”

“Are you questioning me?” Cam’s gaze turns
steely.

Suddenly, I feel exhausted. Too tired to go
six rounds over a plate of takeout. “Just give me a break, OK? Not
everything has to be a fight.”

“I’m not doing this to pick a fight.” Cam’s
tone softens. “It’s my job to take care of you—even when you don’t
want to take care of yourself.”

I stare at him in disbelief. Is he for
real?

“What the hell do you think I’ve been doing
with my life?” I demand, my voice rising angrily. “Hours at the gym
every day, counting every last calorie. Blowouts every week,
highlights every month. I do nothing but take care of this body,
and make sure it’s perfect every single second of every fucking
day!”

Cam blinks, speechless for a moment.

I sink down into a chair. “I take care of
myself,” I repeat grimly.

“No, you don’t.” Cam finally speaks. He
gives me a sympathetic look. “You take care of what other people
want from you. Maybe you don’t need to work so hard,” he adds.
“You’d probably be a lot happier if you gave it all up.”

“Wow,” I roll my eyes. “You really don’t get
it, do you? You wouldn’t think I was still so sexy if I started
porking out on Chinese food all the time and totally let myself
go.”

“Believe me, I would.” Cam gives me a
wolfish look. “Now, my order still stands. You have my permission
to let yourself go.”

I look at the food regretfully. “Great, the
one night I get a pass, and you order Chinese.”

He frowns. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s not my favorite,” I shrug.

“So what would you eat, if you could have
anything in the world?”

I pause. “I’d get a thick, juicy
cheeseburger and fries. The works. With an icy cold beer to wash it
all down.”

Cam looks surprised. “I would have figured
you for more a caviar kind of girl.”

I snort. “That fancy stuff isn’t really my
style. It’s easy to keep to a diet when you’re only served haute
cuisine.” It took a couple of years after joining the Ashcrofts for
my tastes to improve, to learn the difference between Velveeta and
gruyere. The first time they served me a salad made by their
personal chef, I didn’t recognize anything but the lettuce.

My stomach rumbles so loudly that Cam
notices. He laughs. “Grab your coat. I know just the place to
satisfy that craving of yours.”

I glance down at my jeans. “I should change
first.”

“Don’t worry,” Cam grins. “None of your
girlfriends is ever going to see you where we’re going.”


TEN: CAM

I’m breaking my number one rule here—and I
don’t care. I never go out in public with my subs: our relationship
is always hidden, contained in the safety of The Underground club
or my apartment. But here I am, strolling down the street with
Isabelle for anyone to see.

“Should we grab a taxi?” Isabelle looks
around.

“No,” I tell her. “It’s just down the
block.”

As we walk along the sidewalk, I can see her
glance over at me, nervous. “What’s on your mind?” I ask.

“This is our first time out together
since…you know. The contract,” she whispers. “How is this supposed
to go? Do I have to do whatever you tell me, even if people are
watching?”

“Relax,” I reassure her. “I’m not going to
order you around tonight, but in general, the same rules still
apply. You should still obey me, we’ll just be discreet.” I take
her hand, and give it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll take care of
everything. You relax.”

Isabelle exhales, relaxing. “OK, I can
try.”

It’s cold out, but the streets are busy in
my fashionable neighborhood: full of couples out for dinner, and
people heading home after work.

None of them would ever guess the real
relationship between Isabelle and me. To them, dominance and
submission are the things of kinky sex clubs, whips and chains.
They could never guess that I can show as much power walking down
the street; that my dominance of Isabelle continues in every look,
every touch, every word.

“Here we are.” I nod to the bar at the end
of the block. It’s a little hole in the wall place, dim and grungy,
but I know they serve the best burgers in the city. Isabelle
wrinkles her nose, but she follows me down the steps and
inside.

She looks around. “Why is everyone looking
at us?” she whispers, drawing closer to me.

I smile. “They’re looking at you.” Even in
jeans, she’s still the most beautiful girl in any room.

Isabelle flushes, looking embarrassed, so I
lead her to a table in a dark corner. “Two pints please, Greg,” I
call over to the burly British bartender. “And a couple of burgers,
fries, the works.”

“Alright, boss.”

Isabelle looks interested. “This is your
usual hangout? You could scrape the grease off the ceiling with a
knife.”

I laugh. “Don’t let Greg hear you say that.
He takes pride in his grease.”

She smiles and takes off her coat. “It’s
strange to see you here,” she remarks. “I was beginning to think
you lived at the office, or home. Or the club.” She blushes.

“I guess I deserve that,” I nod. “There
hasn’t been much time in my life for anything but work.”

If you want to make it in the corporate
world without a fancy Harvard MBA or Daddy on the board, you have
to work harder than anyone. And me, a kid from the Scottish
Highlands, I was determined to work harder than everyone.

Greg brings over our beers and food.
Isabelle gapes at the spread: huge double decker slabs of ground
sirloin with bacon, onions and cheddar, and a basket of crispy,
thick fries.

“There’s enough here to feed an army! I can
get through maybe half of that.”

“I’ll allow it,” I say, with a smile to let
her know I’m joking. “But I bet you’ll finish the lot.”

We start eating, and soon she relaxes. “Oh
my God,” she murmurs, taking a bite. “This is worth the hours on
the treadmill I’m going to need tomorrow.”

My breath sticks. Fuck, she’s sexy, savoring
every bite. Away from her snooty socialite crowd, she’s relaxed and
carefree, gulping beer and wiping the foam from her lip with the
back of her sleeve.

“So, tell me about yourself,” Isabelle asks
hesitantly. “I hardly know much at all.”

I pause. “Like what?” I ask, dunking a fry
in ketchup. Although, to me, they’ll always be chips.

“Well, the whole club thing.” Isabelle
glances around, but we’re secluded in the corner here, with nobody
to hear. “Have you always been into it? What happened to make you,
you know…?”

“A Dom?” I finish. “Nothing happened. I’m
not one of those guys working through some troubled past,” I add.
“I just discovered that this was my particular preference, that’s
all.”

Isabelle looks disappointed with my answer,
so I expand. “Several years ago, I dated a woman who told me about
working as a Dominatrix. She told me how she felt when she had a
whip in her hand. Powerful. In charge. Something about it
fascinated me, so I researched it more. I discovered pretty quickly
that I had no interest in being dominated myself,” I add, “but it
was the other side that drew me in. The balance of power, the
psychological side of sex. It turned me on in a way I’d never felt
before.”

Isabelle watches me, and bites her lip. “Why
do you think you like so much? I mean, it’s pretty weird, isn’t
it?” She flushes, and I can tell she’s trying to wrap her head
around not just my tastes, but her own reaction earlier
tonight.

“It’s not weird at all,” I say calmly. “Sex
is about trust, intimacy. And giving up power to someone—or taking
control of that power—is a natural extension of that trust. Our
sexuality is more interesting and complex than we often give it
credit for,” I add. “Why settle for something boring and rote, when
you can discover who you really are?”

She toys with her beer for a second,
thinking hard.

“It surprised me,” she admits. “Feeling the
way I do. Not just tonight, but when Brent took me to the club. I
was curious, I felt excited. At least, before…” she stops, then
shakes her head, as if shaking the memory away. “I never expected
to feel this way. Sex was never…” she stops again.

“Never what you needed,” I finish for
her.

She nods, looking embarrassed.

“There’s no need to be ashamed,” I reassure
her. “We’re all wired differently. Some people can spend their
whole lives and be perfectly fulfilled by vanilla missionary every
night. And others...we require something more particular to satisfy
our needs.”

She takes a gulp of beer, looking away, then
changes the subject. “What about my father?”

“I don’t think he shared my tastes,” I
joke.

She laughs, breaking the tension. “Eww, no!
I just meant, how did you guys get along? From the way you’ve
talked about him, it seems like you were pretty close.”

I nod, smiling at the memory of my mentor.
“He was a good man. Everyone respected him. He really made a point
of showing people that he was listening, that he heard them. He
gave you his full attention when you were with him, and that’s a
rare quality.”

Isabelle gives a small smile. “I remember.
Not that I got to see it very much,” she adds, sounding wistful.
“You probably spent more time with him than I ever did.”

She’s joking but there’s an edge of sorrow
behind her remark.

“You were family,” I reassure her. “He may
have worked hard, but you were always his number one priority.”

She shakes her head. “It didn’t feel that
way. After our mom died, he just buried himself in work. I guess it
was his way of coping with the pain of losing her. But I was pretty
much on my own again after that.” She pauses, years of sadness
behind her eyes. “Except for Brent. He was all I had in the world.
That’s why…” She looks away. “That’s why I let him treat me like
this. I didn’t want to lose him too.”

I take her hand, full of compassion for her.
Just when she thought she’d found a family, she lost it. No wonder
she always acts so icy and self-sufficient. It’s the only way she
can cope with her life.

Which makes her request to submit to me so
much more intriguing—and precious.

“You have me now,” I tell her firmly. “And
no one’s ever going to treat you that way again. You may not feel
very strong right now, but you’re stronger than you’ll ever
know.”

Isabelle gives a weak smile. “I don’t feel
strong. I feel like a total mess most of the time.”

“You’re not,” I insist. “It takes a strong
woman to admit that she wants to submit. To give up control of her
body and her emotions and trust that they’ll be handled with
care.”

She swallows. “Thank you, Cam. Not just for
this, but for everything.”

“Always,” I say simply. And it’s true. This
woman has gotten under my skin and wrapped herself around my heart.
Whatever she needs from me, I’ll provide.

No matter what the cost.


ELEVEN:
ISABELLE

We stroll back to his apartment, holding
hands on the dark street. I feel a strange sense of security wrap
around me, like as long as Cam is near, nothing bad can happen.

I glance over at him, his broad shoulders
and chiseled jaw. There’s a comfort to his physical presence—and a
danger, too. I already know the chemistry between us, and how he
can affect me. Strip down my defenses, see past all my acting and
pretense. Even just chatting in the bar tonight, I revealed more of
myself than I have to anyone, confiding about my life as an
Ashcroft, and how much it changed for me.

I want to open up to him. I want to let him
in. But still, I’m scared. Out of my depth. This isn’t an ordinary
relationship, and even though Cam reassured me it wasn’t strange to
want the things that I do, I’m still trying to wrap my head around
it myself.

How good it felt when he was spanking me.
How much I want to submit and obey.

It thrills me and scares me at the same
time, but something tells me that Cam won’t push me further than
I’m ready to go.

When we get back to the apartment, Cam locks
the front door behind us. “Goodnight, my sweet,” he murmurs,
kissing me softly on the lips. “Sleep well. You’ll need your energy
tomorrow.”

He winks, but I still feel a wave of
disappointment. And when he leaves me to go to his bedroom, I wish
he wouldn’t. That he’d stay.

I try to snap out of it, and go get ready
for bed. I love the peace of my evening routine, and even when I
was living with Brent, I liked to lock the bathroom door and take a
moment, losing myself in the ritual of cleansing off my makeup and
preparing for sleep. I brush out my hair, and smooth moisturizer
over my skin, then gingerly check my ass in the mirror.

Cam’s handprints have faded. There’s no sign
of our evening spanking—except the ripple of excitement that rolls
through me every time I remember it.

I dress in a sheer lacy nightgown, then
stop, looking at the big bed. Soft. Luxurious.

Empty.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I pad
barefoot down the dark hallway and stop outside Cam’s door.

I knock, tentative. A moment later, Cam
throws it open. “Yes?” he barks, looking annoyed.

I catch my breath. He’s shirtless, wearing
nothing but black silk pajama bottoms. His body is so muscular, I
can see the ridge of his abs, and the way his shoulders and biceps
bulge with definition.

“I… I’m sorry,” I murmur, embarrassed. “I
just…can I sleep with you tonight?”

I lift my eyes to his. They’re dark with an
unreadable expression. Right away, I know I’ve made a mistake.

“I’m sorry,” I say again, turning to go.

“Wait.”

Cam’s hand shoots out and catches me by the
arm. I go still from the heat of the contact. I turn. “Come in,” he
says, dropping my arm and standing aside.

I take a deep breath, and follow his
command.

The room is dim, lit only by a lamp beside
the huge bed. I’ve been here before, but somehow, it feels more
intimate with the drapes drawn and just the two of us in the
dark.

Cam pulls back the covers, and slides into
bed. He pats the space beside him. “I warn you,” he says with a
dark look. “I’ve been known to snore.”

I burst out laughing, and just like that,
the huge bed doesn’t seem so ominous. I go around the other side,
and slide in. The sheets are cool and soft, and I can feel the heat
from his body burning even from the other side of the king
mattress.

“You’re lucky, I don’t.” I smile, but the
teasing fades from my lips as Cam turns off the light and rolls
over on his side towards me.

He reaches out and strokes gently down my
jaw. I shiver. “Come here,” he murmurs, and pulls me to him, so I’m
spooned against his body. His front to my back. His hard cock
nestled against my ass.

Suddenly, sleep is the last thing on my
mind.

“What’s the scent you’re wearing?” Cam asks,
his voice a low whisper against my ear.

I relax back into his arms. “My body lotion,
I guess. Roses.”

“Mmm,” Cam sweeps my hair aside and drops a
kiss on the back of my neck. “You smell good enough to eat.”

Heat rushes between my thighs. Oh God. His
hands slide around to my waist, teasing against the silky fabric. I
sink deeper into the soft pillows, deeper against him. Cam groans
softly, gripping my hips. I rub back against his cock, and feel his
whole body tense.

“No,” he says. “Don’t move.”

I still.

“Whatever I do, don’t move,” he whispers,
his request becoming an order. “Don’t move. Don’t make a sound,
unless it’s to moan with pleasure.”

My heart skips a beat.

“Who are you in the dark?” Cam says again.
His hands roam over my front, moving up to palm and stroke my
breasts. I shudder, feeling the heat rise. God, it’s good. He
squeezes softly, then pinches my nipples until I moan.

“Who are you when nobody’s watching?” he
demands, growling in my ear. “Away from all the bullshit and
pressure. Who are you when you’re coming undone?”

He nips gently at my neck, fitting me snugly
against him. There’s not an inch of space between our bodies, I can
feel every breath, every heartbeat, every jerk of his stiff cock
against my ass.

I close my eyes and fall into the darkness.
Cam’s hand trails down over my belly, down between my thighs. He
rubs softly, just right.

I gasp.

“That’s right, my sweet. Let go for me.”

His weight shifts, then suddenly he’s gone:
rolling me onto my back and pulling the covers down, kissing his
way between my thighs.

I tense.

“Shh,” he soothes me. “I’m going to make
this very simple for you. You can make all the noise you want.
Scream and writhe, do whatever you need. But you cannot come,
Isabelle. You can’t come until I say.”

Fuck, that’s hot.

“Tell me you understand.”

“Yes, Master,” I breathe. Already my body is
so tense and turned on, I don’t know if I can keep my promise.

But I’ll sure as hell try my best.

Cam lowers his head again.
His stubble scratches against my skin as he eases my legs open,
baring me wide. I can feel my cheeks heat, but somehow, I’m safe
here. Safe in the dark with Cam trailing kisses, licking and
nipping at my inner thighs until, God, his tongue licks up against me
in a hot, wet swoop.

I groan, gripping the pillows tight. Cam
licks again, swirling his tongue over my tender nub until I’m
panting. “Oh God,” I gasp, arching up to meet his mouth. This is
incredible. My body clenches, my pussy aching for his touch.

He pulls away then, and I cry out at his
sudden absence. The pressure is building inside me, coiling
tighter, and I moan, trying not to beg, knowing that Cam is the one
who’ll make all the demands.

“Goddamn,” he growls, moving a hand to
stroke and dip into my wetness. “You taste so sweet.”

He slides two fingers inside me.

Fuck, now I really am close. I clench around
him, bucking up against his hand. “Cam!” I cry, gripping the
pillows. “Cam, I don’t know if I can stop—”

“You can, and you will.” Cam’s voice is a
warning. He slides his fingers out of me, then back, deeper.
Fuck!

“Not like this.” I shake my head, thrashing
against him. He pins me down with his other hand, so I’m helpless
on the bed. Out, then back, a slow deep slide that makes my blood
boil. “I’ll come, I can’t stop.”

“Shh,” he whispers again. “Breathe deep. Let
it wash over you.”

He lowers his head and licks me again. Dear
Lord, I don’t know how much more I can take. Every nerve in my body
is wild with tension, begging for release. He licks me slowly,
gently pumping his fingers inside me, until I can feel my body
start to crest.

“Cam!” I reach down and grab his head,
pulling him away. For a moment, I’m caught on the precipice, ready
to fall, but I inhale another ragged breath and clench my body
tight, trying to keep the orgasm at bay.

Slowly, the waves recede. I exhale, reeling
and unsatisfied. God, I need to come so bad! But even through my
frustration, there’s pride. I’m pleased I managed to follow his
orders, to do what he wanted, even when it drove me crazy.

Cam crawls back up my body, and lays beside
me, face to face. “Why did you stop me?” he asks.

“Because you told me not to come.” I can see
his face, just inches away, eyes burning hotly in the dark. “You
gave me an order.”

“And you obeyed me.” I can hear the
satisfaction in his tone. “That’s what I wanted, Isabelle. Not to
deny you your pleasure for the sake of it, but for you to learn
obedience. And you did it beautifully, I’m so proud.”

I feel a glow. “I’m glad,” I whisper. “I
want to please you.”

“And you will.” Cam strokes my cheek. “Now,
you get a reward. Anything you want.”

“Anything?” My heart leaps.

“Yes.” Cam skims his fingertips over my
breasts again, making them ache, heavy with need. “So tell me,
Isabelle, what’s your pleasure?”

“You,” I breathe, already reaching for him.
“I want you. Inside me. Please.”

My hands slip inside his pajamas and close
around Cam’s magnificent cock. His pupils dilate. He lets out a low
groan. I stroke him again, and then he grabs my hand.

“Not tonight.” He pulls me away. “But you’ve
earned your release, my sweet.” Cam slides his hand between my
thighs and thrusts two fingers inside me. He kisses down my body,
back to my wet pussy.

Fuck.

Slowly, he licks up my slit, circling and
sucking on my clit. He laps up against me, the pressure building
with every flick of his tongue. I moan. He opens my lips, licking
the soft folds, while sticking his fingers deep inside me. He curls
them even deeper, and again sucks my clit.

He looks up at me, his gaze tender yet
animalistic. “Now come for me,” he orders, kissing me with a fierce
possession. He thrusts again.

I come, moaning his name over and over and
over. Cam pulses his fingers again and again, riding out my
orgasm.

He spoons me against him again, holding me
tight. And to my surprise, I fall asleep.


TWELVE: CAM

The next day is torture. I try to work at
the office as usual, but my head is miles away: back in the dark
bedroom, gorging on Isabelle’s sweet cunt. God, the look on her
face as she desperately tried to keep from coming. She worked so
hard to please me, and she couldn’t have done better.

My little sub is learning, every day.

“So what’s her name?”

I snap my head up. Keely is in my doorway,
watching me with a smirk.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I
cough, shuffling some paperwork like I wasn’t just fantasizing
about impaling Isabelle on my aching cock.

“Bullshit,” she grins, throwing herself down
in one of my comfy arm chairs. “You’ve been a million miles away
all day. You were so zoned out during that marketing call, he could
have proposed a million dollar budget increase and you wouldn’t
have noticed a thing.”

“They’re welcome to a million if it gets our
revenue up,” I shoot back. “Maybe I was just bored by their
proposals.”

She laughs, not at all fooled. “Come on,
spill. You know I love some gossip. And you never have any.” She
narrows her eyes. “Huh, I didn’t realize that before now. You’re
so…”

“Discreet?”

“Boring.” She sticks her tongue out, and I
laugh. Since Keely took control of the company, she’s become a good
friend of mine. Closer to a little sister really—and right now,
she’s an annoying one.

“She has to be special, to get you so
distracted,” Keely muses. “Don’t tell me you’re seeing some model
or actress. They’re not your type.”

“What’s my type?” I ask, amused.

“Someone complicated,” Keely decides. “You
need someone to keep you on your toes. Not some girl who follows
your every word like law.”

I hide a smile. Little does she know.

“Don’t you have work to do?” I ask, trying
to change the subject.

She sighs. “Always. And there’s that charity
thing tonight, the casino event? Isabelle’s hosting. I can’t
believe she sent me an invite, I thought she hated me.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” I say without
thinking.

Keely arches an eyebrow.

“I mean, who could hate you?” I cover.
“You’re delightful. When you’re not bugging people about their
personal lives.”

She laughs, finally standing. “OK, OK,
you’re off the hook. But only because Vaughn is taking me out to
lunch,” she adds. “And that means I’m in a great mood.” Keely swans
out, no doubt off to meet her fiancé for some sexy fun.

I pause. Keely’s right: I am distracted. I
feel like I’ve had a hard-on for days, and it’s all I can think
about. Isabelle, submitting to me, the sound of her moans

My hand moves of its own accord, reaching
for the phone. I’m dialing the number before I can second-guess
what I’m about to do.

“Isabelle?” I say when she answers. “Get in
a cab, right now.”

* * *

Twenty minutes later, there’s a knock at the
door. Jeannie opens it. “Miss Ashcroft to see you.”

I nod brusquely, staying seated. “Show her
in. And hold my calls for the rest of the afternoon.”

Jeannie nods, withdrawing. Isabelle steps
into the room, radiant in a simple sundress that shows off the
swell of her creamy breasts. She’s smiling. “I’m glad you called,”
she says. “Did you want to go grab some lunch?”

“That’s not what I have in mind. Lock the
door behind you,” I tell her softly.

Her eyes widen with excitement. She does as
I say. Power ripples through my body. Finally, it’s time to show
her what I want.

“Come here, and get on your knees.”

Isabelle’s gaze flickers towards the door.
“Here?”

I can hear the shock in her voice. “Yes.
Here, now. It doesn’t matter if we’re in the middle of Times
Square, at the club or in my home, when I give you an order, I
expect you to obey. Understood?”

Isabelle nods, places her purse on a chair
and walks closer. I point to the rug beside me. Silently, she drops
to her knees.

Fuck, she’s gorgeous. Gazing up at me with
those blue eyes. Meek and obedient.

“Put your hands behind your back,” I
instruct her. “Now open your mouth.”

Isabelle wets her lips, then parts them,
pink and moist.

My cock leaps hungrily, straining against my
fly.

“This is the sub’s position,” I tell her.
“When I tell you to assume the position, this is what I mean. No
argument, no hesitation.”

Isabelle nods eagerly. Eyeing my pants, she
licks her lips again.

I won’t make her wait any longer.

I unbuckle my belt and unzip my fly. The
head of my cock springs free, already swollen and moist with
precum. I lean back in my chair and tuck my hands behind my head in
a pose of total nonchalance.

“Now, show me what that pretty mouth can do.
Just your mouth.” I add.

I can see the anticipation in Isabelle’s
eyes as she leans forward, hands locked behind her back. Her warm
breath envelops me and I have to resist thrusting deep between
those wet lips.

Slowly, slowly now.

Isabelle opens her mouth wider. She laps
slowly at the head, then closes her lips around me and swirls her
tongue around.

Fuck. A guttural groan escapes me. Her
tongue strokes the underside of my cock, pressing on that
ultra-sensitive spot beneath the head. I have to grip the armrests
to keep from exploding right now.

“Now suck me,” I command.

She scoots closer, angling to take me deeper
into that miraculous mouth. She slides down my cock, taking me to
the back of her throat, then lifts her head again, suctioning tight
with her lips.

Goddamn.

I lean back in the chair, reveling in the
hot, wet slide of her mouth. My cock is so hard it hurts, and every
lick and suck drives me crazy.

Isabelle looks up at me, her mouth around my
dick. A strap of her sundress slips loose, revealing the taut rosy
tip of her nipple. Her tongue flickers rapidly, licking up my salty
pre-cum.

It’s so fucking sexy, I can’t take it. I’m
too close to the edge, too soon. I grab a fistful of silky blonde
hair and tug her head, fighting the urge to spurt my hot seed all
over her gorgeous face.

But Isabelle won’t be stopped. Her head bobs
in my lap and her juicy pink lips slide over my glistening shaft,
sucking me off deep in her throat. She gazes up at me, urging me on
with every stroke, moaning softly as she sucks.

Fuck it, I’m already gone. The climax rips
through me, flooding me with pleasure as I grip her head, pumping
into Isabelle’s warm throat.

She swallows down every last drop, and licks
me clean. Fuck, could she be any more perfect? Finally, she lifts
her head.

“Was that OK, Master?” she asks.

I nod. “Try un-fucking-believable.”

She smiles with pleasure. “Good.”

And then instead of getting up, she rests
her head in my lap. I exhale, stroking her hair as my climax fades
away. I’m the one supposed to be in control here, but every moment
with her shifts my center of gravity until I don’t even know who’s
calling the shots.

I just know, I don’t want this to end.


THIRTEEN:
ISABELLE

The casino charity night arrives out of
nowhere: I’ve been so wrapped up in Cam, I don’t have time for my
usual nerves about whether the event will go OK. There’s barely
time to call my committee and check in before I’m sitting in the
back of a limo with Cam, trying to remember if there’s anything I’m
forgetting.

“I should call the caterers again,” I fidget
nervously. “And I should have been there this afternoon for set-up.
I can’t believe I missed it. If anything was wrong—”

“They would have called you,” Cam interrupts
me, soothing. “Or, better yet, they would have solved the problem
themselves. This is why you hired professionals,” he adds. “You
don’t need to be there to fold every napkin.”

“I know.” I can’t stop worrying—at least
until Cam takes my hand, bringing it to his mouth. He kisses my
palm.

“Did I tell you how beautiful you look
tonight?” he smiles at me.

I feel a glow. “Thank you.” I agonized over
what to wear before picking out a long gown in pale blue silk. I
hoped that he’d like it, and from the way his eyes are skimming
over the plunging neckline all the way down to the thigh-high slit,
I’ve got my wish.

“But it’s missing something…” Cam muses,
pulling something from his jacket pocket. A slim blue box.
Tiffany’s. I gasp. “A little something for you. To celebrate our
arrangement.”

I open the lid. A pair of glittering,
diamond-studded bracelets twinkle up at me from the satin lining.
“Oh my God,” I breathe. “Cam, these are gorgeous!”

He lifts them from the box and fastens them
around my wrists: a matching pair of jeweled cuffs. I run my
fingers over the metal, pausing over gold loops that are fixed to
each cuff. “What are these for?”

“All kinds of things.” Cam’s voice turns
throaty. He leans in, nipping at my earlobe. “I’ll show you
later.

A shiver runs through me. I can’t wait to
find out.

“I love them,” I tell him happily. “Thank
you.”

“It’s my pleasure, princess.” Cam claims my
lips in a lingering kiss that sends heat racing through my body.
I’m already wet for him, wanting his muscular body crushing mine,
his hips pistoning fast, cock buried deep inside my slick, wet
pussy. “Now, are you ready for your night?”

I take a breath and clasp his hand. “I am
now.” I think of the crowd waiting for us, all the sneering,
judging faces. “Just don’t let go, OK?”

“I promise.” Cam vows.

* * *

When we arrive at the hotel ballroom,
everything’s already in full swing. The chandeliers glitter over
New York’s social elite, mingling and chatting by the casino
tables. Dealers lead games of roulette and blackjack as the band
plays in the corner, and wait staff circulate with hors d’oeuvres
and champagne.

“Looking good,” Cam applauds, as we make our
way into the crowd.

“So far.” I’m still on edge, nervous
something will go wrong. To everyone else, this is just another
excuse to get in the gossip pages, but I really care about raising
money here tonight, and I want everything to be flawless.

“Izzie!”

We turn. Olivia is cutting through the
crowd. She greets me with a kiss, beaming. “Isn’t this great? The
pit master says we’ve already raised fifty thousand dollars.”

“So soon?” I smile, happy and relieved. “But
the evening’s barely started.”

“I know! Apparently some tech billionaire
bet everything on red, and it came up black. I’ve told the waiters
to keep him supplied with champagne,” Olivia adds with a wink.

I laugh. “Clever.” Olivia gives me a look,
and I realize Cam is standing beside me, silent. “Oh, this is Cam.
Cam McCullough. Meet my friend, Olivia.”

Cam shakes her hand. “Any friend of
Isabelle’s is a friend of mine. Now, can I get you ladies something
to drink?”

“Thanks.” Olivia waits until he’s gone
before giggling. “Iz! Where have you been hiding him?”

“Why? What do you mean?” I flush, suddenly
self-conscious. My two worlds are colliding here tonight.

“Just that he’s hot!” Olivia squeals. “Wait,
is he that Scottish designer you were talking about?”

“No, different guy,” I say quickly. “Cam
works at the company. Runs it, really. He was friends with my
father.”

“Aww, that’s sweet.” Olivia links her arm
through mine. “Come see the girls. They’re all basking in praise
for pulling this off, but we all know it’s down to you. You did a
great job.”

I say my hellos and catch up with everyone,
reminding them all to gamble and fill those fundraising coffers.
“It’s for a good cause,” I joke to a group. “And when was the last
time you could say that about losing your shirt at roulette?”

They all laugh. Cam joins me with a glass of
champagne, steering me away from the crowd. “You should be proud of
yourself for tonight,” he tells me. “This is a big deal.”

I flush at his praise. “I just know I got
lucky, being adopted. So many kids don’t have that chance. This is
the least I can do to help them.”

Cam squeezes my hand. “You’re a good person,
Isabelle.”

Guilt strikes through me. He has no
idea.

“I just want to run and thank the caterers,”
I say quickly, needing some air. “I’ll be right back.”

I hurry through the crowded ballroom, and
down a hallway. It’s quieter here, and I catch my breath, trying to
push back the memories. Tonight is a good thing, but suddenly, I
feel like such an imposter. Cam doesn’t realize, what I’m trying so
hard to keep hidden. He doesn’t see my dark past, or know what I’ve
done to get to where I am today.

“Well, well, well. Look at you.”

The voice sends chills down
my spine. No. Not here.

Brent strolls closer, looking smug as
usual.

I tense. “Don’t tell me you burned through
that money already.”

He snorts. “Not quite.”

But I see the anger in his eyes. Damn it. I
glance around, but luckily, we’re out of sight, hidden here in the
hallway.

I straighten up and face him. “Get out of my
way.”

“Not so fast,
sister. We’re not
done.”

“I’m busy.” I try to seem bored.

“With him,” Brent says scornfully. “That
low-rent bastard. He’s got no fucking class.”

“And you do?” I shoot back.

It’s a mistake. His face darkens. “You liked
me just fine, sis. All those years I came to visit your bedroom at
night.” He moves closer, backing me against the wall. “You didn’t
complain then, did you? You loved it, you little slut.”

“Stop!” I shove him hard, wriggling out from
the alcove. “I won’t keep doing this. It’s over, I’ve told you
before.”

“And I’ve told you, it’ll never be over.
You’re mine,” he sneers. “You think your white knight will have you
once he knows you’re damaged goods? Face it. Once trash, always
trash. You should feel lucky I’d even look twice at you.”

I swallow, shaking with rage and panic.
There’s a time I would have believed him, but being with Cam has
taught me differently. Brent made me weak, but Cam gives me the
strength to believe in myself. Believe I’m worth so much more than
what I’ve been settling for.

“You don’t own me, Brent. In fact, you’re
nothing without me.” With a final burst of angry strength, I wrench
my arm from his grasp and try to walk away.

“Do you really want to risk
it, killer?”

I freeze. Fear surrounds me, sharp and
cold.

Brent strolls closer, placing a possessive
hand on my waist. “That’s right, Iz. I know your secret, and
believe me, I won’t think twice about telling everyone in that
ballroom what you’ve done. You think Cam will want you then?”

Oh God. I can imagine the look on his face.
The revulsion. The blame.

“Come along now.” Brent begins to steer me
back to the party. “We’re leaving now. You and me. I’ve had enough
of this bullshit. You’re coming home with me, where you
belong.”

I try to pull away. “Fine,” I stutter,
buying time. “I’ll meet you there. I just have to—”

“No.” Brent scowls.” I want everyone to see
you on my arm. Especially your precious Cam McCullough.”

I have no choice.

Brent steers me back toward the music and
twinkling lights of the party.

My heart breaks in two.


FOURTEEN: CAM

I look around, bored, trying to seem engaged
with the uptight businessmen around me. The party is in full swing,
but without Isabelle at my side, everything is a dull blur.

I need her too much, but I can’t help it.
She makes everything vivid and new, like I’m seeing the world for
the first time.

And there she is.

I catch sight of her moving towards me. Even
in the crowd of hundreds, she stands out. Gorgeous.

But her face is tense. Then I see the man
beside her. Brent. His arm around her waist, his body tight against
hers.

What the hell?

Something’s wrong.

I try to move away from the CEOs and VPs all
around me, but before I can break free, one grasps my arm and asks
how Ashcroft’s fiscal quarter is looking. I mumble a reply and pull
away, lunging towards Isabelle and Brent.

“You better get the hell away from her,” I
growl at Brent, the fact that we’re in the middle of a crowded
ballroom the only thing keeping me from punching his face in. “Get
out!”

“Cam, don’t!” Isabelle steps between us.
“Calm down, you’re making a scene!”

“What’s he doing here?” I demand. “Why are
you defending him?”

Isabelle’s chin trembles. “Please, Cam,” she
says again, not answering my question. “People are looking.”

“To hell with people.”

But Isabelle looks around us. She flashes a
tense smile, acting like everything’s fine. It’s not.

“Let’s go,” Brent barks. He holds out his
hand, and actually has the nerve to snap his fingers at her.

Isabelle won’t look at me. “I’m sorry,” she
whispers. Then she turns to leave.

With him.

“What’s going on?” I demand. “Tell me, now.
That’s an order,” I add.

But Isabelle doesn’t obey. She finally meets
my eyes, her expression blank. “Thank you for your hospitality,”
she says politely. “But I belong at home.”

“No.” I growl in frustration. “I’m not
letting you leave like this.”

“Tough shit,” Brent smirks. “That’s not your
decision. It’s mine.”

“No,” Isabelle speaks up calmly, “It’s mine.
And I’m choosing to go with him.”

“Part of our contract is for me to keep you
safe. You don’t have to be afraid.”

Isabelle lowers her voice. “No, Cam. You
were right. Your world, it’s not for me. The truth is…” she wavers,
but then her face sets with determination. “It’s sick. You disgust
me, you and your games. I want no part of it.”

.I watch as she takes Brent’s arm and walks
away. I feel like my whole world is walking out that door, and I
can’t understand why. I can hear whispers around us and I can’t be
responsible for ruining her event. Not when it means so much to
her.

I know she’s lying, but why? I’m not going
to embarrass her in front of all these people and demand she stay,
but something’s got her running scared, and I’m determined to find
out what it is. Our connection is real. The way she felt, moaning
in my arms, that’s real, and she needs me. Whatever hold Brent has
over her, I’ll find a way to break it. I’ll release her from his
chains and set her free, where she belongs.

With me.

THE END
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PROLOGUE

All relationships are about give and take.
Power and submission. In a hundred small ways, the battle of two
wills plays out. Most people find a compromise, a delicate balance
between their own wants and their partner’s desires.

I’m not most people.

I demand total control – but I give you the
ultimate pleasure in return. It’s my will that always dominates; my
commands that will determine every one of your choices. But in
exchange, I offer you the sweetest surrender.

No guilt. No shame. No second thoughts.

Because the truth is, you long for me that
way. To simply give yourself to me, and never once have to worry
about the consequences. To let me take control of your pleasures,
and never once share the blame.

I know what you need. I know how your body
tightens in anticipation of my collar; your thighs clenching with
the thought of my cock. I know because it’s my job, my duty. To be
so in tune with your desires that I can take you to heights you
never dreamed about.

You may be the one surrendering, but I’m the
one in your power, my sweet. I must have you, and I will do
whatever it takes to bring you to me.

Wet. Ready. On your knees.

Isabelle needs me. To dominate her, to
cherish her, to free her. And I won’t let her down. I won’t stop
until she’s mine again, screaming with pleasure, completely undone
and safe in my arms. She’s all I want, and I always get what I
want.

She is my everything.


ONE: ISABELLE

It’s been ten days.

Ten days since I walked out on Cam. Ten days
since I looked him in the eye and lied like I’ve never lied before:
told him that who he is disgusts me, and that I wanted to end our
relationship before it had barely begun.

I didn’t mean a word of it. It broke my
heart to walk away, and now that pain has haunted me every minute
of every day since.

I want to call him. Reach out, just to see
him again. I want to tell him I didn’t mean the cruel things I
said. I want to swear that I’ve never felt so safe, so loved, as
when I’m in his arms. Submitting to his commands.

Surrendering to the pleasure only he can
give.

But I have no choice. Not with Brent
blackmailing me like this: using the most terrible secrets of my
life to buy my loyalty. He ordered me to leave Cam and move back
into my old apartment with him, and I obeyed, but that hasn’t
stopped me from spending every waking moment trying to think up a
way to leave him again, and all my time asleep dreaming of Cam: his
voice, his touch. His mouth. His demands.

If anyone learns the truth about me…

I stop that thought dead, turning away from
my grim reflection in the dressing room mirror. I’m back in my old
bedroom, surrounded by pretty things: soft blue velvet curtains and
a gold silk bedspread, gilt-edged mirrors and a walk-in closet full
of designer clothes that’s bigger than most people’s
apartments.

None of it means a thing to me. Not without
Cam.

There’s a noise at the door and then Brent
comes barging in. “Get a move on, I’m ready to go.”

“I told you, you’re not allowed in
here!”

Brent sneers. His gaze scans over me.
“You’re not wearing that, are you?”

I tense. He told me I had to go with him to
dinner. I didn’t realize it came with a dress code. “What’s wrong
with it?” I’m wearing a simple black dress and heels, not feeling
like going the whole nine yards when inside, I can’t stand being
near him.

Brent snorts. “You look like a fucking
depressive nun. Put on something decent, show off that body of
yours.”

I cross my arms over my chest, shuddering at
the thought of his eyes on me. “No.”

Brent stalks closer. “Aren’t you forgetting
something, sis?” he demands in a low voice. “I’m the one
calling the shots this time. I let you get away with running off to
that Scottish asshole once, but now you need to make it up to
me.”

He reaches out to touch me, but I shrink
away. “Keep your hands off me! That was our deal, remember? I came
back, I’m paying your bills, but you don’t ever get to touch me,
ever again.”

Brent’s eyes flash with anger. “Frigid
bitch,” he curses. “Time was, you were begging for it. Couldn’t get
enough of me.”

That was never true, but I can’t afford
to push him too far.

“Times change,” I spit back, bile rising in
my throat. “Now, do you want me at this dinner? If so, let me get
dressed in peace.”

Brent pauses, then decides. “We’re not
finished here,” he says, backing away. “You belong to me, and that
means all of you.” He grins lasciviously. “Just wait.”

He walks out, slamming the door behind
him.

I sink onto the bed, my heart pounding. I’m
so tired. I’ve kept him at arm’s length all this time: filling my
days with appointments and social events, and locking my bedroom
door at night. But I know Brent, and he won’t stop – not until he
gets what he wants. I’ll never be safe.

I swallow back my fear and go pick out a new
dress: something short and tight and silver, to turn heads the way
he wants. Maybe if he gets enough jealous attention, he’ll be in a
more forgiving mood.

Either that, or he’ll get too drunk and high
to pay attention to me.

I can dream, can’t I?

* * *

Brent drives us downtown, speeding too fast
in the sportscar I’m still paying off for him. Ever since his trust
fund got cut off, he’s been depending on me to maintain his lavish
lifestyle. It’s the only leverage I’ve got with him, but I don’t
know how much longer it will keep him from crossing the line.

“Behave yourself at dinner, OK?” Brent snaps
at me, as he pulls up by the valet. “This is an important investor,
could be my big break.”

I don’t reply. He’s always talking about his
next big business venture, but most of the time, it’s just an
excuse for expensive dinners and partying with his preppy rich
friends.

He grips my arm tightly and steers me into
the restaurant.

“Welcome back, Mr. Ashcroft!” The hostess
flashes a smile at Brent. “So nice to see you again.”

“Nice to see you too, Becca.” Brent leers at
her cleavage. “You put us at the best table, right? None of that
backroom bullshit.”

“Of course.” She leads us to a table in the
middle of the room. Brent takes his time following, and he parades
me through the room like he wants everyone to stare.

And they do. In this dress, with four-inch
heels and my blonde hair tumbling free, I look like I should be in
some trashy nightclub, not a classy restaurant like this.

I feel myself go numb under their stares.
Let them look. They aren’t seeing me, the real me, just this act I
have to keep together.

Remember you’re more than his prop, I
remind myself. Remember you’re more than this.

“Bring a bottle of Brut,” Brent barks at
her, as we take out seats. “And none of that new shit. Vintage, all
the way.”

Becca’s smile dims. “On its way.” She gives
me a look before leaving, as if to say, ‘what the hell are you
doing with him?’

Me too, honey. Me too.

Brent’s buddies stroll over to us, drinks in
hand, and claim seats at our table like they own the place. They’re
college friends, now all big-shot bankers and CEOs propped up by
daddy’s connections and trust funds, and soon they’re trading
gossip—the size of their bonuses, and the new expensive toys
they’ve been buying.

“Rooftop pool, state of the art
electronics…” One of the guys is bragging about his new penthouse
apartment. “It was a fucking bidding war, I went a mil over asking
to lock it down.”

I try to look interested, but I can feel my
eyes glazing over. These men, they don’t know how to talk to a
woman, how to respect her, make her feel valued. I’m just a
decoration to them.

“Sweet,” Brent says. “I’m looking too,
right, Iz? Your place is kind of cramped.” He’s noticed how quiet I
am and is trying to make me participate in the conversation.

My two-bedroom on the Upper East Side is
nowhere near cramped, but I smile and nod, appeasing him as I sip
my champagne.

“You got to go downtown,” his buddy insists.
“They’ve got great units in Soho, nine, ten mill. Bargain.”

Brent’s jaw clenches. “Sure, sure.” He
agrees, but I can see the jealousy seething in his eyes. I don’t
understand it: thanks to Charles Ashcroft, who adopted us both from
different homes when we were kids, Brent and I grew up in luxury.
But nothing was ever enough for Brent, he always hung out with kids
who were even richer than us, and kept acting even more entitled.
Now he has nothing left except my borrowed trust fund, but he still
won’t quit trying to act like a big-shot.

My gaze wanders around the room, scanning
the crowd. It’s a hot new dining spot, and it’s packed on a Friday
night with fashionable people and—

My heart stops.

Cam.

He’s being shown to a table with my
half-sister, Keely, and her fiancé, and he looks just as
devastatingly hot as ever. His tall, broad-shouldered physique is
draped in a designer suit, and his dark hair is matched with sexy
stubble.

I shiver, flooded with memories. His hands
gripping my wrists tightly. His body pressing down on mine. His
fingers trailing lower—

A hand slides around my shoulder, but it’s
not Cam’s. Brent grabs me so hard I wince, then raises his other
hand to wave.

“McCullough,” he calls, smug. “Good to see
you, man.”

Cam looks over, and his face turns to stone.
His eyes meet mine, unreadable, and then he keeps walking past me,
like I don’t even exist.

My heart breaks.

The moment he’s gone, Brent drops his hand
from my shoulder. “I wonder what’s bugging him?” he smirks. “Sore
loser.”

As if I’m some prize to be won.

I wait silently until he’s back talking to
the guys again. “Excuse me,” I murmur, then quickly leave the
table. I make my way blindly towards the restrooms, so close to
falling apart.

What must Cam think of me?

I push into the cool marble sanctuary of the
ladies room, trying to calm myself. I take deep breaths, but can’t
stop the panic that grips me. I plunge my shaking hands under the
cold water and try to pull myself together.

He’s here, right here. So close. And yet Cam
has never been so far from me.

I look at my eyes in the mirror, and see all
the sadness, pain, and fear about my life reflected back at me.

My resolve crumbles. I thought I could tell
him goodbye, but now, every part of me aches to be in his arms
again. He’s just a few feet away but it seems like an entire city
separates us. If only I could talk to him, explain why I did what I
did. But he probably hates me—he loathes Brent. Knowing that I went
back to him, despite everything that happened, might be too much
for Cam to take.

Too much to ever forgive—if I even deserve
his forgiveness.

The door flies open. And before I have a
chance to brace myself, Cam is standing right in front of me. His
body tense, his eyes flashing angrily.

“Isabelle.”

Just my name on his lips, and I’m
overcome.


TWO: CAM

I stare at Isabelle, just inches away from
me in the small marble bathroom. After all this time apart, I’d
convinced myself that she couldn’t be as beautiful as I remember
her, but I was wrong. She still takes my breath away.

Every time I see her, it feels like the
first time. Those big blue eyes, that luscious mouth. The warmth of
her body so close to mine. The scent of her familiar perfume hits
me like a fist. There’s nothing I crave more than the feel of her
in my arms. The taste of her sweet lips opening wide for me, eager
and ready.

“Cam…” she swallows. “You shouldn’t be
here.”

“Yes. I should,” I growl, furious. “You
won’t answer my calls, you won’t see me. We’re talking right now,
and I’m not leaving until we do.”

Her eyes flicker nervously to the door. “I
can’t talk to you…”

I hate seeing her like this, being led
around by that asshole Brent like she’s some kind of pet. She can’t
have meant what she said to me. She can’t possibly pick him over
me.

“Tell me why you left,” I demand, moving
closer. “Tell me why you broke the contract and went back to him.”
My voice twists on the word. “What’s he got on you, Isabelle?
What’s he doing to make you stay?”

“Nothing,” Isabelle protests weakly. “It’s
like I said. You were right. This isn’t for me. The life you
lead…the whole sub/Dom thing, it’s not what I want.” She drops her
gaze to the floor, and I know every word of it is false.

“You’re lying,” I say quietly, taking
another step towards her. “I know you, Isabelle. I know when you
want me. When your body aches for me…”

I reach out and stroke down her neck, her
breath catching as I trail my fingertips softly over her silky
skin.

“I want…” Isabelle whispers, but then she
stops herself and sighs.

“You want more,” I murmur, leaning to kiss
the trail of her collarbone. I feel her body shiver against me.
“You’re already wet for me, aren’t you, my sweet? You need
more.”

“Cam,” she whimpers. There’s need in her
voice, raw lust, and the sound goes straight to my cock.

I kiss her throat, breathing her in as I
slide my hands lower, over her waist and the curve of her delicious
ass. Fuck, I’ve imagined this moment, going out of my mind alone at
night with nothing to keep me warm but the memories of her
shuddering in climax, screaming my name.

Nothing makes me feel this way but her.
Nothing else will ever do. And if I have to play dirty to make her
see she belongs with me now, then damn, I’ll enjoy every
minute.

“You need me,” I whisper in her ear. I slip
a hand between her thighs, stroking a fingertip over the damp lace
of her panties and the heat of her core. “You want me to order you
down on your knees right now, command you to suck my cock. You want
me to dominate you, my darling, because that’s the most alive
you’ve ever felt before. And I can give it to you. I can give you
what you need.”

She sways against me with a breathy sigh –
not surrendering, but not resisting either.

“So don’t fight it,” I tell her softly,
stroking again. Fuck, she’s so wet for me. Ready for my fingers, my
tongue, my cock. “Give in to me, Isabelle. Come home, where you
belong. Where I can take care of you.”

I slip her panties aside and sink two
fingers deep into her slick cunt as I claim her mouth in a
kiss.

Isabelle moans into my mouth, arching
against my hand. I plunge my fingers deeper, relishing the feeling
of her yielding to me, surrendering to my will. My tongue probes
her mouth as my fingers explore her tight wetness, and she opens,
willingly. I can taste the champagne on her lips and feel the
slickness of her desire.

No matter how much she denies it, Isabelle
was made to be my sub. Made to be mine.

“Yes,” I growl. “Submit to me.”

But suddenly, as if a flip has switched, she
tears away.

“We can’t do this!” Her voice is ragged,
filled with a desperate pleading. “Don’t you get it, Cam? There’s
no future for us. We can’t be together.”

Tears glisten in her eyes. “It’s too
dangerous. If people found out about…” She stops, and shakes her
head. “I can’t. Please understand, Cam.”

“Understand what?” I fight to keep my
temper. “Tell me what’s wrong. Has Brent threatened you? Hurt you
in any way? Because if he has…” Rage boils up inside me, and I have
to clench my fists to keep control.

“Just leave me be. Please, Cam.” Her voice
twisting, Isabelle brushes past me.

I reach out and clasp her hand. “Isabelle,
let me help you.”

Isabelle wavers. I can see the longing in
her eyes, the desire to submit. But then she looks away. “What’s
done is done,” she whispers, cheeks flushed. “You can’t fix
it.”

What is she talking about?

She hurries out, the door swinging shut
behind her.

I take a moment to compose myself, then step
out of the restroom. I watch her head back to the table and slide
into the seat beside Brent. Obedient. Silent.

Miserable.

Fury cuts through my confusion. No way in
hell am I giving up without a fight. No matter what she says, I
vowed to take care of her and it’s my job to make sure she’s
safe.

I dial a number on my cell. A private
investigator I’ve known for years; I can trust him to be
discreet—and thorough.

“Yes?” Jake answers gruffly, but I don’t
care what I’ve interrupted, not with so much on the line.

“It’s Cam,” I tell the voice on the other
end of the line. “I’ve got a job for you.”

Across the room, Isabelle fakes a smile, but
her eyes tell a different story.

That woman is mine—body, mind and soul—and
I’ll do whatever it takes to uncover the truth about what’s keeping
her away from me.


THREE:
ISABELLE

Running into Cam at Nobu leaves me so
shaken, I don’t say a word for the rest of the night. Thankfully,
Brent and his friends decide to hit a strip club, so he doesn’t
object when I get a cab and head home early.

At last, I’m alone.

I lay in bed, unable to sleep a wink until
the dawn light filters through the curtains. God, every time I
think I’ve finally gotten in control, everything fall to
pieces.

When Cam rescued me from that ugly scene
with Brent at the Underground, I finally felt free. I pursued Cam
until he agreed to let me be his sub: for the first time, I was
going after what I wanted. I suddenly found myself in a
whole new world of pleasure, but just when I allowed myself to
believe in a better future, Brent’s blackmail brought it all
crashing down.

Now, I’m right where I started again.
Trapped in a life that makes me empty inside. Doomed to deny my
desires as a price for past sins.

But you’re not the same.

I feel a flare of determination. Seeing Cam
again was painful and terrible, but being with him reminded me of
everything that’s missing in my life. I never imagined I could have
such intense feelings—just those few moments in the bathroom
shattered my numb detachment and brought me screaming to life
again.

Even if I can’t have him, I won’t go back to
the way it used to be.

I hurry to the bedroom and drag my suitcases
out of the closet. I can’t spend another day trapped like this, a
prisoner to Brent’s evil threats. Tearing through my things, I heap
them in the suitcases. Brent might think he’s beaten me, but I’ve
gotten myself out of worse scrapes. Experience has shown me just
how easy it is to wipe the slate clean, and start over again. It’s
not easy, but I have no other way out.

* * *

I pack up everything I can’t bear to leave
behind, then get dressed and take a cab straight to the bank where
my family does all its business.

Even though I don’t have an appointment,
just the Ashcroft name is enough to bring my financial advisor, Mr.
Grant, running. He ushers me into his private office.

“Isabelle, how nice to see you again.” Mr.
Grant gestures to a chair. “Sit down. Can I offer you anything?
Coffee, tea?”

“I’m fine, thanks.” My heart is beating like
crazy, as if I’m about to pull a robbery, instead of simply
withdraw what’s mine.

And flee the country.

“So what can I do for you?” Mr. Grant smiles
at me. “What’s it been, a year or more since we met last? How have
you been?”

“Oh, you know.” I fake a grin. “Busy, busy,
busy! I’ve been involved in a lot of charity work and organizing a
few fundraising events.”

“Excellent!” Mr. Grant beams approval. “Your
father would be proud. He was such a devoted philanthropist. Now,
how can I help?”

I take a breath, knowing what’s at stake—my
future.

“I was wondering about my trust fund. How
much can I access right now?”

Mr. Grant looks curious, but he clicks at
his computer and jots a few numbers down on a pad of paper.
Glancing at his notes, he says, “Your trust fund is pretty securely
tied up in investments and property holdings that your father set
up for you, but you have around two million dollars in liquid
assets.”

Two million? I hide my relief. It’s a huge
amount of money, more than enough to start a new life somewhere –
and cover the tracks to this old one so well that Brent will never
be able to find me.

“How quickly can you wire it to me?” I ask,
keeping casual. “I’m thinking of making an offer on an apartment,”
I add as an explanation. “I’ll need it for the down payment.”

Mr. Grant’s frown clears. “Ah, perfect. Are
you sure you wouldn’t want to make the deal through the family
trust? It would serve you well in capital gains tax—”

“No, no,” I interrupt quickly. “I’d prefer
to do this on my own. A project,” I give him a dumb blonde grin.
“Like, be a grown up.”

He gives a doting smile. “Just send me the
account number you need it wired to, and you’ll be all set.”

“Thank you, Mr. Grant. I’ll get the details
to you soon.”

He nods and we shake hands, and just like
that, I’m walking out of the bank with my new life one step closer
to reality.

My cellphone rings just as I’m stepping onto
the sidewalk. I check the caller ID, bracing myself to ignore Brent
or Cam, but instead, it’s Olivia.

“Hey?” I answer.

“I’m so hungry,” Olivia groans. “I’m on day
two of a sugar detox, and I swear, visions of cake are dancing in
front of me.”

I laugh, despite myself. Olivia is the one
sweet friend in my clique of society bitches – the only person I’ll
miss, besides Cam, I realize with a pang.

“Meet me for brunch?” she asks hopefully.
“You can eat dessert for me, I’ll have salad and live vicariously
through you.”

I pause. I should get out of town as soon as
possible, before Brent realizes what’s going on, but I haven’t
gotten everything figured out yet and I’d like to see a friendly
face, one last time.

“OK,” I agree. “I’ll see you in twenty.”

As I cab over to meet her, I try to think of
what I’ll say. There’s no way I can tell her the truth about what’s
going on with me, but I need an excuse, something to cover why I
need to pull a disappearing act. Maybe a fight with Brent—it
wouldn’t be so far from the truth, after all.

Olivia is waiting in a booth at the back,
mournfully eyeing a woman eating waffles at the next table.

“Hey sweetie.” She gets up to kiss me on the
cheek, then pauses. “Is everything OK?”

I take a seat. “Not so much,” I reluctantly
admit. Her brow creases with worry, and as I’m debating exactly
what to tell Olivia, I realize: she might be the only person who
can help me. If there’s ever been a time to let my guard down, it’s
now. “Listen, I need to get out of town for a while. I’ll need to
open a new bank account, maybe overseas? Somewhere that no one will
ask questions or be able to trace the account back to me. But I
have no clue where to start.”

“Wow,” Olivia exhales. “Isabelle, what’s
going on? I mean, this is the kind of thing people do when they’re
hiding from the mafia. Or in trouble with the IRS.” She sits up
straight and stares at me intently. “Oh my God! Are you in trouble
with the IRS?”

“Nothing like that. Don’t worry,” I reassure
her, thinking fast. “It’s just Brent, you know?” The lie rolls
easily off my tongue. “He’s going to spend every penny of our trust
if I don’t squirrel some away.” Well, that part’s true at least.
Olivia was at my apartment when UPS delivered Brent’s five thousand
dollar, vibrating leather massage chair.

I feel a stab of guilt as Olivia’s anxious
expression fades, replaced by a sympathetic smile.

“Hmm.” She gets out her cellphone and
scrolls through her contacts. “OK, I think I’ve got someone. He’s
very discreet. Just tell him I referred you and he’ll talk you
through everything.”

I exhale. “You’re the best. Thanks.” I reach
across the table and squeeze her hand. “Now, how about we get you
some food before you pass out?”

The waiter brings our salads, and we chat a
little about charity events and gossip, but Olivia can clearly tell
my mind is elsewhere.

She pauses, like she’s trying to figure what
to say. “I know you don’t open up,” she says quietly, “And that’s
OK. But just know, if you ever need anything, I’m here.”

I feel a tide of emotion. “Thanks,” I say,
trying to keep it together. “But I’ll be fine. I’m just going out
of town for a little while. I need a vacation,” I smile, trying to
lighten the mood. “Some time to recharge. And maybe a little
poolboy action to distract me.”

Olivia gives me a look like she’s not buying
it – especially after my asking about foreign bank accounts. But
she doesn’t argue. Instead, she brightens. “You can use my beach
house in St. Lucia. It’s on a private beach, totally remote. We
have a staff there year-round, they’ll take care of everything you
need. Including the poolboy.”

I blink, stunned. Is she serious?

“Take all the time you need,” Olivia adds.
“I won’t tell anyone that you’re there—especially Brent.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, overwhelmed. I feel
guilty that I never fully appreciated her friendship – now I
realize just what a great person she is, how giving, generous, and
loyal. “But what will you tell everyone? People will notice I’m
gone.”

“I’ve got it!” Olivia suddenly laughs. “I’ll
say that you’ve gone to a spa to have plastic surgery. They’ll have
a field day with that!”

I laugh. “Oh my God, can you imagine
Nicole’s face when you tell her? I wish I could be there to see
it.”

“Right?” Olivia grins. “She not-so-secretly
hates you because she thinks you’re perfect. Let’s make up some
hideous secret affliction and see how long it takes the rumors to
spread. Maybe you’re getting a belly-button tuck to fix your
disgusting outie.”

“While I’m there, I can finally get my third
nipple removed, too.”

Olivia and I collapse in laughter. It feels
really good to know she’s on my team.

“Ugh, I totally envy you.” Olivia sighs.
“I’d love to get away.”

“Why don’t you, even for a short break?”

“Duty calls, you know?” Olivia rolls her
eyes. “My calendar’s booked for the next six months, at least.
Charity things and family events. Plus there’s Jeffrey…” she trails
off. Olivia’s been engaged to a total stuffed-shirt of a guy for a
year now, but she doesn’t seem excited to make it down the aisle.
“Anyway, I’ll call Pedro on the island and tell him you’re coming.
You have a blast and send me a postcard, and don’t worry about a
thing.”

I smile and sip my juice. There’s still
plenty to worry about, but with the money and an escape plan set,
I’m halfway to my fresh start. I can stay on the island long enough
to get a real plan sorted, and then Isabelle Ashcroft will be just
a memory.

A memory, like my time with Cam. His face
clouds my mind, and I feel an ache, remembering what I’m leaving
behind.

But he’s out of reach now, and he deserves
so much better than me. One day he’ll see, leaving him was the best
thing I could ever do for him.

If only I could believe it myself.


FOUR: CAM

My investigator, Jake, calls first thing to
arrange a meeting. I should have known it wouldn’t take him long –
he’s the best in the business. With a background working for the
FBI, Jake usually only takes high-profile murder cases or
multi-million dollar corporate espionage gigs; it’s a personal
favor that he’d swing by my office at nine AM on a Saturday morning
when he’d usually be hung-over and tied up with some gorgeous
woman. Usually, literally.

But he can tell, my query about Isabelle
won’t wait.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Jake whistles
as he saunters into my corner office. The views of Manhattan are
spectacular, but I’m more interested in the file under his arm.
He’s looking rakish and disheveled like he’s been out partying all
night.

Still, I keep control. “Coffee?” I offer.
“My secretary can get whatever you need.”

Jake chuckles. “You got her in, too? Poor
thing. You better be paying overtime.”

“Rest assured, my staff is more than
adequately compensated for their time. As are you,” I remind him.
Jake’s minimum retainer is fifty thousand dollars. Worth every cent
if he can help me figure out what’s going on with Isabelle.

“Yeah yeah, I get it. All work and no play,”
Jake grins at me. “You need to spend a little more time at that
club of yours, stop getting wound so tight.”

I bristle at the mention of the Underground,
but I’m not surprised either. Jake makes it his business to know
everything about everyone – that’s why he’s so good at his job.

“I’ll be more relaxed when I know what
you’ve found.” I gesture for him to take a seat on one of the sleek
leather couches, but I stay standing, too tense to stay still.

“Your girl, right.” Jake flips open the file
and spreads some pages on the marble coffee table. “First of all,
she changed her legal name to Isabelle Ashcroft after the adoption,
but before that she was called Izzie Johnson. She was born in
Tallahassee, addict mom, no dad on the birth certificate, but word
is he was another junkie who didn’t stick around. She grew up at an
address outside the city, a trailer park, it doesn’t look to be
much.”

Jake slides some photos over to me. I glance
down, filled with sadness. Isabelle skirted around her past so
much, I knew it was bad, but this is bleaker than I ever
imagined.

How strong Isabelle must have been to make
it through all of this. How brave she is, even now.

“Her mom bounced in and out of the system,”
Jake continues, checking his notes. “A couple of arrests, some
court-ordered rehab, a caution for possession. I’m surprised social
services didn’t catch up with her sooner, but I guess they slipped
through the cracks—at least until Isabelle was five years old. Then
her mom gets arrested for solicitation, can’t make bail, spends a
couple of nights in lock-up. It took them three days to realize
Isabelle was on her own in the trailer. That’s when they took her
into custody and she went into the foster system.”

My blood runs cold, imagining Isabelle all
alone like that. Just a kid left to fend for herself, she must have
been so scared and confused.

“After that, the paper trail is simpler.”
Jake kicks back. “Isabelle bounced around foster families and group
homes until the Ashcrofts adopted her when she was thirteen.
There’s no more police reports except some fire at a foster home
when she was twelve, which killed the father, but she wasn’t
around. Most of these places aren’t real homes,” he adds. “A lot of
people just keep kids for the benefit checks, give them food and a
bed to sleep in, but not much else besides.”

No wonder she craved love and affection,
taking it wherever she could – even from Brent. All those years,
alone. All those years with nobody looking out for her but
herself.

“And Brent?” I demand. “What’s he doing now?
He’s got something on her, I just know it.”

“Oh yeah, that’s obvious. She’s been
propping him up all year. Credit cards, car payments, and now cash
too.” Jake shows me the paperwork. “She’s moving ten k at a time
into his account, and he burns through it just as fast. Has a taste
for high-class strippers and blow,” he adds, rolling his eyes.

“And you don’t?” I shoot back.

Jake gives me an easy smile. “Real men don’t
have to pay for it. And I keep my body clean. You have to in my
line of work.”

I shake my head, still concerned with the
matter at hand. “Keep digging, I want to know exactly what he’s
holding over her. It’s something big. Has to be, with all that
payout.”

“I’ll dig all the way to Australia, if
you’re the one paying for my shovel.” Jake unfolds his body and
gets to his feet. “One thing you should know though, your girl had
an appointment at the bank this morning. Met with an advisor and
asked about transferring out all her funds.”

“How do you know this?” Once again, I marvel
at Jake’s skills.

“I’ve got my ways,” he winks. “But she just
sent over the transfer account details. It’s a Swiss bank account,
totally anonymous. It looks to me like she’s getting ready to
run.”

Run? I tense. “Keep watching. Call me the
minute you find out what’s got her so scared.”

“Sure thing.” Jake salutes me and saunters
out, leaving me alone with the file.

I pace the floor, my mind racing. I knew
Isabelle’s background was troubled, but

I never dreamed that she would have so much
pain and loss in her life. It’s a miracle she’s made it through
this far. Other people would have become brittle and bitter, but
she’s kept her sweetness—even if she has buried it deep beneath the
surface.

Suddenly, it all makes sense to me. Why she
keeps up the perfect act, and pushes her own feelings aside.

She’s a survivor. She thinks she can only
rely on herself.

But she’s wrong. I’m here now, and I swear,
she’ll never have to feel alone again.

My intercom buzzes, breaking through my
thoughts.

“Mr. McCullough, you have a visitor.”

I pace over to the desk. “There’s nothing on
the schedule,” I reply. “Who is it?”

But the door flies open before I get an
answer. Brent Ashcroft strolls in.

It takes everything I have not to slam his
smug face into the fucking wall.

Mary scurries after him. “I’m sorry, I told
him to wait.”

“That’s fine.” I pull myself together and
dismiss her. I turn to Brent and arch an eyebrow. I refuse to lower
myself to his level and reveal how much I hate him. There’s a
reason he’s here, and until Isabelle is out from under his thumb,
I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe.

Even if that means leaving him
untouched.

“Is there something you need?” I ask,
keeping the rage from my voice. “I have a busy day ahead. You
should really make an appointment in the future.”

He looks disappointed. He wanted to get a
rise out of me.

Not today, buddy.

“Corner office, huh?” Brent makes a show of
strolling around, examining the place. “But then Dad always did
think you were perfect. Cam the brown noser. Sticking it where the
sun don’t shine, right up dear daddy’s wrinkled old asshole.”

I hold back my revulsion. Brent was always a
disappointment to Charles Ashcroft – all the money and expensive
education in the world couldn’t fix what was rotten, deep down
inside.

“What do you want, Brent?” Anger simmers but
I don’t give in to it. Brent came here wanting a fight, but he
doesn’t realize, control is my talent.

“It’s more about what you want. Or rather,
who.” Brent smirks. “Was she good for you? Personally, I think her
skills could use a little work, but hey, maybe ‘frigid bitch’ does
it for you.”

I concentrate very hard on my breathing. He
wants me to snap. I won’t give him the satisfaction. Instead I
blink at him, affecting a bored expression.

“Huh, maybe I read it wrong,” Brent shrugs.
“I figured, for the right price, maybe I could give her back to
you.”

“Price?” I repeat the word, sickened. But
Brent interprets the edge in my voice as interest.

“See, I knew you were my guy.” Brent smiles
smugly. “I want my trust reinstated, and the shares in the company
that Keely bitch stole. If you make that happen, if you get me what
I’m entitled to, then I’ll give you Isabelle.”

I decide to play his bluff, see if I can
make him show his cards. “And how do I know you’ll deliver on your
promise? Isabelle might not agree. In fact, she can be rather
stubborn, don’t you think?”

Brent snorts. “You’ve just got to know how
to handle her. Don’t worry, I’ve got leverage like you wouldn’t
believe.”

“Like what?” I press him, but Brent
chuckles,“What do you think, I’m dumb or something? You’ll get your
little whore back, just give me what I want.”

I swallow back my rage. Breaking his
pathetic face in two would be satisfying, but it won’t give me what
I need.

Isabelle, free from his control. Mine again
– of her own free will.

But one day soon… Brent and I will have
words. The kind of words that involve my fists pummeling his
sniveling face.

I give him a nod, lying through my teeth.
“I’ll see what I can do with the board this week. I’ll let you know
if I can meet the terms of your arrangement.”

Brent grins in victory. “I knew you’d come
around. Can’t see what you want her for myself,” he adds, turning
to leave. “I mean, she’s used goods by now, right?”

He strolls out, leaving me with nothing but
rage in my blood and a new determination. I’m not leaving Isabelle
another night under the same roof as that animal.

I’ve waited long enough. Isabelle is mine,
and it’s time I do what I do best: take control.


FIVE:
ISABELLE

The last time I started my life over, it
took months of adoption paperwork and social worker visits; court
dates and interviews before I finally was seated in the back of a
limo, driving up to the gates of Ashcroft Manor. And then there
were years of social niceties to learn, attitudes to mimic, and a
million different ways to appear blasé, to become Isabelle Ashcroft
not just in name, but for real.

This time, all it takes is a few quick phone
calls. Just like that, I’ve got a new, secret bank account and a
red-eye flight booked to the Caribbean. All I need to do now is to
collect my bags and my passport, and head for the airport.

By the end of the day, Isabelle Ashcroft
will be gone forever.

It should be a relief. An end to all the
mess and pain. So why does my heart ache like this, thinking about
leaving New York – and Cam – behind for good?

I push aside the emotion and head back to my
apartment to pick up my things. I already checked in at Brent’s
favorite sports club, and he’s propping up the bar with his
friends. The coast is clear to disappear.

But when I step into the apartment, all my
bags are gone. I left my luggage by the bedroom door, ready to make
my escape. Now, they’re nowhere to be seen.

What the hell! Brent. He must’ve gotten in
somehow and taken everything. It’s not just the clothing, I can
replace that easily, but the few personal tokens that mean the
world to me: photos of me with the Ashcrofts, old diaries, and the
only thing I have from my real mother, a broken down old music box
that’s the last symbol of who I really am.

Tears well in my throat. I can’t go without
them, but what can I do now?

Suddenly, there’s a knock at the door. I
flinch, expecting Brent, but then I remember: he would never knock.
I go to answer, wondering why the doorman didn’t buzz me with the
arrival.

Cam’s driver is waiting outside. He shifts,
looking awkward.

“Eddie?” I ask, confused. “What are you
doing here?”

He clears his throat. “Mr. McCullough sent
me to collect you. I’ve already taken your belongings to the
penthouse.”

“Collect me?” I echo. “Wait, you took my
things?” I’m angry. “How the hell did you get in? What gives you
the right?”

“I’m sorry.” Eddie looks totally
uncomfortable. “I’m just following orders, ma’am. If you come with
me, you can talk to Mr. McCullough yourself.”

My heart pounds. See Cam again? I can’t. I
remember the last time we met all too well. The way he seduced me
in the bathroom at that restaurant, reawakening the desire I
thought I’d dampened down for good. His hands on my body, his sexy
Scottish accent commanding in my ear. Feeling his fingers inside me
took me to the brink in a moment, like only he knows how to do. It
was insanely hot, so intense I could have come right there.

But you didn’t. You got out, and saved
yourself the heartache.

Now, what he’s proposing is madness. The two
of us… alone in his apartment…

I can’t take the risk again. It’s crazy. I
have my ticket all booked, I should just slam the door in Eddie’s
face and leave for the airport without turning back.

But something makes me pause.

I need to get my things, I bargain with
myself. I can keep it together that long, surely?

“The car is waiting downstairs.” Eddie
stands aside.

Reluctantly, I lock up and follow him
out.

* * *

By the time we pull up outside Cam’s
building, my trepidation has turned into blazing anger. What gives
Cam the right to summon me like this? To just steal my bags and
send his driver to collect me like I’m a piece of property he can
demand at will? Our contract is over; I’m not his sub anymore. And
I’m sick of being treated like a toy by everybody.

I charge out of the elevator and through the
front door.

“Cam!” I call, furious. “Where are you?
Cameron McCullough, answer me!”

But he doesn’t. The apartment is silent.

Confused, I head for the guest bedroom where
I slept the last time I stayed. But my things aren’t in here. It’s
as tidy and impersonal as a hotel room.

Where has he put everything?

I search the apartment, my anger growing. I
don’t have time for these games, not with a plane to catch. And
even though I hate to admit it, I’m disappointed he’s not here to
greet me either. As much as I’m nervous about his effect on me, my
heart aches to see him again.

Finally, I reach his bedroom. It’s his
personal sanctuary, off-limits without invitation. Even when I was
staying here with him, I was hardly ever allowed to set foot
inside, and I feel a rebellious surge as I fling open the door.

I stop dead.

My things are here, all of them. Unpacked
and arranged with care, like they’ve been here all along. Like they
belong in this room.

My photo album and perfume bottles sit on
the dresser, my clothes hanging neatly beside his suits in the huge
walk-in dressing room.

He’s even folded up my favorite throw
blanket and laid it across the foot of the bed.

Suddenly, it’s not Cam’s room anymore. It’s
our room.

Sadness hits me like an anvil.

This is what it would look like, sharing my
life with him. Waking up every morning in this bed – together.
Going to sleep in each other’s arms at night.

My body floods with longing, for the life
I’ll never have.

I sink onto the bed and look around at my
things so proudly displayed in Cam’s personal space. For the first
time, I wonder what it would be like to stop running away.

Stop the lies, and the fear, and the pain.
Stop turning my back on my problems, and face them head on.

But how can I? Brent still knows the truth
about me, and you can bet he wouldn’t hesitate to use it the minute
he finds out I’m with Cam again.

At least if I run, I’ll be a thousand miles
away when the truth comes out.

I reluctantly get up. Scanning the room one
last time, my gaze falls on the polished dresser table. There’s a
note there, and a key.

Come upstairs.

A shiver runs through me. His playroom on
the top floor. He’s given me the key. He’s inviting me into his
most private retreat.

I should drop the key and go. Take advantage
of my head start, skip town before anyone realizes I’m missing.
Because this new life I need? It starts now. All I have to do is
turn around, collect my things and walk out that door.

But I know what this key represents, what
the room represents. This means everything to him. How can I
refuse?

In a daze, I go into the hallway and climb
the stairs. My hand trembles with excitement as I reach to slide my
key into the lock at the top.

The door swings open, and there he is:
sitting in a leather chair by the windows. Waiting for me.

My body tightens with lust. God, he looks
good. His eyes rake over me, and I can feel the gaze like a caress.
Immediately, my nipples tighten and heat rushes through my
blood.

“Isabelle,” he says coolly, “welcome back.
It’s nice to see you can still follow orders.”

My anger flares back to life. “I’m not your
property to call at will,” I protest. “Our contract is over,
remember?”

He rises to his feet. “But is it?”

I stop. My heart is in my throat just at the
sight of him. God, why does he have this hold over me? I wish I
could just walk away.

I wish it was so easy to tell him ‘no.’

“I can’t stay,” I whisper, my resolve
faltering.

“You can. And you will.”

Cam paces closer. I shiver. “What are you
playing at?” I ask again.

He shakes his head. “This isn’t a game to
me, Isabelle. I’ve let you down, I realize that now. I never should
have let you go back to him.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he holds up
a hand, silencing me. “I know that Brent has something over you,
and I know that you don’t trust me yet enough to let me in on your
secrets. But I’m your Master. It’s my duty to protect you, and I
won’t ever forget that again.”

His words wash over me. Confident.
Reassuring. Looking at him here, a king in his own domain, I can’t
help but believe everything he says.

Believe him, and want him too.

“Don’t run,” he murmurs to me, and it
settles over me like an order. “Stay, see this through. I promise,
I’ll take care of you. Take care of everything you need.”

Cam prowls closer, and now I’m helpless in
the intensity of his gaze. “Material needs,” he says, reaching me.
“And physical needs, too. What does your body tell you? What does
your heart want?”

His touch is electric. I jolt back. “It’s
too late.”

“It’s never too late, Isabelle,” Cam
corrects me. “I’m not letting you throw your life away and
run.”

I gasp. “How do you know?”

“I know because it’s my business to know,”
Cam counters, and now he’s so close I can see the determination
radiating from him. The clench of his jaw, the coiled power in his
body. “You’re my business now, Isabelle. My precious, darling girl.
You belong to me. You never stopped being mine.”

I exhale in a shiver. God, I want him so
much. He’s never been so sexy as right now, that fierce light of
passion in his eyes. For me. It’s all for me.

And right then, I feel something shift
inside me. My last defenses crumbling to the ground.

Because the truth is, I want to surrender. I
want to submit. I want to trust him, believe him, give myself up
and know he’ll make it all OK.

I’ve never wanted anything so much in my
life before.

Cam stands proudly in front of me, as if he
can see the release he’s just unlocked.

“You know what to do, Isabelle,” he says
firmly. “You know what I want from you.”

Yes.

Slowly, my heart racing, I sink to my
knees.

Assuming the sub’s position, just the way
Cam taught me to.

My body lightens with relief. His eyes blaze
with tenderness. The whole world falls away, until it’s just the
two of us.

This is the answer. This is who I was made
to be.

No more running. No more games. Just the
truest thing I’ve ever known.

I bow my head in blissful surrender.

“I’m ready, Master.”


SIX: CAM

Isabelle awaits my word. Supplicant on her
knees, her head bowed in obedience.

Master.

Just the sound of the word on her lips is
the strongest aphrodisiac I’ve ever known. And this is only the
beginning.

Never again will I question my instincts.
Never again will I let what I want walk away. She’s mine now, and
that’s all the matters.

The only thing left is to claim her for
good. Show her the true sweetness of surrender, when her body is
shattered in release, gasping for my cock. I can’t wait for her
thighs to open to me, for her to come screaming my name.

But first, she deserves a real dom. One who
won’t tolerate disobedience, who can give her the structure and
rules she so clearly needs.

I let my emotions get the better of me once.
I won’t make that mistake again.

I pace back and forth before Isabelle,
tracing my finger over a leather riding crop that hangs on the
wall, a pair of handcuffs, a scarf. I hear her inhale sharply in
anticipation, and I have to fight back a smile. Control.

In the end, I choose none of these tools:
I’m teasing her right now, taking pleasure in drawing this out. I
turn back towards her and cross my arms.. “You disobeyed me by
going back to Brent.”

“Yes, Master.” Isabelle breathes again. Her
chest heaves, and from my vantage point above her, I can see her
creamy breasts straining against the simple silk T-shirt hugging
her curves.

I can’t wait to taste her, every inch. Strap
her up in leather and tests the limits of her pleasure with clamps
and chains. I tilt her chin up, searching those blue eyes for the
anger and doubt I saw there just moments ago, but now all I find in
her gaze is lust, need, and a willingness to please. She’s
perfect.

“What happens when you disobey me?” I
growl.

Her breath catches. “I get punished.”

Isabelle’s body quivers with anticipation. I
won’t disappoint her this time.

“Get up. Take off your clothes.”

She scrambles to her feet. I can see the
desire on her face, her cheeks flushed pink. She quickly strips off
her T-shirt and jeans, leaving her in just a set of white lace
underwear. Isabelle reaches to take off her bra.

“Stop,” I command her. “I want to look at
you.”

Her hands drop to her sides. Slowly, I prowl
in a circle around her, examining every inch of her luscious, taut
flesh. The swell of her breasts, the nipples straining pink behind
the lace. The curve of her ass, and the tapered muscles of her
thighs.

Fuck, she’s incredible.

I lean close to murmur in her ear, still not
touching her. “Have you missed me?”

Isabelle shudders. “Yes, oh yes.”

“Did you lay awake at night, thinking about
me?” I continue, letting my breath fall hotly on her skin. She
tries to sway back against me, but I stay out of reach. “Did you
touch yourself, and imagine my hands on you? My cock thrusting deep
inside your slick cunt, your body pushed to breaking point?”

She moans, and I can smell the desire on
her. I know that she’s wet for me, clenching to keep control.

“Admit it, darling,” I murmur. “Tell me all
the wicked, filthy things you did to your sweet body imagining it
was me.”

“Yes,” she gasps. “I touched myself. God, I
missed you so much. I went crazy without you.”

The way she’s talking, it’s all I can do to
keep from touching her, so I force myself to pull back. I make my
voice tender now, so Isabelle can hear how much I want her,
too.

“You don’t have to suffer anymore. I’m here
now, and I promise you, you’ll get exactly what you deserve.”

“Yes, Master.”

I step back and take a seat on my chair
again. “Come here,” I order her. “Bend over my lap.”

Isabelle’s head lifts. Her eyes flash with
excitement. “Are you going to spank me?” she asks, a tremor of
excitement in her voice. I remember how hot she got the last time I
spanked her, and fuck, blood rushes straight to my cock.

“Are you questioning me?” I counter.

Immediately, she flushes. “No, of course
not.”

Isabelle scurries over and arranges herself
over my lap. Her stomach presses against the top of my thighs, and
her ass juts up, barely covered by a scrap of lace.

I slowly stroke the delicious curve, dipping
back between her legs to nudge at her sodden pussy. She whimpers in
response.

Fuck. It takes all my hard-won control to
keep from yanking those panties down and just fucking her right
here: driving deep inside her until I’m branding her with my cock
from the inside out.

But that isn’t what she needs from me right
now. Now, she needs me to take care of her. She needs to know I’m
in complete control.

“You disobeyed me,” I remind her. “Your
punishment is ten slaps. If you move, or make a sound, that will be
doubled.”

I feel her freeze against me.

“Are you ready?”

This time, her voice has a tremor of fear.
“Yes, Master.”

“Good.”

I don’t give her any more warning before I
yank down her panties and land a stinging blow on that gorgeous
peach of an ass.

Isabelle jolts against the pain, but she
bites back her cry.

I spank her again, hard, a series of
devastatingly accurate blows that leave my palm print branded red
on her flesh. With every slap, my heart pounds, steady, until
nothing in the world exists but the careful force of my hand,
measured just enough to sting and pain but not more than she can
take.

I knot her silky hair in my other hand,
holding her in place as the punishment continues.

“You don’t question me,” I say loudly,
moving to spank the back of her thighs. “You don’t protest, and you
don’t object. Those are the rules of our contract, my darling, and
don’t think for one moment I won’t hold you to account from now
on.”

Isabelle’s body is shaking, as she silently
sobs with every strike. But I know that her body is primed now for
pleasure, and that when I take her to the edge, it will be even
more intense than before.

“Do you understand?” I demand, punctuating
the words with another spank. “Answer me now!”

“Yes!” Isabelle sobs, gasping. “I
understand!”

I smooth her tender flesh, and tease her
clit through her panties. A bit of pleasure for my sexy minx.

“Good.”

In a single move, I rise from the chair and
spin her around to face me. I yank open my belt and shove my
trousers down, freeing my engorged, aching cock.

“You took your punishment well,” I tell her.
Tears are still running down Isabelle’s cheeks, but her eyes are
bright with excitement and desire is written all over her face. She
glances down at my cock and her mouth drops open in a moan. She
licks her lips.

“Command me now, Master. Please,” she begs.
“I’m ready. Let me pleasure you.”

I bite back a groan. There’s only one thing
in the world I want more than to watch my cock disappear between
those wet lips, and that’s to sink deep inside her cunt.

I’ve waited long enough. I’m taking what’s
mine.

“You will pleasure me,” I agree. “But my
way.”

I pull her to me, feeling her body pressed
up against me.

Slowly, I guide us both back into the chair,
so that she’s straddling above me, her thighs spread, her hips
poised above my lap.

Open. Wet. Mine.

With a growl, I thrust up, my straining cock
spearing deep inside her.

Isabelle lets out a scream, clenching wildly
around me. “Cam,” she cries, “Oh my God!”

I grab her hips, yanking her down into my
lap, grinding higher inside her tight, dripping pussy. Her body
convulses, and she grabs onto my shoulders for balance. “That’s
right,” I growl, loving the feel of her, slick against every inch.
“Ride me, baby. Give me what I want.”

Isabelle lifts her head to meet my gaze. Her
mouth is open, her eyes are glazed. I grab her closer and then
piston up inside her again, and I swear, I can feel how much she
needs me.

She moans, “Oh God, you’re so deep. Don’t
stop!”

“Never,” I vow, thrusting up. Isabelle is
gasping with every stroke, and now she finds a rhythm, bearing down
on me in time with my thrusts, clenching me deeper, greedy for
every last inch of my dick. Her tender ass smarting every time she
sinks down on me.

And I won’t deny her, not this time.

The animal in me takes over. I devour her
with kisses, licking across the sensitive flesh of her neck and
firm, perfect breasts. I tear the bra from her body and capture a
sweet nipple in my mouth, sucking hard until she’s mewling in my
arms.

“Cam,” she whimpers, “Oh God, you feel so
good!”

Damn right I do.

My cock pistons in and out of her clenching
cunt, driving me crazy with the friction and heat. She rides me,
desperate, her breasts bouncing, head thrown back in the passion of
the moment.

I reach between us and find the swollen nub
of her clit. I stroke it as Isabelle arches to meet my thrusts, and
her screams become a dizzying chant.

“Oh god! Oh god!”

My cock buries deep inside her. Isabelle
convulses with pleasure. “Fuck me, Master!” she begs. “Do it
harder! Harder!”

God, who is this goddess? Everything I give,
she willingly takes – and asks for more.

I slam into her harder, giving her what she
needs, grinding up to reach the spot no-one else can reach.
Isabelle’s eyes go wide and I can see her pleasure cresting as she
clenches hard around my cock. The convulsions rip through her,
gathering momentum, squeezing my dick so hard I can’t hold back a
moment longer.

“Isabelle,” I groan into her neck.

I explode in a hot torrent, spurting deep
inside her as the world blanks out and nothing exists but the pure
pleasure ripping me apart.

Isabelle collapses in my arms, our hearts
racing fast, like one. I hold her, reeling from the sensation.

That was the best bloody climax of my
life.

“You’ve been a good girl,” I tell her.

She lifts her head from my shoulder with a
sleepy smile. “If that’s what happens when I disobey you, I might
have to do it more often.”

I chuckle, resting her head in the crook of
my arm. “That’s not how it works, darling.”

She giggles. “I know. But… wow. That was
incredible.”

“You’re incredible,” I correct her, gently
brushing back a damp lock of her hair. Isabelle snuggles closer,
still and satisfied.

I feel her breath on my neck, her
satisfaction, and then her breath quickens. Her mind no longer at
rest.

I can feel her remember: who she is. What
she’s done.

What she’s running from.

Her body tenses, but I don’t let her
thoughts get that far. “Shh,” I say softly. “You don’t have to
worry anymore. I’m here. I’ll protect you.”

She relaxes a little. “But what if—”

“No buts,” I tell her firmly. “I command
it.”

Isabelle’s lips curve. “I thought you liked
my butt,” she grins. “You certainly left your mark.”

I lean to look. The curve of her ass is
mottled red from my handprint.

“Does it hurt?” I ask, concerned. I thought
I judged her pain threshold correctly.

“It stings a little,” Isabelle shrugs. “But,
it was amazing. Like you woke my body up with the pain, and then
the pleasure felt so much better. You always know what I need.

“That’s just the start of it,” I murmur,
proud of her bravery. “I’m going to show you exactly what your body
is capable of. Limits you haven’t even dreamed.”

She shivers with excitement.

“But first, let me tend to that pain.” I
slip my arms around her and stand, effortlessly lifting her in my
arms as I do so. I carry her to the bathroom, and set her down on a
padded bench by the bath as I run the taps, filling the air with
steam from the hot water. I add bath oils especially designed to
soothe the skin, and soon the tub is filled with water and frothy
bubbles.

I lift her again, setting her down gently in
the water.

She sighs happily. “Aren’t you joining me?”
she asks.

“Just admiring the view.”

I strip off the rest of my clothes, and
climb in behind her. I pull her wet, slippery body back against my
chest and exhale with satisfaction.

Perfect.

“This feels so good,” Isabelle murmurs. I
slowly stroke her shoulders, and feel all the tension melt out of
her body.

“You can relax with me, Isabelle. This house
is a safe place for you and I want you to feel totally at
home.”

“Thank you,” her voice is soft. I can’t see
her face from this angle, but I can hear all the emotion in her
voice.

“Because this is your home. You’re here
where you belong.” I drop a kiss on her naked shoulder, slowly
sliding my hands over her body, softly soothing every inch. “You’re
not alone anymore. I’ll protect you now.”

Isabelle sinks back against me, the last
drop of tension draining from her body. She finds my hand and lifts
it to her lips, pressing a tender kiss into my palm.

It’s only a small gesture, but it fills me
with unfamiliar emotion.

This is what it should feel like. Safe and
warm.

Like home.


SEVEN:
ISABELLE

I wake with a smile on my face for the first
time I can remember. I stretch, feeling the delicious ache of my
bones.

It feels like a dream come true.

Cam lies next to me, his arms wrapped
tightly around me, the steady sound of his breathing lulling me in
a reassuring lullaby.

I can’t believe that this is real. With a
chill I realize that I almost walked out of here last night, walked
out on Cam and on all of this. I haven’t felt so good, so happy, in
years, if ever. Just laying here with the sunlight falling through
the drapes, knowing that I belong to him.

Everything will be OK now.

I wriggle against him, loving the feel of
his hard body spooning me tightly.

His very hard body.

The thick ridge of his cock nudges against
my ass. “Good morning,” Cam’s voice comes, amused.

It’s so easy, so natural, to snuggle into
his embrace. “Hey,” I breathe, leaning my head back to rest against
his chest.

“How’d you sleep?” he murmurs, sliding his
hands around over my stomach.

“Amazing,” I reply. “I don’t think I’ve
slept so deeply in months, thanks to you.”

He chuckles. “My pleasure. Any time you need
another workout, you let me know.”

 

“How about now?” I press my ass back against
him. Cam groans.

“I don’t have time to fuck you the way I
want right now,” he drops a kiss on my shoulder. “But I promise,
it’ll be worth the wait.”

I sigh in disappointment. Now that he’s
awakened this side of me, I want him all the time, my body
screaming for his touch.

“But maybe there’s time for you…” Cam slips
out of bed and I track his chiseled naked body over to the dresser,
where he pulls something dark and clinking from a drawer.

As he turns towards me and makes his way
back to the bed, I stare at the pair of black leather cuffs in his
hands.

“These are soft cuffs. Leather over steel,
and padded on the inside to protect you.

Roll onto your belly and put your hands
behind your back.”

I obey his commands. My heart thuds as the
cuffs snap shut. They’re tight around my wrists, but surprisingly
comfortable. Cam positions me on my side and slides his hand down
my stomach, lower and lower, teasing at the apex of my thighs. The
other hand moves to cup my breast, pinching suddenly at my
nipple.

I yelp, but it’s with pleasure, not pain.
Eagerly I rub against him, and behind me I twist my bound hands
within their restraints, grazing the head of his cock as it presses
into my lower back.

“That’s not yours just yet,” Cam admonishes
me, pulling away from my reaching fingers. “This is about you.”

I groan, but by now I know better than to
complain to my Dom. He rewards me with soft strokes, easing between
my thighs with his capable hands. I move my legs apart, inviting
more.

“So you like it in the mornings, hmm?” Cam
sounds amused, his fingers delving deeper to find my clit as he
keeps pinching my nipple tight in an exquisite grip.

“I like it anytime you want, Master,”
I breathe, wriggling with excitement.

“I’ll remember that…” Cam rubs swiftly,
circling my tender nub as lust pulses through me in a hot rush.
God, yes, I think. This man.

I relish my helplessness—because with my
hands cuffed behind my back, there’s nothing I can do but surrender
to Cam’s control. And he knows exactly how to touch me, bringing me
to the brink in no time at all. I pant, my head thrown back against
his chest, so close to release, when suddenly, his hands pull
away.

He gets out of bed and reaches for his robe.
The cuffs are unlocked in a flash and thrown back into the drawer
before I can even comprehend what’s happening.

“Later, my darling.” He grins, wickedly.

I gasp for air, crashing back down to earth.
I was so close! But there’s a thrill to waiting, too – I love how
Cam can keep me on the edge like this, always in control. It’s so
sexy feeling my body ache for him, and knowing that when he finally
grants me release, it will be even better than ever.

“So, what’s on your agenda for today?” Cam
casually asks, striding to the closet. I’m rewarded with the sight
of his muscular physique: toned and perfect in the morning sun.

I sit up in bed, hugging my arms around my
knees. My thoughts cloud over again, thinking of the mistake I
almost made. “I don’t know. I guess I planned to be long gone by
now.”

“How about you have some fun?” Cam suggests.
“It’s Fashion Week. I know Keely and Justine are going to the Lucia
di Lorenzo show, you should go with them.”

I shake my head quickly. “No, it’s OK. I’ll
make other plans.”

“Why, don’t you like them?” Cam asks,
looking puzzled.

I flush. The truth is, they don’t like me –
and I can’t blame them. They’ve only seen me be the ice queen
society bitch. “They wouldn’t want me there,” I insist.

Cam gives me a look, then grabs his
cellphone. “Hello, Keely?” he says. I cringe, shaking my head, but
he ignores me. “Do you have an extra ticket for the fashion show
today? Isabelle would love to come.”

I turn and bury my head in the pillows. How
humiliating!

“Uh huh, sure. I’ll tell her.”

Cam finishes talking and hangs up with a
smile. “She said she’d love to see you, can’t wait.”

“She’s just being polite.” I sigh.

Cam comes closer and sits on the edge of the
bed. “Look, I know you guys got off on the wrong foot, but she’s
great, really.”

“You mean she doesn’t mind me conspiring
with Brent to screw her out of her entire inheritance?” I cringe
when I remember how I went along with his plans. Unlike Brent and
me, Keely is Ashcroft’s real daughter. She never knew he even
existed until he died, leaving her the sole heir of the company and
his fortune. I was hurt that my father picked her instead of me,
but I understood why he didn’t want to leave any power to
Brent.

Now that Keely has taken her place as head
of the company, I’ve avoided her as much as possible. I’m ashamed
of how I acted when we first met, and I don’t think I can ever undo
the terrible first impression I made.

Cam gives me a reassuring smile. “Look,
Keely understands better than you think. She’s more than willing to
give you a second chance, and I think you should take it.”

I bite my lip.

“Let me rephrase,” Cam says. “I order you to
hang out with her. I promise, it’ll be fun.”

Somehow, Cam commanding me like that takes
the pressure off. I nod. “OK,” I agree. “But if this backfires,
it’s all your fault.”

He laughs. “I can live with that. Now, have
a good time. And if you see something you want, don’t be afraid to
buy it for yourself.” He pulls out his wallet and hands me a black
AmEx.

“I don’t need this,” I protest. “I can pay
my own way.”

Cam silences me with a look. “I said I’d
take care of you, Isabelle.” His voice is firm. “I want to. Think
of it as a gift for me—”

“For you?” I start, but he narrows his eyes
before I can say anything else.

“For me. Since I’ll be expecting you to show
me whatever you choose. Privately.”

I don’t argue again.

“Thank you,” I murmur meekly, taking the
card.

Cam laughs.. “Good girl.”

* * *

I agonize for an hour over what to wear
before finally picking some designer butt-hugging jeans, a casual
T, and an amazing cropped leather jacket with cool buckles and
zips. I put my hair up in a messy bun and apply red lipstick, for
the perfect ‘front row fashionista’ look.

It’s weird to be so nervous about a simple
lunch date, but things with Keely have me on edge. I know she’s a
friend of Cam’s, but I don’t know how much she’s aware of our
relationship.

I’m a bundle of nerves by the time Cam’s
driver drops me off at the show. I make my way over to the VIP
line. A super-skinny girl with short platinum hair scans a list and
ticks off my name.

“Oh, you’re Isabelle Ashcroft,” she says,
her stare taking in everything about me. For a second, I feel a
flash of familiar anxiety. Did I pick the wrong outfit? Wear the
wrong shade of lipstick? But the girl just gives me an approving
nod. “Nice jacket.”

I exhale in relief. Of course I fit in: I’ve
spent my life pretending to be a pretty young thing, but now it
feels strange to be moving in these circles again.

I guess I figured this part of my life was
over when I decided to leave town.

Now, I brace myself and make my way through
the scrum. Journalists and photographers buzz around the runway,
getting set up for the show. I scan the crowd and see Keely waving
at me from the front row.

I wave back, and cross the room to greet
her. “Hi,” I say awkwardly, but Keely gives me an enthusiastic
hug.

“I’m so glad you made it!” she beams. She’s
wearing a casual designer outfit too, with her light brown hair in
loose waves. She turns to introduce me to the woman sitting next to
her. “You remember Justine, right? She’s the one who hooked us up
with these amazing seats.”

“Perk of being Lucia’s in-house lawyer,”
Justine agrees. Her smile is cooler as she takes me in. “Hey.”

“Hi.” I bite my lip, awkward. Justine is a
big-shot lawyer, and pretty intimidating – especially when you’re
on the other side of the lawsuit. “Thanks for inviting me. It was
really nice of you.”

Justine looks surprised. “Sure, no problem.”
Her cellphone sounds. She checks her message and sighs, “Drama,
drama, drama. I’ll be right back.”

She hurries backstage as Keely and I take
our seats. I look around, curious at the crowd.

Keely leans over. “Check it out. Directly
across from us. Recognize him?”

I peer across the shiny white expanse of the
empty runway. A hot looking guy in a baseball cap, track pants and
a leather jacket sprawls in his chair, a look of total boredom
plastered on his face.

“That guy in the cap?”

“Yes,” Keely says, leaning in close. “It’s
Rafe Dalton, the actor.”

“No way!” I exclaim, excited. “I thought he
was doing time for that DUI. TMZ just ran a story on it.”

“Right?” Keely beams, “He was supposed to,
but Justine says that he and the prosecutor had, like a ‘close,
personal relationship’ and she made some kind of deal to get him
off.” Keely adds air quotes for emphasis.

I giggle. “I bet she got him off!”

Rafe glances our way, and Keely grips my
arm. “Shh!”

“Don’t worry, he can’t hear us,” I reassure
her, still giggling, but I quickly look away, just in case.

Keely smiles, and squeezes my arm again.
“I’m glad we’ve got a chance to talk, away from everything,” she
adds, sincere.

“And by everything, you mean Brent.”

She makes a face. “Yeah. I heard you guys
had a falling out. I hope you’re OK. I know you were close,” she
adds.

My heart clenches. I search her face for any
sign that she knows just how close we really were, but Keely’s
expression is warm.

I relax again. “He’s an asshole,” I say
bluntly. “And I never want to see him again.”

“I’m sorry,” she says. “That must be tough.
I know he was family to you.”

I nod. He was. “I’m better off without
him.”

“Damn right you are.” Keely smiles again.
“And anyway, I’m family too. Kind of. So you’re not on your
own.”

I’m lucky that the lights go down, to hide
the sudden rush of emotion I feel. Keely’s kindness is
overwhelming, especially considering our history.

Maybe Cam is right. Maybe this is my second
chance with her, to be real family. Or at least, good friends.

Justine slips back in her seat just as the
music starts. “All good?” she checks.

We nod. “Great!”

The lights go up on the runway, and soon,
I’m lost in the spectacle of gorgeous models in impossibly high
heels strutting their stuff in feathers, sequins and chiffon. The
cameras flash, and the audience greets each new outfit with
rapturous applause.

Still, I can’t lose myself in the show.
There’s too much on my mind: Brent, Cam, even Keely beside me. So
much has happened, it’s hard to process it all, and my thoughts are
still whirling when the lights come up again and Justine yawns.

“There’s nothing like watching models to
make me crave a good meal. Who wants lunch?”

“Me!” Keely declares. She turns to me with
raised eyebrows. “How about it, Isabelle?”

“Sure, I mean, that sounds good.” I check to
see if they’re just being polite, but Justine is already grabbing
her coat.

As we head for the exit, Justine waves to
people as we pass. “She’s gone all high-fashion,” Keely tells me
with a wink.

“Have not!” Justine protests. “Just because
my job comes with an amazing employee discount, it doesn’t mean I
don’t still shop at H&M.”

“Those shoes are H&M?” I eye Justine’s
amazing neon yellow pumps.

She grins. “Well, maybe I haven’t shopped
there in a while…”

I laugh. “Hey, I’m not judging. You should
see the size of my shoe closet.” Or rather, Cam’s now.

“Maybe we’ve got something in common, after
all.” Justine smiles. “Who’d have thought.”

* * *

Keely and Justine chat all the way to the
restaurant, about work and their fiancés, and gossip too. But it’s
not cruel or cutting like the society cliques I usually hang out
with, and it’s a relief not to have to tear down anyone else just
to fit in.

These women are secure in their own lives, I
realize: they don’t need to be bitchy just to keep their place on
the social ladder. It’s a refreshing change from my usual scene,
and by the time we’re seated in a cute Greek bistro nearby, I’m
actually relaxing and enjoying myself.

“I swear, I’m going to elope,” Keely sighs,
checking her phone. “My wedding planner is driving me crazy. I
never realized there were so many shades of pink for the
flowers.”

“You’re going with pink?” The words are out
before I realize my tone is kind of dismissive. “Sorry,” I blush,
“It’s just, you don’t seem like a pink kind of person. And Vaughn?”
I stop, trying to imagine the most rugged hunk of a man I’ve ever
seen walking down an aisle strewn with baby blush petals.

“Thank you!” Justine exclaims. “I’ve been
trying to tell her, she shouldn’t let that wedding planner walk all
over her. She should do something crisp and modern, totally
minimal.”

“No,” Keely corrects her with a grin.
“That’s you and Ash. I don’t know what I want my wedding to be. I
start looking through the design books, and it’s all so
overwhelming.”

“Well, maybe pick a theme that has personal
meaning for you both,” I suggest. “How did you meet?”

Keely and Justine exchange an amused
look.

“What, did I say something?” I ask,
confused. I take a sip of water.

Keely grins. “No, it’s just… I met Vaughn
when he was hired to seduce me.”

I choke on my water. “Seriously?” I
splutter. “OK, then maybe not.”

Keely laughs. “It’s unconventional, I know.
But what about you and Cam? I didn’t realize you were so
close.”

I feel my cheeks flush. “Umm... we ran into
each other at a club, a little while ago.”

Keely frowns. “I didn’t think Cam was the
clubbing type.”

“Not that kind of club,” Justine speaks up.
She winks at me. Keely’s eyes widen.

“Oh. OK!”

I’m embarrassed, but they don’t seem
ruffled. “Ash and I went to the Underground a couple of times,”
Justine says casually. “It’s a fun spot.”

I should have guessed. Justine seems pretty
wild and up for anything.

“So, you’re dating then?” Keely presses
me.

“I… guess so. He sort of insisted I move in
with him,” I admit.

“He does like to get what he wants,” Keely
agrees. “Well, good for you. He’s one of the best guys I know.”

“He is.” I nod. “Better than anyone.”

As if his ears are burning, my phone lights
up with a text.

Hope you’re having fun. I have plans for us
tonight…

I can’t hide my smile.

“Let me guess, the man himself,” Keely says
knowingly.

I give a happy little shrug and text him
back.

You were right, I’m having a great time.

He replies immediately. I’ll be home at
7. Wear the outfit on the bed, and wait for me there.

Just reading Cam’s sexy text makes my body
tighten in anticipation.

“You’re blushing!” Keely teases me. I blush
harder, and put my phone away.

“Don’t worry, Vaughn is the king of the
filthy text,” Justine informs me. “Keely’s forever excusing herself
to go talk dirty in the bathroom.”

“Am not!”

“Well then, you’re missing out,” Justine
says smugly. “Ash has quite the way with words.”

As they taunt each other good-naturedly, my
phone buzzes again. My heart leaps, expecting more from Cam. But
when I look at my phone, the text is from Brent.

You’ll get what’s coming to you, bitch.

I delete the message and look up to find
Keely and Justine staring at me expectantly, mirth in their
eyes.

“So, what’d he say? Or do you need to go
visit the ladies’ room?” Keely winks.

I scramble for an answer. “He said…Cam said
lunch is on him,” I bluff, flashing his AmEx with a smile that I
hope doesn’t look as fake as it feels.

As Keely and Justine saytheir thanks, I push
Brent’s text to the back of my mind, but my appetite is gone and I
can’t shake my anxiety for the rest of the meal.

It’s not that I don’t trust Cam to protect
me—I just don’t know if he’ll still want to once he finds out what
I’ve done.


EIGHT: CAM

It’s impossible to focus on work with
memories of Isabelle raging in my mind. Work is a tedious
distraction from thoughts of her supple body, opening to me. Her
lips sliding around my cock. Her warm, slick wetness consuming me
whole.

By the time the day is over, I’ve got a
hard-on raging like never before. I let myself into the apartment
and go straight to the bedroom, loosening my tie as I go.

Just as I commanded in my text message,
she’s laying waiting on the bed. Dressed in just a skimpy black
silk negligee, a matching silk blindfold covering her eyes. Ready
to please me, so eager for my touch.

“Cam?” her voice quavers, breathy with
lust.

I watch as she strains to hear a sound from
me, her chest rising and falling faster as her breath quickens in
anticipation. The sun has set, leaving the room dim, save for a low
glow from the lamps.

I’m the one in control here. Just as it
should be.

I move closer, drinking in the sight of her.
I had planned to tie her up, but now it seems a shame to let those
clever hands go to waste.

Not when they can do so many other things
instead.

“You followed my instructions,” I murmur,
when I’m just inches away.

Isabelle jolts, and I see her nipples
tighten. “Yes,” she whispers, her eyes hidden under the blindfold.
“I’ve been waiting for you.”

The power rolls through me. God, she’s so
willing. I knew from the start that she would be a perfect sub, and
now here she is, trusting me completely to give her pleasure—or
whatever I choose.

That trust should be rewarded.

I know what I want from her tonight. Part of
me wonders if she’s ready. I’ll start slow.

I go to the bedside table and open the
drawer, pulling out a slim vibrator and lube I purchased just for
this occasion.

I settle on the bed beside her. Isabelle’s
head twists around, like she’s trying to get her bearings.

“Shh,” I murmur, gently peeling the straps
from her shoulders. “You don’t need to do anything tonight but
relax. Relax, and feel.”

Isabelle exhales. I lay her gently on the
pillows, sliding the negligee down her body until she’s naked,
wearing only the blindfold. I skim her body with kisses as I go,
until she’s squirming in my hands.

“You taste so sweet,” I whisper, dropping
kisses on her stomach, her hips, her thighs. “I’ve been fantasizing
about licking you all day. Now spread those gorgeous legs.”

She obeys, and gasps as my tongue finds her
sweet, wet pussy.

Mmmm.

I lap her hungrily, gripping her calves in
my hands and forcing them up, baring her to me completely. I suckle
at her clit, loving the way her body shudders and clenches around
me.

“Cam!” she gasps, throwing her head back.
She grips the covers in her fists, and I spear my tongue deep into
her tight cunt. “Oh my God!”

I return to her clit, swirling over the
tender swell until she’s whimpering with the measured pressure of
my tongue, my thumb, a nip from my teeth. Then I dip my fingers in
her juices, teasing her by slipping just inside before
withdrawing.

“More, please,” she moans. I moan against
her pussy.

“Soon.”

When she’s writhing and panting for me, I
push her hips higher and trail my slick fingers down. I rub them
gently around her tight, puckered asshole, and feel Isabelle
flinch.

“Cam—” she says, sounding nervous.

“Don’t think,” I order her. “Just feel.”

Her body stays tense, until I resume my
licking, teasing her clit again until she’s back on the edge,
moaning with pleasure.

I lap harder against her slit as I nudge a
damp finger into her asshole. This time, Isabelle doesn’t resist.
Her body shudders, adjusting to the illicit invasion. I pulse
gently, until a breathless gasp of pleasure escapes from her.
Isabelle is completely mine.

Her moans turn deeper. She thrusts against
my mouth.

She’s almost ready.

I pull away, stripping off my clothes and
then gently flipping her onto her stomach. “So willing,” I murmur
approvingly, stroking over her naked back and ass. I grip her hips,
and help her onto her hands and knees. Isabelle moves into
position, following my guidance obediently.

“Now, my darling. I want to feel you, feel
that delicious pussy of yours clench around my cock.”

Isabelle eagerly thrusts back, and I smile.
Goddamn, this woman is perfect.

I move her thighs wider, positioning myself
behind her. My cock strains to invade her sweet wetness, but I take
my time, twisting a fistful of her hair in my hand and pulling her
body taut as I slowly sink, inch by inch, into her tight cunt.

Fuck, she feels so good.

Isabelle lets out a whimper. Her secret
inner muscles clench around me, driving me wild.

I pull out, then sink in again with infinite
slowness, all the way to the hilt.

Isabelle gasps. “Fuck, oh my god.” She
groans. Her head drops forwards, but I give her hair a sharp little
yank, pulling her up again. “Cam!” she whimpers, grinding back onto
my dick.

I piston deep inside her pussy, and this
time, as I withdraw, I ease her ass cheeks wider and slowly sink
the slim vibrator into her ass.

Then I thrust.

Isabelle lets out a cry, wild with pleasure.
Fuck, she’s so tight. The invasion of the vibe has stretched her to
her limit, and now every movement rubs my dick in an incredible
explosion of friction, deep inside.

“You’re mine, do you understand?”

“Mmmm,” Isabelle replies.

I stop mid-thrust and tug her hair, hard.
“Tell me you understand.”

“I understand, Master, I’m yours.” she
whimpers.

“That means you come when I say so, and only
then.”

“Yes, Master,” she moans.

“Good. You’re going to come for me now.”

I clench my jaw and stroke again, slow, then
flip the switch. Isabelle shudders as the vibrator buzzes to life,
rubbing her ass deep inside as my cock strokes the walls of her
cunt. Her moans get louder and her movements faster, wilder, until
she finally shatters with a scream, unable to hold back any longer,
convulsing wildly below me.

But I don’t stop.

I pull out, and thrust again, deeper. She
cries out, struggling in my arms.

“Cam!”

I hold her tight, forcing her body into
submission as my cock demands everything she has to give. I fuck
her faster, deeper, and then she’s coming all over again,
shuddering hard in an uncontrollable avalanche of pleasure. “Oh
God! Yes! More!” she screams, her ecstasy taking over as my balls
contract and my cock throbs hungrily, and I pound into her, over
and over until I explode in a hot rush of pleasure so intense it’s
almost pain.

Isabelle screams again, coming and coming
around my cock, milking me dry of every drop until she collapses,
spent on the bed.

I wait for my epic climax to recede, then I
pull out, and gently withdraw the vibrator. I roll her over, and
slip off the blindfold.

Isabelle gazes back at me, her eyes dazed
with pleasure. “Holy shit,” she gasps. “That was incredible.”

“That was just the warm-up,” I tell her,
breathing fast. It was so good, but now I want to know just how far
I can take her. I need to satisfy the dark craving inside me, I
need her total surrender.

“For what?” she asks.

“I can show you an extreme pleasure like
nothing you’ve ever known, but first you need to tell me: how much
do you trust me?”

The pleasure in her eyes ebbs, and her gaze
clears. I can see fresh curiosity there, and renewed desire, and
then—something else. Something far more valuable to me. Need.
Isabelle’s need for pleasure, her need to be pushed to the limit.
Her need to submit.

To my every command. Every last one.


NINE:
ISABELLE

We just went further than I’ve ever gone
before, so I can’t even imagine what that was a warm-up for. But I
can’t deny the fresh kick in my pulse, the heat coiling between my
thighs again. I know this can’t be normal, this unstoppable craving
for Cam, but as I try to re-count the number of orgasms I just had,
I realize: what’s normal doesn’t matter. I’ll never get enough of
this man.

Cam searches my eyes tenderly. “Tell me,
Isabelle. Do you trust me now?”

I’ve never been looked at with such care and
desire.

I feel a surge of confidence. “Yes,” I
answer, holding his gaze. “I trust you.”

And it’s true. Cam has shown me nothing but
consideration and I’ve never felt so safe with anyone before in my
life. Whatever happens between us, I know he won’t judge or
criticize me. I can truly be myself and know that who I am is
wanted. Appreciated. Desired.

It’s an intoxicating sensation.

Cam smiles and reaches to brush a strand of
my hair back.

A sudden thought occurs to me. “Do you trust
me?” I ask.

I know I’ve held so much back from him, but
it’s important that he knows I’m on his side. I’ll do anything for
him – and not just because I’m his sub. It goes deeper than that,
to the connection I can’t deny.

“Yes,” Cam answers. “I trust you, Isabelle.
Sometimes I think I trust you more than you trust yourself.”

I swallow hard. “I guess I’ve spent so long
pretending to be someone I’m not, it’s hard to know what instincts
I can rely on,” I confess. “I second guess myself all the time. I
don’t know what to believe in.”

“You.” Cam places his hand over my heart.
“Believe in yourself, because I believe in you.”

And with his palm pressed steady and warm
against my chest, I know beyond any shadow of a doubt that there’s
nothing in the world that means more to me than this man.

“I’m yours,” I tell him. “Whatever you want
from me, you know I’ll give it to you.”

Cam’s eyes darken, and I can tell my words
really mean something to him too.

“Seeing you here like this, that sexy,
sleepy smile on your face, knowing that you trust me totally…it’s a
gift to me. To have you give me the gift of yourself, Isabelle,
it’s priceless. And I treasure it.” Cam’s fingers lazily twirl
through my hair as he gazes down at me.

“You make me feel so free,” I say, feeling
self-conscious. “I thought I would feel shy, or even embarrassed by
some of the things we’ve done, but it’s been a revelation to let go
like this.”

“Good,” Cam gives me a sexy smile. “I want
you to feel free. This is all part of the sub/dom relationship,
showing you the freedom of surrender. This is one more way I can
take care of you. But now, I’d like to take us to the next level.
If you’re ready for it. Are you ready, Isabelle?”

I feel a flicker of nerves – and excitement.
“Yes,” I whisper. “I’m ready, if you’ll show me how.”

“It will be my pleasure.”

Cam sits up, and I do the same, so I’m
cross-legged, facing him on the bed. He reaches out and gently
strokes along my collarbone, tracing a path around my neck.

“Do you know about breath-play?” he asks
softly.

I shake my head, buzzing with
anticipation.

“It’s the ultimate in trust between a sub
and her dom,” he explains, his voice rasping sexily. “During sex,
I’ll control everything about you—even your breathing.”

I look at him, still confused.

“Withdrawing oxygen can enhance your
orgasm,” Cam continues, his eyes never leaving mine. “It’s
dangerous, but done correctly, the feeling is incredible. But
you’ll be trusting me with your life, Isabelle. I need to know
you’re ready for it.”

My heart stops. It sounds risky as hell, to
put my life in his hands. What if he pushes me too far? I could get
seriously hurt.

But then I look at Cam, and I know, there’s
no safer person in the world. He would never let me come to harm.
Everything he’s done so far has proven he cares about my safety
above all else.

My safety, and my pleasure.

“Have you done it before?” I ask.

He nods. “A few times, but only with very
experienced subs. That’s why I don’t want to pressure you. This
isn’t for everyone.”

“But you like it.” I watch his face, and see
the tell-tale glint in his eye.

“Yes,” he answers simply. “For a dom, the
power is like nothing else in the world. And for a sub, the release
can be amazing, a rush like never before. But everyone has limits.
Maybe this is one of yours. You decide.”

His words tempt me. Despite my fear, I’m
curious.

“How would this work?”

He smiles. “Like everything else, you would
trust me to take care of you. But this time, we’ll have a safe-word
too. A signal that you don’t want to continue. When you use the
word or sign, I’ll stop right away. It’s the one line I’ll never
cross.”

I nod. That makes me feel more
confident.

“So if you say, ‘peaches,’ or make a fist
like this,” he shows me, “that means you want to stop, no questions
asked.”

“Peaches?” I smile.

“Because your breasts are like two ripe,
delicious peaches.” Cam bends to lick across one nipple. I shudder
at the blissful sensation, sinking against him. He moves to my
other breast, lapping the bud into a stiff peak that has me
writhing.

He moves from one to the other, nibbling and
nipping at the tender flesh. His teeth graze my skin with just the
right amount of pressure, teasing me into a state of crazy
arousal.

“Cam,” I murmur. “I’m ready. I want
this.”

“Are you saying yes?” he asks.

I nod. “Yes. Show me. Control me.”

Cam picks up his tie from where he discarded
it on the bed. Gently, he loops it around my neck. The silk
whispers against my skin, feeling soft and sensual as Cam leans in
and claims my mouth in a slow kiss.

His tongue caresses mine as the tie
tightens. My heart starts to race with the danger and excitement of
it, and my breaths get shorter and more rapid beneath the pressure
of the silk around my neck.

He kisses me deeper, pushing me back on the
bed until I’m lying under him. He slides a hand up the inside of my
thigh and lightly strokes against my clit, teasing me. I part my
legs, opening up to him. His breath gets faster and he slides a
finger, then two, deep inside my aching pussy.

I’m open and eager, my first incredible
orgasm still relaxing me completely.

Cam breaks the kiss and positions himself on
one elbow above me. He loosens the tie and waits for me to catch my
breath before he begins to tighten it again.

“Take a breath,” he murmurs. “Hold it until
I tell you to let go.”

I do as he commands me, holding his gaze as
he pumps his fingers deeper in my slick and needy channel. Time
slips by, and I get light-headed, but he doesn’t tell me to
release. I get lost in the feel of him, the dizzying stroke of his
fingers on my clit, blood pounding in my ears as he takes me to the
brink again—

“Now.”

I gasp for air in a whoosh. Oxygen floods my
lungs, I feel light-headed and alive with exhilaration.

“Wow,” I gasp. “That was intense.”

Cam looks approving. “It wasn’t too much for
you?” he asks.

I shake my head, eager now. “No, I want to
try more.”

“More?” Cam’s voice turns teasing. He nudges
his hard, stiff cock against me, and I moan.

“More, please. Master.”

.

He groans. “God, I love it when you call me
that.”

“And I love saying it,” I admit.

“That’s nothing to be ashamed of,” he
murmurs, as if sensing my last measure of shame. “You belong to me,
and that’s a beautiful thing.”

It is. Everything about the relationship
between us is beautiful and precious to me. He understands me
better than I understand myself – sees my most private desires and
meets the needs I never even knew I had.

Now I want to please him. To show him the
pleasure and power I know he craves so much.

“I’m ready,” I tell him, reaching to slide
my hands over his ass. I spread my thighs wider, opening myself to
him. “I’m ready to take it all.”

Cam’s eyes flash with desire, and then he
moves into position above me. He takes my wrists, pinning them down
into the mattress with one hand, totally dominating me.

Then he thrusts deep inside in a single
stroke.

Fuck, he feels so good! His cock fills me up
completely, so deep, so deliciously right.

I moan, arching up against him, and he
rewards me with another hard thrust. His hand closes around the
silk tie, pulling tighter, applying more pressure as he fucks me
harder.

God, this is intense! I can feel the
pressure, tight around my neck. It’s cutting off my air-supply now,
making every sensation even more vivid. The weight of his body,
bearing down on me. The damp heat of sweat, slick between us. The
stroke of Cam’s cock, rubbing high inside me, driving me crazy with
pleasure and desire.

The seconds stretch into an infinity. I feel
the pressure build, it’s almost too much—

Cam releases the tie, and I gasp for air. My
head is spinning, but it’s like I’m climbing to some high mountain
peak, my whole body pumping with breathless heat. Now he thrusts
again, and God, I’m in a daze, moving with him in a desperate,
hungry grind. He angles his hips, hitting my clit too with every
hard slam, and I cry out, hearing my voice as if from far away.

Cam bears down on me, so determined,
completely in control. He twists the tie in his hand. “Ready?” he
growls. I nod.

He pulls the tieclosed again, his face
blazing with a domination so intense that it consumes me. I yield
to him, rushing to the edge. I can’t move, I can’t breathe, all I
can do is take what he gives me, over and over, the thick, sweet
slam of his cock splitting me in two as my head pounds and my heart
races, and the world starts to slip away into pure ecstasy.

It’s the most incredible surrender I’ve ever
known.

Cam, my Cam, looks deep into my eyes. He can
see everything, all the way to my very soul. I’m dizzy, reeling,
floating off to some higher plane. My lungs constrict, burning for
air, but all I can feel is the two of us and the burning connection
of his gaze, and how he’s moving inside me, fuck, so deep inside,
hitting everything just right, possessing me, until I can’t
take it anymore—

“Come for me,” he gasps, fucking me hard.
“Come now!”

He releases the tie. Air rushes into my
lungs, cold and crisp, and the sensation is so sharp that it
mingles with the pleasure of his cock and the ache of my body and
my whole being shatters in a mind-blowing, life-changing orgasm.
Pleasure rocks through me, again and again. I’m split open, naked
and exposed, every emotion rushing out in one overwhelming tidal
wave.

I hear a ragged groan and then Cam explodes
inside of me, pumping hard as we both ride the waves of pleasure
until our climax fades away.

It’s pure heaven. I’m overcome.

Sobs well in my chest.

“Isabelle?” Cam’s face is stricken with
concern and tenderness.

I’m embarrassed by my tears. But I can’t
stop, something in me has broken wide open, and now I can’t stop
all my emotion from flooding out in a wash of loud, messy sobs.

In his arms, I’m finally free.

“Let it out, Isabelle. Let it all out.” Cam
cradles me to him. “I’ve got you. You’re okay. You’re safe now.
Everything’s going to be alright.”

In his arms, I’m finally free. I don’t want
any secrets between us. I don’t want to hide anymore.

I gulp a shaky breath and wipe away my
tears. “I need to tell you the truth about what happened to me,” I
tell him, my body wracked with emotion. “Why I’m running, why Brent
has this hold over me. Because he knows the secret I’m hiding, and
he won’t let me go, and I can’t… I can’t…”

It’s too overwhelming, I can’t hold back the
sobs.

“Whatever you’ve done, whatever you’re
hiding, it won’t change how I feel about you,” Cam vows. “Trust me,
Isabelle. I’ll protect you, no matter what the cost.”

He’s so calm, so sure, it gives me strength.
To straighten up, and look him in the eye, and confess the dark
secret I’ve been hiding so long.

“I… I killed someone, Cam.”


TEN: CAM

I freeze in shock. I can’t believe it – that
Isabelle would be capable of such a thing. But she’s lost in her
own guilt and emotion right now, sobbing so hard it slices through
my chest.

I reach for her without thinking. “Shh,” I
murmur, holding her tightly. “I’m right here. I’m listening.”

Isabelle takes a raw breath. “I didn’t mean
to, I swear. Or maybe I did. Maybe a part of me wanted to hurt him.
But I didn’t realize…”

She breaks into tears. I calm her again.
“Just start at the beginning. Tell me everything.”

Isabelle shakes in my arms. “After my mom
went to jail, I bounced around group homes and foster placements
for years. Some of them were OK, but most of the time, the people
couldn’t care less about us. We were just a paycheck to them,
expected to look after ourselves.”

I think back to the file Jake showed me, and
feel the rage build. How could anyone mistreat an innocent child
like Isabelle? How could they not show her the love she
deserves?

Isabelle takes another breath. She’s calming
now, sitting back so I can see her face, and all the pained emotion
flooding her beautiful blue eyes.

“When I was twelve, I went to stay with the
Claytons. There were three kids there already, and we all slept in
the same room together. Mrs. Clayton worked at the hospital, she
was gone all the time. So was Mr. Clayton, at first, but then he
lost his job.”

She takes another breath. I take her hand
and hold it tight. My poor beautiful girl.

“He started drinking all the time, hanging
around the house. He would always walk in on the older girls, when
they were changing or in the shower or whatever.” Isabelle shudders
at the memory. “It was creepy, and wrong, but what could we do? And
none of us wanted to cause problems. Mrs. Clayton was nice enough,
and anything was better than the group homes.”

I get a sinking feeling, I know where this
is going. “Did he touch you?” I ask softly, holding back my
anger.

Isabelle swallows. “Not at first,” she
whispers. “But then Kayla, one of the other girls, she turned
sixteen and left. And it was me and Crystal, and she was just a
kid. My age, but younger, you know? She still couldn’t sleep
without her teddy bear. So… So he started paying attention to me
instead.”

I want to murder that piece of filth. I want
to rip him limb from limb.

“I managed to keep away from him,” Isabelle
continues. “I would get up early, and sleep in the bed with
Crystal, and stay out of his way. But one day, I was home from
school, sick. I had a fever, and there was nobody else around. I
was sleeping, and when I woke up… he was on top of me,” her voice
breaks, “trying to get under the covers.”

I focus on staying calm. Isabelle needs me
to listen right now, not rage against the filthy bastard who dared
abuse her. “It’s OK,” I soothe her again.

Isabelle angrily wipes away her tears. “I
tried to fight him, but he was so much bigger than me. But he was
drunk, and sloppy, and I managed to get away. He chased me through
the house, and I guess he tripped and hit his head. He passed out
on the floor, bleeding. I didn’t… I didn’t stay to help. I just
ran, as fast as I could, back to school, and pretended I’d been
there the whole day. But when I got home again…”

She stops, her eyes turning wretched. “I
must have knocked over an ashtray when I ran, but I didn’t stop.
The whole place burned to the ground. He died in the fire, Cam. He
died, and I left him to burn!”

“No, you didn’t,” I insist, hugging her to
me. “You didn’t mean to hurt him.”

“But I did.” Isabelle blinks at me. “He was
laying there, bleeding all over the floor. I could have helped him,
I could have called someone or gone to a neighbor. But I didn’t. I
stood over his body, and hoped he’d never wake up. And I got my
wish!”

I grip her shoulders tightly. “Don’t say
that, Isabelle. You were just a scared kid, you weren’t responsible
for what happened, do you hear me? You were defending yourself,
that’s all. Nobody could blame you for it.”

Her face twists. “Brent did. When I told
him, we were teenagers. He said that I murdered Clayton, and if
anyone found out, I would go to prison for the rest of my life. I
can’t take the guilt,” she sobs, “I’m so, so sorry.”

I swallow back the rage. How could Brent do
this to her? She’s been through so much. But now I see the terrible
weight she’s been carrying, believing all these years she was
responsible for this man’s death.

That she was bad and rotten, and could be
sent to jail at any moment.

“Look at me, Isabelle,” I command.

She’s still crying desperate sobs, so I tilt
her chin up towards me and stare reassuringly into her eyes.
“You’re safe now, I promise. The past is gone, it’s all over. You
did nothing wrong, I swear. You did whatever it took to survive,
but I don’t believe for a second you killed him. You’re a good
person, it’s in your bones. He was the bad one, he preyed on you,
and tried to hurt you. And he got what he deserved.”

Isabelle’s eyes seem to brighten. “You… you
don’t hate me?” she asks in a whisper.

Is that what she’s been thinking? That if I
discovered her secret, I would walk away? No wonder she’s kept her
distance, always holding back, trying to keep control.

“No. I could never hate you, my darling,” I
swear. “Your secret is safe with me.”

I see the relief in her eyes. “I’ve been
holding it in so long,” she takes a deep breath. “I thought I’d
never be free from the secret.”

“You are now.” I kiss her softly, feeling
her yield to me, totally trusting. “You’re free. The past can’t
hurt you anymore.”


ELEVEN:
ISABELLE

That night between us changes
everything.

Before, I was holding back, scared to
surrender to him for fear I would reveal my dark secret. No matter
how much I wanted to obey him and submit, a part of me felt like I
was on the edge of a tall cliff, too terrified to make the leap.
Afraid that after he knew everything, he wouldn’t want me.

Now I’m falling, but it’s an amazing
feeling. I know that Cam will catch me before I hit the ground.

Always, he’ll be there.

Now, we’re more in sync than ever before. We
fall into a relaxed routine, waking up together every morning, and
eating breakfast together before he goes to work. I changed my
phone number and haven’t heard from Brent. And when I go out, the
security guard Cam hired to stay near me in public makes me feel
safe and protected. It’s been a week now, and I’ve loved the
freedom of spending my days alone: sometimes I meet Olivia for
lunch, but mostly I’ve been enjoying the city, visiting art
galleries and museums, and planning more charity events.

I’ve been thinking I can do more than just
the usual fundraising. When my father died, he left a lot of money
to a charitable foundation in the family name. I never felt
confident enough to talk to the board about our donations, but now
I’m planning a meeting to discuss what we do with that money. I’d
love to be able to start a program helping foster kids, or
organizing volunteers and day trips for kids in group homes so that
they can see the world outside the narrow confines of the
system.

I’ve been blessed with so much. For years, I
was panicked about it being snatched away again, but now with Cam I
feel a security I’ve never felt before. Maybe I can stop worrying
about losing it all, and start thinking about giving it away
instead.

The week speeds past, until suddenly, it’s
Friday. My birthday.

I haven’t told Cam – birthdays are always
weird for me, a bittersweet reminder of my life with the woman who
was my birth mom. The Ashcrofts liked to splash out with fancy
dinners and gifts for me, but it always made me feel like they were
trying too hard to erase the past. Now, I prefer a quiet, low-key
day, so I don’t say a word to Cam, and instead spend the day at the
spa, brainstorming ideas for my meeting with the foundation. By the
time I let myself in the penthouse in the evening, I’m all relaxed
– and full of great ideas for outreach to the kids.

“Cam?” I call, stepping into the apartment.
He said he might be home early for dinner. I love our evenings in
together: every night, he shows me a new side to our pleasure,
pushing me further, teaching me all the ways I can surrender.

My shoes step on something soft. I stop. The
hallway is covered with rose petals, stretching into the living
room.

My heart leaps. “Cam?” I call again,
following the trail down the hall.

In the living room, Cam waits – surrounded
by a mountain of gift-wrapped boxes. “Happy birthday,
sweetheart.”

I gasp. “You did all this for me?” I look
around in amazement. The room is covered in hundreds of roses in
cut-class vases. They’re my favorite white English variety, the
kind with sweet scented perfume. It looks like every available
surface is covered, and the floor is piled with boxes and bags.
“Cam, how did you know?”

He gets up and takes me in his arms, giving
me a slow, hot kiss. “You’re mine,” he says possessively. “It’s my
job to know everything about you.”

Damn, he’s hot when he’s all dominant like
this.

I look around, overwhelmed. How did I get so
lucky with this man? Everything he does makes me feel so special
and treasured.

“Come sit down and open your presents,” Cam
grins, like he’s the one celebrating. He leads me to the couch.

“I don’t know where to start!” I protest,
still dazed. He laughs, and hands me a shoe-box-sized gift, wrapped
in amazing silver and gold paper with ribbons.

“It seems like a crime to rip that open,” I
say, carefully sliding the ribbon off.

“At that rate, we’ll be here all night,” Cam
smiles. He leans closer to whisper in my ear, “And I have even more
surprises planned for you.”

His breath is hot against my skin, and I
shiver from his nearness. My nipples tighten in anticipation. Every
night with him so far has been a wild ride. I can’t imagine what
he’s planning this time.

Maybe I can unwrap faster.

I rip off the paper, and find a box of
Louboutin shoes. They’re amazing black sandals with straps to
criss-cross up my calves: totally sexy and wicked.

“Cam, these are amazing!” I squeal, slipping
one on. Of course, it fits perfectly.

“That’s just the beginning,” Cam grins,
handing me another box. I tear into the wrapping, feeling like
every Christmas and birthday has come rolled into one. Soon the
floor is littered with paper and ribbons as I discover the generous
gifts Cam has picked out for me: designer clothing, gorgeous
diamond jewelry, makeup and more.

“You’re spoiling me,” I protest, when Cam
hands me the last box. “All this is too much, Cam,”

“Nothing’s too much for you,” he smiles,
kissing me tenderly. “I just like to see you smile.”

“I’d smile without any of this,” I tell him
honestly. “I love the thought, but all I need is you.”

Cam’s eyes flash with heat. “I love hearing
you say that.”

“Yes, Master,” I tease him with a
grin. I lean in and nip at his ear, sliding my hand into his lap.
His cock stiffens against me, rearing up against his pants.

He growls. “Go get dressed,” he orders me.
“Wear your new lingerie, and that black dress I like.”

I bounce up, eager. “With panties, or
without,” I give him a playful grin.

He lands a playful slap on my ass.

“Without. I want to know you’re naked under
there. Naked, and wet for me.”

God, yes. I’m already trembling with
anticipation, and I don’t want to keep him waiting, so I grab the
box and hurry to the bedroom. Quickly, I strip off my clothes and
dress in the new undergarments he gave me. The lace bra pushes my
breasts into two creamy mounds, and the garter belt and stockings
seem to frame my naked pussy, making it look even more exposed.

I slip into the scrap of black silk. The
dress settles over my body, hugging every curve. I look classy and
beautiful, but I know the naughty secret hiding under the short
skirt, and it makes me feel even hotter.

I lace up my new sandals and pivot to take
in the view. Perfect. I used to hate the way men looked at me, like
I was some dumb toy, but now I love looking sexy for Cam. I feel
powerful when his eyes are on me, sensual and wild.

I strut back into the living room with a
swing in my hips. I can see from Cam’s face, it was worth the
wait.

His eyes rake over me, sending heat straight
to my core.

“Come here,” he orders in a steely
voice.

My heart races as I walk over to him. God, I
want his hands on me. I can’t get enough of him, the things he does
to me.

The pleasure he provides.

“Now, let’s see if you followed
instructions…” Cam slides his hands up my thighs, nudging the dress
higher. He traces the garter belt, then lifts the fabric all the
way to my waist. “Good girl,” he growls approvingly, his breath hot
against my skin.

My legs go weak. He’s still seated, so my
pussy is level with his face. I’m trembling in anticipation, hungry
for his touch.

“Don’t move,” he orders me. “Don’t make a
sound. Unless you’re begging me,” he adds with a wicked grin.

Cam spreads my legs even wider, and sinks
two fingers deep into my aching cunt.

I gasp. His eyes don’t leave mine, not for a
minute as he curls his fingers up inside me, rubbing my walls just
right.

Then, just as the pleasure rises, he leans
forward and nips the sensitive flesh of my inner thigh.

I yelp.

“Easy there,” Cam murmurs, slowly fluttering
his fingers inside me. Every sensation is heightened, the sting of
his teeth still on my skin. “Just breathe…”

He licks his way to my clit and slowly
circles the quivering nub. This time, I moan out loud in ecstasy.
He slides his fingers deeper, adding a third, stretching me
open.

Fuck, it feels so good!

I sway against him, sinking into the
pleasure of his fingers and tongue. Then Cam nips at my clit, a
sharp burst of pain against the seductive swirl of his fingers.

I groan, hurtling closer to the edge. I love
this, love the way he masters my body, bringing new sensations to
the surface that make everything feel so much more. More
heat, more pleasure, more tension building low in my belly.

Cam’s voice thrums against me. “You want
this don’t you, Isabelle? Want to feel the pain with the pleasure,
telling you that you’re really, truly alive.”

“Yes,” I gasp, my legs about to give way. I
clutch his shoulders, and in a single move, Cam lifts me up and
lays me out on the coffee-table, pushing aside his gifts and
wrappers. Now I don’t have to do anything but sink into the
sensation, totally at his mercy.

Cam rocks back on his heels. “Look at you,”
he groans in appreciation. He can see every part of me, every curve
and delicate fold. Knowing his eyes are on me makes a dirty, wicked
thrill race down my spine. “Dripping wet and ready to be
fucked.”

“Yes. Please. Master,” I add, knowing
how it turns him on.

Suddenly, he flips me onto my hands and
knees, pulling my hips back so that my butt juts into the air. He
parts my cheeks, and then fuck, I feel him there, his tongue
lapping against me, nudging at the hidden knot of nerves. I tense
in surprise, moaning out loud at the sensation as he spears inside
me. He rubs my clit in time, and fuck, I’m close, so close—

I pant for air, clutching the edge of the
coffee table. My nipples strain hard against the thin fabric of the
dress, and I thrust against him, needing more.

“Not yet, Isabelle.” Cam spanks my ass, a
sharp stroke that snaps me out of my haze. Then he’s back, his
tongue expertly flickering against my ass, his fingers sinking into
my wet cunt. “Not until I give you permission.”

Desperately, my mind races, searching for
some ordinary thing to think about. Anything to distract me from
the intense sensations coursing through my body. But I can’t focus,
fuck, it feels so good!

Groaning, I imagine the thickness of his
pulsing cock. I need him inside me, God, I’ve never needed anything
so much.

He takes me to the brink again, so close,
then cuts me off with a series of stinging slaps. But the pain only
adds to my frustration. My whole body is on fire, demanding
release.

“Please,” I beg him. “Please!”

“Soon enough, my sweet. But I want you like
this. On the edge, ready to fall at my command.” Cam gives my clit
another possessive caress. “All night long, you’ll be wet for me.
And when I tell you to come, when I finally give you
permission…you’ll be impaled on my cock, and I’ll feel every damn
clench, I promise you that.”

With that final dirty promise, he’s gone,
leaving me trembling on the table. I whimper in frustration. I’m
wound so tight I feel like I’ll explode!

Cam helps me to my feet and pulls down my
dress. “Ready for dinner?” he asks casually, like I’m not strung
out on the edge.

“Bastard,” I tell him, gasping for air.

He grins. “Patience, darling. I promise,
it’ll be worth the wait.” I believe him.

He puts on his jacket while I slowly come
back down to earth. My whole body is ultra-sensitive, still aching
for the release he’s just denied me.

“The car is downstairs.” Cam holds out his
arm to me, ever the gentleman. “I love that I was just buried
tongue deep in your pussy.”

With a wink, he shows me to the door.

* * *

The car ride lets me pull myself back
together, and by the time we reach the restaurant, I’m almost back
to normal.

Almost.

I step out of the car and look up at the
elegant building. “You got us reservations at Metro?” I exclaim
happily. “This place has like a six-month waiting list!”

“I pulled some strings,” Cam says, leading
me inside.

We step into the restaurant, but instead of
showing us to the main dining room, the maître d’ leads us through
a short corridor, through a set of glass paned double doors to a
private room.

But it’s dark inside and feels empty. “I
think this is the wrong room…” I whisper to Cam.

Suddenly, the lights blaze on. A chorus of
voices yells, “Surprise!”

I freeze. The lights flip up, revealing a
room full of familiar faces. Keely, Vaughn, Justine, Ash, Olivia –
and my old society friends too. Nicole and co stretching their lips
into envious smiles as everyone cheers and calls out my name.

Happy tears fill my eyes. “Is this all for
me? Cam, I can’t believe it!”

He gives me a proud smile and kisses the top
of my head. “You deserve it, sweetheart.”

We move into the welcoming circle of my
friends and family.

“Happy birthday!” Keely hugs me excitedly.
“I can’t believe you didn’t say anything! You need to give a girl
some warning next time.”

“Right!” Justine agrees, kissing me on the
cheek. “How are you going to get the best gifts if you don’t give
people time to shop?”

“But I don’t need gifts,” I protest. What I
have, right here, is more than enough.

I squeeze Cam’s hand tightly as he takes me
through the crowd. I’m so full of gratitude and thanks that he’s a
part of my life now. I can’t imagine where I would be without him,
I just know that my life is full of friendship and warmth, the kind
I never dared dream about all these lonely years.

Right now, I’ve never been happier, and it’s
all because of him.


TWELVE: CAM

The party is perfect, but better than
anything is the beaming smile on Isabelle’s face.

She deserves to be happy, and after the
terrible things she’s been through, nothing gives me more pleasure
and pride than to make her feel so happy and at home.

“You don’t mind if I whisk her away for a
moment?” I interrupt her talking with Olivia.

“Go right ahead,” Olivia grins. “I’m going
to try another one of those amazing cakes. Don’t tell Nicole,” she
adds to Isabelle with a wink.

I steer Isabelle to a private corner. Music
is playing, champagne is flowing, and everyone seems like they’re
having a great time – even Isabelle’s snootier friends. I’m glad I
invited them too, I want everyone to see how happy Isabelle is
now.

“Did I tell you you’re the best?” Isabelle
beams, clutching me. She’s giggly and carefree, and it’s the cutest
fucking thing in the world. “Because you are. The best.”

I laugh. “Enjoying the champagne?”

“Yes. It’s my favorite. In fact,
everything’s my favorite. How do you do that?” Isabelle asks. “Know
what I want even before I want it myself?”

I pull her closer, loving the feel of her
body under that sinful silk dress – and the private delight that’s
waiting just for me. “It’s my job as your Master to give you
everything you need.” I slide my hand over the curve of her ass.
“Everything.”

Isabelle inhales, her eyes bright. “I still
want you so bad,” she whispers. “I need you inside me. I can’t wait
to get you home.”

Damn, she’s hot. I lust after her. “I booked
us a suite at the Plaza,” I tell her. “Once we leave this party,
I’m not letting you out of bed all weekend. And I packed some very
special toys,” I add, relishing the thought of how my new crop will
mark her sweet flesh.

“Let’s go,” Isabelle says immediately. “I’m
going crazy here for you.”

I stifle a growl. “Another hour, then we’ll
leave,” I promise. “I want you naked and tied to the bed before the
stroke of midnight.”

“I don’t remember that in Cinderella,”
Isabelle laughs.

“Well, it’s not a glass slipper that’s going
to fit you like a glove.” I lean in, murmuring hotly in her ear.
“My cock is going to claim you, sweetheart. I’m going to fill you
up so good you’ll come screaming my name.”

Isabelle catches her breath. “You think
everyone can tell?” she asks, turning back to the party. “That I’m
drenched for you, desperate to feel you inside me?”

“They don’t even realize,” I promise. “It’s
our little secret.” I place a possessive hand on her ass.

Then I catch sight of someone across the
room, and every muscle in my body turns to stone.

Brent.

“No fucking way,” I growl, lunging through
the crowd.

“What?” I hear Isabelle ask. “Wait, Cam,
stop!”

I reach the front of the room and grab him
by his collar, shoving him up against the wall. “What the fuck are
you doing here?” I demand in a rage. “This is Isabelle’s party, and
you’re not welcome!”

Brent gasps for air, his face turning bright
red. “Put me down!” he wheezes. I shake him, hard, but then I feel
a soft hand on my arm, pulling me back.

“Cam! Cam, please!”

I release him, and he stumbles to the
ground. “It’s OK,” I promise Isabelle, “He’s leaving, right now. He
won’t hurt you anymore.”

“It’s not me you have to worry about.” Brent
gets his voice back. He stands straighter, looking at Isabelle with
a sickeningly smug grin. “Happy birthday, sis. I brought you a
surprise guest.”

“What are you talking about?” Isabelle
clutches my arm.

Brent nods behind him, to where a
stocky-looking man in a police uniform is watching the
confrontation. “I told you, I don’t bluff.” Brent sneers. “Enjoy
the rest of your life—behind bars.”

The cop steps forward. “I’m going to need
you to come with me,” he says sternly.

I step in front of Isabelle. “No!” I growl.
“She’s not going anywhere. What’s this about?”

“This is about your past catching up with
you,” Brent answers smugly. “You think you could get away with it?
Nobody crosses me!”

Another couple of cops enter the room, and
now everyone’s looking at us.

Isabelle turns to me, tearful. “Cam…” she
whispers, clearly terrified. “You promised…”

“It’ll be OK,” I promise her, my mind
racing. “I swear, it’ll be OK.”

The cop moves to take her arm. He forces it
behind her back, and handcuffs her. The cuffs are plain metal, and
I’m sickened seeing them dig into Isabelle’s slender wrists.

“Isabelle Ashcroft, I’m arresting you on suspicion
of murder.”
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ONE: ISABELLE

I don’t sleep. I’m exhausted and broken, my
whole body screaming for a break, but I couldn’t sleep if I tried,
not after the worst night of my life.

I’m in jail.

Holding, to be exact. That’s what the cop
tells me as he hustles me down a long hallway, the cold metal of
the handcuffs biting into my skin.

“You’ll be brought up for interviews in the
morning,” he says gruffly. “Guess someone wants to teach you a
lesson, sticking you down here for the night.”

Cam handcuffed me. My hands behind my back,
he drove me crazy with pleasure. It was sexy. Forbidden. But
there’s nothing sexy about the fear and panic that over takes me
now, feeling these cuffs locked tight around my wrists.

“Please,” I beg him. “I need to call
someone. This is all a mistake.”

“You’ll get your call in the morning.”

He comes to a stop at the end of the hall
and yanks a metal door open. “Play nice with the other girls,” he
snorts, unlocking my cuffs. “They won’t bite.”

I look inside and feel claustrophobic. It’s
a small concrete cell, maybe fifteen feet square, with bars on
three sides. There are five other women sprawled on a narrow bench
or pacing the small space. Judging by their clothes and teased
hair, they weren’t arrested for white collar crime.

One of them paces closer, “Not unless you
ask, baby,” she coos at the cop. “But it’s extra.”

He rolls his eyes. “Go on,” he nods, but I
don’t move.

This is just a nightmare, I tell
myself desperately. Any minute now, you’re going to wake
up.

“I said move!” There’s a hand on my back,
and then I’m pushed hard. I stumble, almost falling inside before
the woman catches my arm. “Easy, sugar.”

There’s laughter.

“What’s your name, honey?” The woman who
helped me leers closer. Her makeup is harsh and smudged, and she
stares me up and down with a whistle. “Looking fine. Where you
working? Uptown?”

I can’t deal with this. I’m overwhelmed and
living a nightmare come true. “No…” I mumble, my heart racing. “I
don’t… I’m not…”

“What are you saying?” She moves closer.
“Spit it out.”

I try to breathe. The walls feel like
they’re closing in on me, I can’t get enough air. “Please…” I
whisper.

“You too fancy to talk to bitches like us,
is that it?” another woman snorts.

“Cut it out, Devonne,” another of the women
yawns. “You know those fancy girls don’t know what the fuck they’re
playing at. Probably hit on a cop and got busted at one of the
hotels, you know how they do.” She gives me a sympathetic look.
“Don’t worry, you’ll get off with a caution. Maybe some community
service if it’s your first offense.”

The first woman, Devonne, stares at me
another minute longer, trying to scare me. Suddenly, she lunges
towards me. With her glassy eyes and the strange expression, it’s
obvious she’s on drugs. At least the other women seem sober. I back
away into the corner, facing forward so I can see if anyone comes
near me.

Devonne bursts out laughing. “Fucking
pussy,” she snorts. “They’ll eat you for breakfast in gen-pop.”

She saunters back to the other side of the
cell. She can think she won, as long as she leaves me alone.

I take a deep breath. It takes everything I
have not to cry.

I lean back against the wall, sitting with
my knees hugged to my chest on a hard, narrow bench. When I was a
kid, I used to play a game to hide from mom’s dealers, or the
bullies in the foster homes I lived. I would hide in the smallest
space I could find: a cupboard or cabinet, the crawl space under a
bed. I’d close my eyes tight, and count to a hundred, and pretend
that if they couldn’t see me, then I didn’t exist. It wasn’t
real.

Now, I squeeze my eyes shut and open them
again, but the scene doesn’t change. It’s real, too real. The
clatter of bars, and the chatter of the other prisoners. Down the
hallway, someone is yelling, and here in the cell, it stinks of
urine and vomit. Fear pounds in my bloodstream, my whole body tense
and exhausted. But I need to show strength.

This is where you belong.

The whisper of accusation cuts through my
attempt at a pep talk.

I try to stay calm. This is all a mistake, I
just have to make it through the night here, then everything will
get straightened out. I’ll go home again, and never set foot in a
jail cell again. But logic isn’t my friend right now.

This is what you deserve, killer.

I shudder at the word, but it’s the truth,
isn’t it? I’ve been running from my past all this time, pretending
I’m not to blame, but I can’t run forever.

I accidentally set the fire that killed my
abusive foster father. I left him to burn in the flames. And I was
glad he was dead.

It’s true. It’s all true.

* * *

Time passes too slow, every minute in this
cell feels like an hour. The other women eventually try to sleep,
slumped sitting up on the bench or huddled in the corner, but I
can’t relax for a second.

I can’t let my guard down, and anyway I’m
too pumped up to rest.

I replay everything that happened earlier
tonight, over and over in my mind. I was so happy, walking into
that surprise party on Cam’s arm. My birthday, and I was surrounded
by friends and celebration for what felt like the first time in my
life. Sure, I’d had parties before, massive extravagant blow-outs
that got written about in all the gossip columns, but they were all
for show. A way to prove to the world I had everything, play-acting
the role of spoiled socialite because I thought it was all I
wanted.

But this time, I was with Cam. Being with
him, learning everything he’s taught me, I felt more secure and at
peace than ever before. On his arm, I felt cared for. Special.

Treasured.

And then Brent walked in. I can remember the
look on his face, so smug and satisfied. Why did I ever think I
would be free of him? He’s still the spoiled kid who wants me in
his thrall. He spent years treating me like a personal plaything,
and now that I’m older and stronger, he refuses to let me go. Me
being with a real man like Cam is the ultimate insult to him.

Now, I’m going to pay for that insult with
my life.

My chest gets tight. God, what does everyone
think of me now? My darkest secret exposed for the whole world to
see. Keely, Justine, Olivia – they must be sickened to know the
truth about what I’ve done. Who I was.

And Cam…

I choke back a sob. He looked so angry as
the cops dragged me away. I’d confided my secret to him, but I know
that everything is different now. He hates the world knowing about
his personal life, and now my sins will be plastered across the
front page for sure. I’ve exposed us – exposed him – and I don’t
know if he’ll ever forgive me.

Maybe he’s changed his mind about us.

My fear grows, an icy knot. If I lost Cam
now… I don’t know what I’d do. He’s the only man who’s ever seen me
for me – seen the good in me. Our relationship has deepened with
each day; it’s not just about the sex anymore, but what his
domination means to me. Freedom. Release. Security. I trust him
with my life.

But can he ever trust me again?

A guard comes to cell door and barks,
“Ashcroft!” The sound of my name makes me jump off the bench. I
scramble to my feet, keeping my head up and my voice steady.

“That’s me.” My stomach twists. What happens
to me now? It can’t be worse than this, can it?

The guard waves me over, keys jingling as he
unlocks the cell door and slides it open. “Your bail’s been posted.
Come with me.”

Relief hits me like a tidal wave. Oh, thank
God. The other women in the cell barely stir.

I follow him down the hallway, praying that
this is the last time I set foot inside a jail cell. But I know,
that might not be true. If I’m charged with murder, I could spend
the rest of my life in prison. I can’t deal with the thought, and I
try to block it out, but my panic consumes me. I couldn’t live like
this, every minute of every day. I’ve barely spent the night in
that cell, and already I feel like I’m losing my mind.

What would I do for a week? A month?

Twenty-five years?

By the time we reach the main precinct
lobby, I’m barely keeping it together. Faces blur together, cops
and people are all staring at me. I wonder what they see: a spoiled
brat getting what she deserves, or worse, the killer Brent says I
am.

“Isabelle!”

A voice cuts through the commotion. I turn.
Cam is striding toward me, a furious look on his face.

I cringe back in shame, but he barks at the
cop. “Get those cuffs off her!”

His voice is harsh. The cop fumbles to obey
him.

“Come with me,” Cam says, taking my arm.

“My things…” I start, but he cuts me
off.

“I have them. Let’s go.”

My emotions are a whirl as he leads me out
of the lobby and down a back hallway. He’s angry, I knew he would
be. He can’t even look at me.

“Where are we going?” I whisper, hating
myself for putting him through this.

“The back exit. There’s paparazzi all around
the front. Vultures.”

The newspapers. They’ll have a field day
with this. And then even people who weren’t at the party will know
the truth. There’ll be no hiding after this, no running away from
my problems the way I came so close to doing.

Maybe I should have run, when I had the
chance. I would have spared Cam the humiliation of guiding me
through the precinct, a total mess from my night in jail.

He takes me down a staircase and through a
fire exit out back. We’re in a parking lot; his car pulls up in
front of us, and Cam opens the door for me.

But I can’t get in. I can’t take another
step, not with this tension on his face.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him, choking up. “I’m
so, so sorry. I know you must hate me, but I never meant to drag
you into this. Just drop me at a hotel.”

Cam turns now, frowning. “What are you
talking about?

I swallow. “You don’t need to do anything
else for me. You’ve already done so much.”

“Is that what you think of me?” Cam takes my
cheek, forcing me to look at him. His eyes blaze darkly. “Isabelle,
I don’t hate you!”

“But you’re angry—”

“At Brent!” he explodes. “At myself for not
protecting you! At the waste of space foster dad who started all of
this. But not you. God, Isabelle, I could never be angry at you.
Not for this.”

The tension in my chest splinters. “So, you
don’t want to end this?” I sob, finally giving in to the tears I’ve
been holding back all night.

Cam cradles my face tenderly. “No. You’re
mine, Isabelle. You belong to me just the same as you did before
tonight. That means we’re in this together.” He draws me closer, to
rest against his strong chest. “I promise, I’ll fix this.”

I used to be able to handle things on my
own, but now that I’ve found Cam, I’ve let my guard down. I’ve
gotten soft. I need him.

I collapse into his embrace, relief surging
through my veins. “I can’t do this without you,” I gasp, holding
him tightly. “I’m so scared, Cam.”

“I know, sweetheart, but I’m here. Whatever
it takes, I’ll protect you,” he promises. “I swear, everything will
be OK.”

“But how can it be?” Because the truth is,
I’m not innocent.

“I’m your Master, aren’t I?” he demands,
tilting my chin up to meet his gaze.

I nod, loving the sound of those words on
his lips.

“Then trust me. That’s an order.”


TWO: CAM

I try my best to keep my anger under
control, for Isabelle’s sake. She’s scared and vulnerable right
now, and I can’t imagine what she’s been through tonight. The last
thing she needs is my rage too.

Not at her, but Brent. The cops. Every
person who laid a hand on her tonight and brought such fear to her
eyes. I want to tear them all limb from limb.

But most of all, I’m furious at myself.

I’m the one who let her down. When she
confessed her dark secrets, I promised everything would be OK. But
I stood, powerless, as they led her off in handcuffs from the party
tonight: humiliated and exposed in front of everyone. I had to let
that happen; there was nothing I could do to stop it.

I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself for
letting her down.

The city lights speed past the car windows
as my driver takes us back to my place. Isabelle is curled against
me, holding me tight like she’s scared someone will drag her away
again.

It took all my influence and power to get
her released tonight. I followed the cops to the precinct, and
spent hours pacing angrily in the lobby, calling everyone I could
think of. Between Keely, Ash, and myself, we managed to get a judge
out of bed for an emergency bail hearing. They set the bond at $1m,
but I paid it without a second thought.

I’d pay anything to keep her safe.

But I can’t, not from this. She’ll have to
face the world tomorrow: press, the public, and police interviews.
What happened with her foster father’s death was an accident, she
should never have been arrested, but if they’ve charged her with
murder, there’s something more to the story. Some way Brent was
able to dig up the past and bring every horrific memory flooding
back for her.

I hold Isabelle tighter. They’re not going
to take her away from me again. I meant what I promised her-- I’ll
find a way out of this, somehow.

Brent is going to pay.

Back at the apartment, Isabelle follows me
inside, still holding my hand tightly. I take her to the bathroom
and turn on the shower, then help her undress and clean off under
the hot water. I wrap her in soft towels, and lead her out into the
bedroom. She’s still shaking, her eyes darting nervously around as
if she expects the cops to come storming in again.

“You’re safe here,” I reassure her, but she
shakes her head.

“I have to go back, don’t I? To the police
station, to court. They’ll want to interrogate me, and…” she
struggles for air. “I can’t,” she shakes her head, biting her lower
lip. “I can’t do this, Cam! I can’t go to jail for the rest of my
life!”

“You won’t.”

“But you can’t promise me that,” Isabelle
tells me, tears spilling down her cheeks. “If they put me on trial,
if they find me guilty…. And why wouldn’t they? I killed him. It’s
all true! I deserve to suffer for it.”

“Shh,” I wrap my arms around her again.
She’s trembling like a leaf. “You don’t, you know that’s not true.
It was an accident.”

“Was it?” Isabelle pulls away. “What if I
really did kill him, and I just blocked it out or something? It’s
all a blur, it was so long ago, and I was so scared… But I was glad
when I heard he’d died. Only a terrible person would feel
glad!”

Her eyes glisten with tears again.

“You were just a girl,” I try to calm her.
“You were scared, but you wouldn’t have hurt him on purpose,
Isabelle. It’s not in you to cause that kind of pain.”

And anyway, that bastard deserved it.

“No,” Isabelle sobs. “It’s not true, I
can’t… I can’t…” She gasps for air, shaking. She’s having some kind
of panic attack, consumed with fear.

“Isabelle!” I stride over and take her by
the arms. “Listen to me.”

She tries to pull away, bent double now,
wheezing. She’s not listening, she’s too far gone. Sympathy and
understanding won’t work, not with her in this panic. Only one
thing will bring her back, cut through this chaos she’s drowning
in.

Her Master.

“Isabelle.” I drop my voice, low and steely.
“Stop this right now. That’s an order.”

She stills, lifting her head. She’s still
panicky, but there’s a hopeful look in her eyes, waiting for my
next words.

“Good girl.” I take her chin between my
thumb and forefinger, lifting it higher. I stare into her eyes.
“Now breathe for me. In, out. In, out.”

Isabelle gulps a ragged breath, then
another.

“Better.”

I hold her there in that position until her
breathing becomes steadier. Her blue eyes are wide and teary, she’s
hanging on by a thread.

But she’s holding on.

Again, I marvel at her instincts to submit.
Even through her emotions, she wants to please me. She wants to
surrender to my will. No: she needs to.

Her gaze flickers to the bed.

I step backwards. A part of me wants to curl
up with her on the bed and rock her to sleep in my arms, but I have
to stifle that desire. That’s not what she needs from me right
now.

She needs me to master her, to be totally in
control. Strip away her fear, and give her something more to focus
on.

“Take off your robe,” I order her.

Isabelle looks at me, unsure.

“You need to forget about what just
happened,” I state simply. “I promise you, there won’t be room in
that pretty head of yours for fear or doubt when you’re moaning in
ecstasy. I have a hundred ways to make you forget your own name. So
I’ll order you only once more. Take. Off. Your. Robe.”

Relief flashes on Isabelle’s face. Just as I
anticipated, she wants to surrender, to not have to make a single
decision for herself tonight. To be taken care of.

She unbelts her robe and lets it drop to the
floor. Then she throws her shoulders back and lifts her chin, but
like a good sub she knows to keep her eyes down.

Fuck, she’s so beautiful.

Blood rushes to my cock as I slowly take in
the view. Her golden skin is still damp from the shower, each high,
perfect breast tipped with a rapidly-stiffening nipple. Her flat
stomach leads down to the apex of her thighs, and her long, coltish
legs.

I take my time admiring her, knowing that
the anticipation is already pounding through her body, chasing away
the fear and pain. I pace in a slow circle around her, drinking in
every detail as her breath quickens – this time not in panic, but
arousal.

I come to a stop behind her, admiring that
firm peach of an ass. I slide one hand over the curve and then
bring it down in a resolute slap.

Isabelle groans.

“I should give you a good spanking,” I
murmur, leaning closer. I let my lips graze the curve of her neck,
noting the way Isabelle’s breath hitches and her nipples tighten
into stiff peaks. Everything else has faded away. All that matters
is her response to my words and touch: I want to consume her with
this need I feel, overwhelm every sense until she only registers my
voice, my orders, the ache of her own tender flesh.

I wrap my hand in her silken hair and tug it
to one side, exposing the curve of pale flesh.

I lick along her throat. She lets out a
breathy moan.

I move my hands around to her front, not
touching a single part of her body until I pinch her rosy nipple
between my thumb and forefingers.

The moan turns into a whimper.

“I have some clamps I’ve been wanting to
use” I tell her, pinching tighter. Her body shudders in response,
and I see her bare thighs clench.

She’ll be wet by now. Wet and ready for
me.

“Would you like that, my pet? To clamp these
tight nipples in cold, hard steel, make you feel the bliss of their
exquisite pain?”

“Yes,” she whispers.

I pinch harder, rolling the tender flesh
between my fingers until Isabelle yelps. But I don’t stop, I keep
up the pressure, pinching and releasing, over and over until she’s
gasping for air and her legs are unsteady.

“Don’t move,” I warn her sternly. “You stay
still right there until I say, unless you want to face my
punishment.”

Isabelle nods, fighting to keep her balance
until at last, I release her. I turn her around and bend my head,
covering her breast with my mouth and licking her nipple in a soft
frenzy of sensation.

This time, her legs do give way. She sinks
against me in a sigh of pleasure, gripping onto my hair and holding
me to her, moaning loudly as I turn my attention to her other
breast: licking and sucking the buds.

“God, that’s so intense!” she gasps. After
the pain of pressure, the soft licking must be an exquisite
relief.

I pull away. Now her face is glazed with
desire: her pupils dilated, her chest rising and falling in heavy
breaths of arousal. “I’m going to fuck you,” I growl.

Isabelle swallows. “I want you,” she
answers, parting her lips. Damn, a man could slide his cock between
those pink pillows and die happy. But it’s not about me, not
tonight.

“Where?” I demand.

She flushes. “Inside me.”

“Be specific,” I smirk, almost amused at her
good girl manners.

“In my… pussy,” she whispers.

“Are you wet there?” I murmur, watching her.
“Do you ache for me to slide my fingers inside you? Stroke that
tender clit until you’re screaming?”

“Yes,” she moans. “Please, Master,” she
pants. “Please, touch me there.”

“Turn around and move to the edge of the
bed,” I instruct her as I roll up my shirt-sleeves. “Now part your
legs and lean over until your hands are splayed on the edge of the
bed. Good, like that.”

I smile in satisfaction. She makes a pretty
little picture like this: her ass jutting back, her body bent over,
her sweet pussy on display. I move closer and nudge her feet wider
apart. Isabelle twists her head to look back at me, but I gently
push it down so that her cheek is resting against the soft linen
covers.

“Now, my darling. You are ready for me.”

I sink to my knees behind her, part those
sweet ass-cheeks, and bury my tongue in her cleft.

Isabelle lets out a moan of surprise, but I
don’t stop. I drag my tongue along her seam, finding that tight
ring of muscle; swirling and lapping until she’s quivering against
me.

“Oh God,” she gasps. “Cam! What--?”

I probe deeper, nudging the tip of my tongue
just inside. Isabelle wriggles with another moan, but I grip her
hips, keeping them locked in place, powerless to escape my wet
exploration.

Her moans become cries of pleasure. My
tongue flicks and swirls in a fast rhythm designed to drive her
wild. She thrusts back eagerly against my face, all her earlier
blushing innocence forgotten.

This is what pleasure does to us all; makes
slaves of us. Makes us beg for things we never dreamed ourselves
capable.

But I’m no slave here. I’m the one in
control of her ecstasy. I can take her to the brink, or leave her
gasping.

I have the power, and fuck, it feels so
good.

My cock grows harder, blood pounding in my
veins. I want her. Want these moans to echo with every hard plunge
of my dick; want her body to clench around every thick inch of
me.

I spread her cheeks wider and renew my
licks, dipping one finger in the slick wetness of her cunt only
long enough to coat it in her juices.

Then I sink it inside her, all the way to
the knuckle.

Isabelle groans, clenching around me. “Oh my
God!”

I pause, not wanting to push her too far
tonight. I gently slide my finger out of her, but Isabelle lets out
a whimper of protest.

“You like that, my sweet dirty girl?”

“Yes,” she gasps. “More, please. I need… I
need it. I need to feel. Please, Master,” she begs, twisting
again to gaze back at me. “Take me. Fuck me. Do whatever you want.
Use me.”

Lust slams through me. She wants it all. She
craves the exquisite pain of submission, and fuck, I’m going to
give it to her.

“Don’t move,” I growl, striding over to the
bedside table. I pull out a bottle of lube, and return to her
arched body. I strip off my belt and pants, finally freeing my
hard, hungry cock.

I stroke myself with the lube.

“Keep your hands on the bed,” I growl. I
toss the bottle aside, and slide my hands over that perfect ass.
“Grip the sheets if you need, but don’t you dare break
position.”

Isabelle trembles. She lets out a moan of
anticipation as I part her cheeks and take up position between her
legs.

I lightly scratch my nails down the length
of her back, making her arch and moan. Then I find her puckered
hole and nudge my cock against it.

Isabelle tenses.

“You like it, don’t you? You want me to fill
you up, possess every part of you.” I slowly push past her
entrance, using my voice to lull her, distract her from the pain
she craves and flinches from in the same breath. “You were made to
serve me, my pet. Your body exists to pleasure me, to open wide,
and feel the hard drive of my cock invading every inch of you. Do
you feel that?” I growl, clenching my jaw to keep from moving too
fast, but fuck, she’s so good, so goddamn tight.

I press deeper, inch by inch. Isabelle
whimpers, clutching the covers in her hands. Tears are running down
her cheeks, but she’s arching back, gasping for more.

“Please,” she whimpers, over and over,
“Please, Master.”

It takes everything I have not to slam into
her, possess her completely, but I keep control. I thrust gently,
until finally, I’m buried to the hilt in the vice-like grip.

“You belong to me,” I growl, fisting her
hair in one hand. “I’ve taken every part of you now. Your sweet
mouth, your juicy cunt, and this tight ass.”

I land a light slap on the curvy flesh.
Isabelle clenches around me, and fuck, I nearly lose my mind.

“Do you understand?” I demand. “I possess
you. Always, Isabelle. Every fucking inch.”

I pull out a few inches, and am rewarded
with a moan of protest. I can’t hear what she’s saying, it’s
muffled in the covers, so I tug her hair, pulling her head back off
the bed.

“More,” she breathes, “I need it. More.
Harder. Please!”

I know fulfilling this need of hers will
free her mind from the suffering she’s had to endure. But the
desperate need in her voice destroys the last of my defenses. I’m
doing this as much for her as for myself.

I move back into her, pushing the two of us
forward onto the bed with the force of my thrust.

Isabelle screams. “Yes!”

I grip her hips and thrust again. Deeper.
Harder.

“Oh my god! Yes!”

I slam into her again. Fuck, there’s nothing
left in the world, nothing but heat and force and the clench of her
ass gripping my cock, demanding every inch of me. The friction is
insane, every thrust driving me past all control, past reason and
logic, into a haze of pure animal lust.

Isabelle whimpers and writhes against me,
thrusting back to meet my ravenous plunging. I hold her down, my
erection harder than ever, every new stroke a fucking miracle.
Fuck, it’s an avalanche building, a fucking tsunami so close to the
edge. But I can’t let go, I can’t give in, not until—

I yank Isabelle’s body back against me,
sliding a hand between her legs and finding her clit. It’s slick,
wet with needy juices. I gently press down, teasing her as I slip a
finger into her waiting pussy. I circle back up to her clit and put
more pressure there as I thrust into her one last time and finally
she comes, moaning as her body convulses and my own epic climax is
ripped from my body.

I pull out, yelling my release as I spurt a
torrent of hot cum over her naked back and ass. The pearly liquid
marks her flesh like rope, like bonds.

Like a brand.

Mine.


THREE:
ISABELLE

I fall asleep in Cam’s arms believing
everything will be OK. But the real world is still out there, and
there’s no hiding from it for long, not with my mugshot on the
front page of the society section, and a murder charge hanging over
my head.

First thing in the morning, I’m back at the
police precinct. This time, I’m in an interview room instead of a
holding cell, and I have Cam by my side, and lawyers too: our
friend Justine, and a law school buddy of hers, Grant West, a
specialist in criminal law.

“This is just an informational interview,”
Justine explains to me with a reassuring smile. “We’re allowing the
detectives to ask you some questions. And it gives you a chance to
explain your side of the story.”

Grant nods. He’s wearing an expensive suit
and has a designer briefcase resting against the metal table. I’m
hoping all that money comes from being unbeatable in court. “Keep
your answers short and simple. Don’t let them bait you. I’ll let
you know if you should answer, or keep quiet.”

I’m nervous just listening to them. I look
to Cam.

“You can do this,” he tells me firmly. “Just
stay calm. Tell them the truth, and everything will be fine.”

I nod, fighting to keep my breathing steady.
The last thing I want is another panic attack like last night. But
Cam takes my hand and holds it tight, and just like that, my fear
eases.

He’ll protect me. He won’t let them take me
away again.

There’s a noise from the hallway, then the
door to the interview room flies open. A heavy-set man in rumpled
clothes strides in. He drops a file on the table and looks at us.
“Well, ain’t this the soiree. You all need to be here?”

Justine gets up. “We’ll be right outside,”
she tells me, nodding to Cam.

He rises from his seat too. Panic grips me,
and I feel myself shaking as I let go of his hand.

“You’ve got this,” he tells me, his eyes
filled with confidence. “I believe in you.”

I want to prove him right, so I take a deep
breath and brace myself as he and Justine exit the room. Another
man files in right after them, a younger detective with an attempt
at a goatee and a nervous twitch.

The older guy sits. “I’m Detective Bates,
and this is Officer Ruiz.”

Bates hits the button on an old tape
recorder. “This interview is being recorded. Are we ready to
begin?”

I nod, my stomach tied up in knots.

“Alright then,” Bates continues. “This is an
informational interview with the suspect, Isabelle Ashcroft,
charged with the murder of Richard Clayton.”

He says it all with a yawn, reaching to
scratch at his two-day stubble. “Also present is the suspect’s
lawyer…”

“Grant West,” Grant speaks.

“OK, Miss Ashcroft.” Bates glances at the
file in front of him. “As stated, you stand accused of the murder
of Richard Clayton. He died on August seventeenth—“

“A death ruled accidental by the coroner,”
Grant interrupts. “Not to mention the Hillway Shores police
department, the Alachua County PD, the DA…”

“Are you going to interrupt the whole way
through?” Bates seems unimpressed. “Because this can take all day
if you want it to. We ain’t got nothing else planned, do we?”

He turns to his partner. The kid shakes his
head. “No, nothing.”

“Grant.” I give him a look. “It’s fine.
Let’s just get this over with as quickly as possible.”

“Smart girl.” Bates nods. He flips the page.
“Now, the night of the fire. You were how old?”

“Thirteen.” My voice trembles.

“Do you remember much of what happened?”

My gaze flicks to Grant and he nods at me.
“Go ahead, Isabelle.”

The memories are hazy at first. I’ve tried
so hard to forget everything that happened that night, it’s like
digging up fossils from the past.

Sins that should be left buried.

I take a deep breath. “I was at the
Clayton’s house by myself. I was home sick from school, the other
kids were all gone. Mrs. Clayton left for work, but Richard been
fired from his delivery job a couple of months before. So he was
always around the house.”

I pause, already slipping back into the
past. I’ve been blocking it out for so long, now it all comes
rushing back.

“He was a drinker,” I say quietly. “It got
worse after he lost his job. He couldn’t get work because of the
DUIs on his record. He was always angry, or complaining. Or…” I
stop.

Bates and Ruiz wait, watching me. I hate
their eyes on me, so I stare at a scratch on the table, and force
myself to continue.

“There were four of us kids,” I say. “Two
boys, they were older. Clayton would push them around sometimes. If
they stepped out of line, he’d give them a beating with his belt.
Mrs. Clayton looked the other way. She said, we should learn to
behave.”

I swallow. My throat’s dry, but there’s no
water, so I keep talking. “I shared a room with the other girl,
Britney. Well, it wasn’t much of a room, it was the laundry room
out back, they shoved a couple of beds in there. Mr. Clayton was
always walking in, pretending like he needed clothes from the
hamper, or to run a load.” I shake my head, my skin prickling just
at the memory. “Britney was younger than me, but she looked older,
I guess. She got a growth spurt, started filling out, you know. And
Mr. Clayton…he noticed. He started hanging around more.”

I remember Britney; she was just a kid.
She’d gone into the system only recently, after her mom died, since
her dad was stationed overseas and there wasn’t any other family to
take her. The Claytons were her first family—she didn’t know how
the system worked. I was the one who taught her how to hide snacks
under the mattress so the boys couldn’t steal them, and shove a
chair under the bathroom door handle so Mr. Clayton couldn’t
‘accidentally’ walk in when she was in the shower.

“Miss Ashcroft?”

I blink. The detectives are waiting.

“Right. Where was I?”

“The day of the fire. You were home
sick.”

I nod. “Right. I was in the living room, on
the couch, reading. Mr. Clayton came in. It was only the afternoon,
but he was already drunk. He stumbled over a table, started yelling
and calling me names. I tried to leave, but he followed me back
into the bedroom.”

I gulp. “He was saying all kinds of things.
How I should be grateful he’d taken me in. How I could be sent
somewhere much worse, if I didn’t behave myself. He said I should
be nice to him. That I should show him how much I appreciated
him.”

My throat tightens. The walls close in on me
again, but I fight to stay strong. “He tried to grab me,” I
continue, feeling tears in the corner of my eyes. “He threw me on
the bed. His hands… his hands were all over me, he was grabbing,
trying to… to force himself.” I haven’t talked about this with
anyone but Cam, and never in this much detail. I don’t want to
remember my terror, my determination to protect myself. “I fought
him off, I ran, trying to get away. But he chased me. He tripped
again, on a toy or something. He fell, and hit his head. I didn’t
stay.” I whisper, “I ran, I went straight to school. I never said
anything. I didn’t know about the fire until I got home again that
night and saw the fire trucks.”

I stop. Grant gives me a nod. I’m doing
OK.

“How did the fire start?” Bates asks.

“I don’t know, I wasn’t there. I mean, he
was smoking…” I stop. “I remember the ashtray, on the table. It was
always full. Maybe I knocked it—”

“That’s enough for now,” Grant cuts me off.
“My client has stated she wasn’t present when the fire
started.”

“She said she wasn’t sure,” Bates corrects
him. “But she also stated she left Mr. Clayton suffering from a
potentially life-threatening head-injury.”

“After fleeing a sexual assault,” Grant
fires back.

Bates’s eyes narrow. “Yes. The assault. That
would make a person angry, angry enough to fight back. Maybe even
to kill. Hurting Mr. Clayton would make you feel better, wouldn’t
it? You’d want to see him burn after what he tried to do to you.
You’d want revenge.”

I can’t even speak. My mind’s racing,
desperately trying to sort out all of the memories of that day.
Bates is making me doubt myself. Did I leave him to die
intentionally? Am I capable of doing something so cold, so
cruel?

“So I’m asking you again, Miss Ashcroft.
This is your last chance to save yourself. To confess before your
case goes to trial. Tell me the truth. Did you deliberately set
fire to the house that night to injure your foster father?” Bates
leans across the table, fixing me with an accusing stare.

“No!” I protest. “I didn’t!”

“We have a witness who says otherwise.”
Bates leans back. “This witness says you did set that fire
deliberately in an attempt to injure or even kill your
guardian.”

“That’s not true. There was nobody else
there!” I yell.

Or was there? I don’t even trust my own
memory anymore. Everything’s a whirl of confusion, Clayton’s face
blurring in my mind.

I can’t hold back the tears anymore. I break
down.

“That’s enough.” Grant stands. “This
interview is over.” He takes my arm and helps me up, ushering me
out of the room. The door slams shut behind us, but it sounds to me
like a prison cell door closing for good.

They have a witness. That means no matter
what I say, I could be spending the rest of my life in jail.


FOUR: CAM

“They have a witness?” My voice rises in
anger. I dropped off Isabelle with Keely after her interview at the
police precinct. Now, I’m meeting in my office at Ashcroft
Industries with the lawyer, Grant, and my private investigator,
Jake. We need to figure this situation out, and I want to have a
plan in place before I tell Isabelle.

“Dammit, Grant, why didn’t we know about
this? What the hell am I paying you for?”

He gives me a look. “It’s been barely
twenty-four hours since she was arrested. Now we know what’s making
them reopen the case. I count that as a win.”

“It won’t be a win until all charges against
Isabelle are dropped, and she’s free to live her life in peace
without the fear of being locked up in jail,” I retort angrily.

I’m pacing my office like a caged animal,
every muscle in my body tense as hell.

I’m the one who’s responsible for her
wellbeing. I let her down, and now I can’t rest until she’s safe
again.

“Let’s just take a breath,” Jake speaks up.
He’s slouched in his seat, looking like he just got in from a hard
night’s partying – and way too relaxed for this situation.

“Do you know what’s at stake here?” I
demand, turning on him. “Murder is a serious charge. She could
spend her life behind bars.”

“She was a minor,” Grant points out. “Even
if she’s tried as an adult – which she won’t be – they’d be crazy
to go for first degree murder. At most, involuntary manslaughter,”
he shrugs. “That’s what, seven years? We could even get them down
with a plea bargain. A couple of years, maybe. She could walk in
twelve months on good behavior.”

I stare at him in furious disbelief. Twelve
months of Isabelle’s life, stolen just like that? Just one night in
holding left her a total wreck. My girl is strong, but prison would
destroy her. There’s no way I’m letting anyone put her away.

I promised I would protect her.

“We’re not taking a plea,” I say through
gritted teeth.

Grant clears his throat. “Have you talked to
her about that?” he asks.

“I don’t need to.”

Grant pauses, like he’s weighing
something.

“Spit it out,” I demand, impatient.

“Look, she’s a sweet girl, sure. But it
sounds like it was a pretty messed up situation.” Grant shrugs. “Do
you really know what she’s capable of? I hate to say it, but maybe
the cops have it right. Maybe she started that fire, didn’t think
it through until it was too late—”

He’s cut off by my hand gripping tight
around his neck. I slam him back against the wall, choking him
hard.

“Isabelle didn’t do this!” I growl,
furious.

“Easy there,” Jake says as he pulls me back.
I don’t let go. I can’t. I’m in a red haze, all my anger focused on
Grant, who’s turning red and struggling under my grip.

“Cam!”

Jake wrenches me away. Grant doubles over,
wheezing.

“Seriously, you need to chill the fuck out.”
Jake glares at me. “We’re on your side here. We’re not the enemy.
And this is nothing compared to the questions Isabelle is going to
face in court. What are you going to do then?” he adds. “Put the
prosecutor in a head-lock?”

Reality comes rushing in. I can’t believe I
lost control. This situation has me so on edge, I’m barely acting
like myself.

“Sorry,” I tell Grant gruffly. “I know this
isn’t your fault. I’m under a lot of pressure here. And this case
is personal.” I normally wouldn’t tell Grant something like that,
but he needs to know this isn’t just some regular job, this is my
life.

“I can see that.” He straightens up,
adjusting his shirt. “You’re lucky you’re paying me so much,” he
mutters.

“Consider it doubled,” I say, as a peace
offering.

Grant looks mollified. “I’ll head back to
the police precinct, see if I can’t catch one of the detectives on
a break. Nose around for information about this witness. That Bates
guy looked like he knew his shit, but maybe the kid he had with him
will crack.”

“Good.” I nod. At least it’s a plan. “Call
me later with any updates.”

Grant exits, leaving Jake and I alone.

He strolls over to my wet bar in the corner
and pours himself a shot of whiskey. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen
you lose it like that,” he notes, giving me a knowing look. “This
girl means a lot to you, huh?”

“She means everything,” I say shortly.
“Which is why there’s no way she’s spending another night in
prison. I don’t care what I have to do.”

Jake nods. “Understood.”

I take another couple of breaths, still
trying to calm down. “I can’t shake the feeling that Brent is
behind this somehow. He wants revenge on her for leaving him. He
was the one who brought the police last night.”

“You think he could have dug up this
witness, too?” Jake flips open his notebook.

“Maybe. I don’t know. But the timing, it’s
all off. What witness waits almost ten years before coming forward?
We need to find out who they are. Grant is working the police
angle, so you keep digging into Brent,” I instruct him. “Find out
what he’s been doing these past weeks, where he’s been. If we’re
lucky, he’ll lead us straight to the information we need.”

“Got it.” Jake stands. “I’ll be in touch.
And Cam?” he pauses by the door. “You need to keep it together.
Outbursts like that, they won’t help Isabelle. She’s depending on
you.”

He closes the door behind him with a sharp
click.

She’s depending on you.

Does he think I don’t know that? I’ve never
felt so powerless as watching her get taken away in handcuffs.
Never felt like such a failure as when she fell, shaking in my arms
after her night in jail.

I’m her Master. She’s mine to protect. But
even I have to admit it goes far deeper than that. I’ve never given
this much to anyone, never wanted to. And now, the thought of not
seeing her every day… It’s unthinkable.

Our relationship is more than what happens
in the bedroom. It’s taken over everything, every part of my life.
My heart. She means more to me than I ever imagined, and now
there’s nothing I won’t do to save her.

No line I won’t cross.

I just pray it doesn’t come to that.


FIVE:
ISABELLE

Keely has lunch with me, and stays long
enough for me to pull myself together after the terrible police
interview. But she can’t stick around all day, she has a life and a
job to get back to.

“I’m so sorry I can’t push these meetings
any later,” she says, as I walk her to the door.

“I’m fine!” I say, trying to smile. “I don’t
need babysitting, I’m OK, really.”

Keely looks reluctant to go.

“I mean it,” I tell her. “I’m so tired, I
think I’ll just take a nap. Cam will be home soon, and the
doorman’s right downstairs. I’m perfectly safe on my own.”

“OK,” she agrees, then gives me a hug. “But
call if you need anything. To talk, or hang out. I can’t imagine
what you’ve been through, but I’m here to listen if you need.”

“Thanks.” My words catch in my throat. Keely
is being so sweet and supportive, but the truth is, I’m not ready
to talk about it just yet. “I’ll let you know.”

She leaves, and then I’m alone in the vast
apartment. Olivia has been texting me to check in and give
reassurances, but even her kindness adds to my anxiety, so I turn
off my phone and wander the hallways, feeling out of sorts. It was
Cam’s idea for me to stay at home and rest today. I know he’s
worried I’ll have another panic attack or breakdown like last time,
but I don’t feel the same blind panic anymore. Instead, I’m
restless, trying not to think about what happened in the interview
– and worse, the time with Clayton, all those years ago.

I need a distraction, something to take my
mind off the terrible charges hanging over me.

Cam could distract me, no problem…

I shiver, remembering the scene last night.
I was barely keeping it together, but he knew exactly what to do to
bring me back to myself. Just one word from him in that sexy,
dominant voice, and all my anxiety seemed to melt away.

And what happened after…

I feel my body get hot just remembering. He
knew just what I needed: the pain that focuses my desire, that
makes the pleasure so intense. I was completely consumed by the
incredible things he did to my body, it was all I could do to beg
for more.

I gave myself up to him, went further than
we ever did before. But it didn’t feel dirty or wrong, it was
amazing, the intimacy of trusting him to explore my most private
places, to bring me to the edge of ecstasy and control my wrenching
release. I’ve never felt so alive, so fulfilled, or so loved.

It made all my worries disappear – but only
for a while. Now, I’m reminded the reality of my situation. Besides
Olivia’s caring texts, my phone is overflowing with faux-concerned
voicemails from journalists and old supposed-friends, all wanting
the inside scoop on the hottest gossip in the city. I haven’t even
looked online, I can’t bring myself to see what people are saying
about me.

But every minute I’m cooped up here alone,
I’m tempted. I wander into Cam’s office and move towards the
computer. Just one quick peek—

No!

I force myself out of the office and down
the hall. I grab my purse, and put on a big pair of shades to hide
my face. I can’t stay trapped here forever, I need to feel human
again, so I exit the apartment (grateful that Cam’s request for me
to stay home wasn’t an order) and speed-dial the one person who can
make me feel more like myself again.

“Hi, Serge? Do you have room for a cut at
three?”

* * *

I figure that some time at the salon is just
what I need, and for a blissful half-hour, it is. Serge gives me an
amazing scalp massage, and I relax while he blows out my hair. When
he gives me a pointed look in the mirror and asks how I’ve been, I
tell him I’d much rather hear about his week, and like the angel he
is, he gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze and gleefully
recounts his nightmarish blind date from last night.

The hum of dryers and gleaming polished
mirrors lull me into forgetting everything; I stay hidden in a
booth in the back of the salon and flip through gossip magazines,
pretending just for a moment that I won’t be on the front page of
the next issue.

“We can fit you in for a mani-pedi, if you
like,” he says, when my hair is a glossy mane.

“Perfect.”

I follow him to a chair near the front of
the salon and take a seat. I keep reading my magazines, but slowly,
I realize there’s a strange hush around me.

I look around. The rich, perfect clients are
all shooting looks my way, their heads bent together to
whisper.

“…last night, they dragged her off in
handcuffs…”

“…scandal. But you know, she was adopted
from a bad family.”

“Once trailer trash, always trailer
trash.”

“…I heard she killed him in cold blood…”

Blood rushes to my cheeks. I want to bolt
right out of here, but my feet are plunged in warm water, and
besides, I don’t want to give them the satisfaction.

Act like you don’t hear them, I order
myself. Fake that you don’t care.

I turn a page, pretending to read my
magazine, but the whispers only grow louder. I shift in my seat,
feeling sick to my stomach. I wish I could make myself invisible,
and hide from their accusing stares.

Is this what it’s going to be like now?
People gossiping wherever I go. Thinking that they know me, know my
story. Even if we fight the charge in court, the rumors will follow
me forever. I don’t know if I can bear it.

“Isabelle? Oh my lord, is that you?”

I look up to see Nicole and Lulu at the
front of the salon. They’re dressed in their usual uniforms of
designer jeans and chunky jewelry, with silk shirts and glossy
hair. Their heels tap loudly as they come closer.

“We heard what happened,” Nicole breathes,
wide-eyed with fake concern. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine.” I flip my magazine closed
nonchalantly and force myself to give a bright smile. “Just a
little misunderstanding. Totally overblown.”

“So you weren’t charged with murder?” Lulu
announces loudly.

Everyone goes silent, watching for my
reaction.

“It’s a mistake,” I say breezily, invoking
my well-practiced mask of confidence. “I mean, think about it. It’s
not true.”

Their eyes burn into me, and out of the
corner of my eye I can see people on their phones, too. Everyone is
talking about me. Everyone is saying that I’m trash, a murderer, a
joke. And just like that, I feel my defenses stuttering.

“I should go,” I say, quickly pulling my
feet out of the bowl and jamming them back into my flats. “Nice
seeing you two.” I get up to leave, but they block my path.

Nicole glares. “I can’t believe you’d show
your face in public. I’d be too ashamed.”

I don’t reply. I’m trying too hard to will
away the sting behind my eyes.

“We’ve taken your name off the committee for
the benefit next month,” Lulu adds. “I’m sure you understand, we
can’t be associated with any of this scandal.”

“And don’t even think about coming to the
meetings, either,” Nicole sneers. “We talked about it, and we’ve
decided you’re no longer… suitable for our group.”

“We did you a favor including you in the
first place,” Lulu smirks. “We thought maybe someone from your
background would benefit from our guidance, but we were wrong.”

“Guess it’s just a case of nature over
nurture,” Nicole snorts. “What was your mother, anyway? Didn’t she
go to jail, too?”

I grit my teeth as their cruel words cut
through me. I wish I could come up with some smart retort, but I
know if I open my mouth, all I’ll do is cry.

The world I worked so hard to build for
myself has come crashing down all around me as I stand here, while
people point and laugh and whisper among themselves.

I want to stay and fight back, but instead I
grab my things and push blindly past Nicole, tears welling in the
corners of my eyes.

“Miss! Miss!” the manicurist calls after me,
but I can’t stop. Then my foot catches on something, and I go
tumbling to the floor.

Oww.

My knee slams hard against the polished
tiles, but worse than that is the flush of humiliation as I sprawl
on the ground, the contents of my purse strewn across the
floor.

Lulu and Nicole burst out laughing.

I try to get up, my knee throbbing.

“I’ve got you.” A hand comes out to help me
stand. I look up, blinking through my tears. It’s Olivia.

“Come on,” she says, shooting Nicole and
Lulu a fierce look as she gathers my things back into my bag. “This
place is so over. Their clientele is pretty much worthless.”

Olivia steers me to the exit.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “But you don’t have
to do this. They might—”

“Fuck them,” Olivia declares, out loud.
“Under-eating, over-exposed pack of bitches.”

I can’t help but smile through my tears.
She’s so awesome, escorting me out even though it’s social suicide.
Olivia takes me onto the sidewalk and hails us a cab.

“Let’s get you home,” she says, nudging me
inside and climbing in after me. She gives the driver Cam’s
address, then passes me a tissue to clean my face up as we drive
away through the Fifth Avenue traffic.

“I can’t believe I ever thought they were my
friends,” I say.

“Shallow fools,” Olivia comforts me. “You
don’t need them.”

“I know, but still…” I shudder to remember
the whispers. I’ve worked so hard to make my image perfect. Now
they all know the ugly truth. “You heard what they were
saying.”

“And next week they’ll be gossiping about
someone else. Just you wait,” Olivia reassures me. “Someone will
get divorced, or a bad facelift, and you’ll be old news. But until
then, maybe you should keep a low profile. Let the news die
down.”

I don’t believe the news will ever die down,
but I nod anyway. “I just wanted to go out and do something
normal,” I explain. “Try to forget what’s really happening. That’s
why I blew off all your texts today. I’m so sorry, Olivia.”

Olivia squeezes my hand. “Don’t apologize.
Everything will be OK. And you don’t need those bitches anyway,”
she adds. “You know they aren’t capable of having a real human
emotion, even if their lives depended on it. Not that Lulu’s Botox
would let her show it, even if she could.”

I manage another smile. “Thanks again for
rescuing me,” I tell her. “I owe you.”

“How about cupcakes tomorrow?” she suggests.
“You could come to my place. We’ll order in.”

“Maybe, I’ll see how I feel and give you a
call. But thanks.”

Her invitation means the world to me. Even
though women like Nicole and Lulu have shown their friendship to be
shallow and meaningless, Olivia is proving that I do still have
real friends left.

The cab pulls up at Cam’s apartment. I give
her a quick hug and then climb out, hurrying inside in case any
journalists or photographers are lurking around.

The apartment is silent. I drop my purse by
the door and look around. I’m right back where I started this
morning, with thoughts of the past whirling through my head,
impossible to keep at bay. I feel so powerless. Cam has his lawyers
and investigator doing everything they can, but there’s nothing for
me to do but wait.

Wait, and think about everything I’ve done
wrong.

I climb the stairs. Cam’s private playroom
is elevated above the main penthouse, the glass walls giving me a
view of the city at dusk. It’s so removed from everything, I can
tell why he calls it his sanctuary. There’s something so calming
about the space, rich with meaning, even aside from the toys and
implements that are racked neatly on the walls. In here, I can
breathe.

I sit on the floor with my back against his
chair, watching the city. I used to dream about New York when I was
a kid. To someone from Tallahassee, it seemed like the most
glamorous place in the world. I would read all the glossy fashion
magazines I could get my hands on– no matter they were out of date,
dog-eared copies I paged through in the library or in waiting rooms
– and picture myself here. Living a fabulous life, with my own
swanky apartment and a closet full of amazing clothes; eating in
all the trendiest restaurants and partying all night in the hottest
clubs with all the friends I’d make.

My dreams came true. Most of them, anyway. I
came here, I’ve lived that life. But being on the brink of losing
everything has made me realize just how empty that lifestyle was. I
spent so much time and energy trying to fit in with Nicole and Lulu
and society bitches like them. I faked smiles, and pretended I
cared about silly things, and all for what?

To be on the inside? To pass for something
other than what I am?

I feel a sadness welling in my chest. After
everything we’ve been through, they only see me as some worthless
junkie’s kid.

A killer.

“Isabelle?”

I look up. Cam is in the doorway. He moves
closer, concern on his handsome face. “Olivia called me, are you
OK?”

I exhale. “I didn’t have a breakdown, if
that’s what you’re worried about. Well, only a little one,” I add,
remembering how I sprawled all over the floor in front of everyone.
“Now I have to find another hairstylist. Except, I guess I won’t
need one in jail.” I try to lighten the mood, but the joke falls
flat.

Cam holds out his hands. I take them. He
pulls me to my feet. “Isabelle…” he cradles my cheek in his hand.
“It won’t come to it, I promise you.”

“Maybe it should.” I give a defeated shrug.
“Maybe they’re right. It’s in my blood, isn’t it?”

“Is that what those women said to you?” Cam
looks like he’s about to punch the wall.

“It’s what everyone’s saying. Online, on the
news. And they’re right.” I feel a knot forming in my chest, but I
bite back my tears. I’m done crying today. “I grew up in foster
care, and no one gave a shit. My mom’s a junkie jail-bird. It was
stupid of me to think I could ever outrun the past.”

“You’re nothing like what they say,” Cam
insists. “You’re more than that.”

“Am I?”

“Yes. It doesn’t matter where you come from,
Isabelle, it matters who you are.”

Cam leads me to the chair and pulls me down
on his lap so I’m cradled against his body. I snuggle into his
solid, muscular frame. His arms hold me gently, stroking my hair
with one hand. “You don’t see what I see when I look at you,” he
tells me, his voice so warm and reassuring. “I see your strength.
Your courage. Your beauty. Not the mask you put on to face the
world,” he adds, turning my face to look him in the eyes. “But the
real you.”

I feel a warmth inside. “I don’t feel
strong,” I whisper. “I feel like I’m falling apart, always needing
to be rescued by you, or Olivia, or someone.”

“Are you kidding me?” he grins. “You’re
stronger than you realize. You’re the one who convinced me to take
you on as my sub. You walked right into the club and got on your
knees. You wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“I was scared as hell,” I admit, remembering
that night. “I thought you were going to tell me to get out. That
you wouldn’t want me.”

He holds me tighter, and I feel his lips
against my ear. I suppress a shiver.

“I always wanted you,” Cam vows. His hand
slides down my neck, tracing over my skin.

I melt against him.

“I wanted you more than I’ve ever wanted
anyone,” he says, kissing my ear, my jaw, and down my throat. His
hand glides around, lightly stroking my breast.

I gasp.

“You transfix me, Isabelle. Everything about
you. I’ve never come so close to losing control as when I’m with
you.”

His fingertips brush my nipples, achingly
light. I wriggle against his lap, feeling the hard outline of his
cock pressing into my ass. Heat rushes to my core, I want him so
much.

In one swift movement, Cam lifts me by the
waist and pulls me around, so I’m straddling him. He runs his hands
down the front of my body, making me moan from his touch even
through my dress. His eyes flash darkly.

“You’re perfect,” he growls, his voice thick
now with desire. “Every part of you.”

He pushes up my skirt, reaching to brush
between my spread thighs. I moan again, feeling the light pressure
against my clit. “Cam,” I breathe, thrusting into his hand. “I need
you.”

“Not until you say it,” Cam commands. “Tell
me you’re perfect.”

I stop cold and shake my head. “I
can’t.”

“You can.” Cam strokes me again, pushing my
panties aside and burying one finger into my pussy. “You will.”

I clench around him. God, he feels so
good.

“Say it. That’s an order.” His eyes take on
that steely glint, the one that makes my pussy ache with
desire.

“I… I’m perfect,” I whisper, flushing. The
words feel so foreign on my lips. I’ve spent my life trying to
change myself: to be prettier, thinner, more bubbly, more blonde.
Yet here I sit, flawed and exposed, and still Cam can’t take his
eyes—or his hands—off me. Could he really think I’m perfect just
the way I am?

 

Cam unfastens his belt, pushing his pants
lower. His cock springs free, hard and ready. He takes my hips,
guiding me into position above him. I feel him pressing hard
against the entrance of my pussy. I want him inside, filling me up,
obliterating any bad thoughts.

“Say it again” he demands, bringing me down
on his dick in one thick thrust.

I moan with the feel of him, sliding deep
inside, so big. He’s waiting now, and I know I have to follow his
orders if I want more of him. And I do. “I’m perfect,” I cry, as
Cam lifts me up, then pulls me down again, spearing me with every
last inch. “Yes!” I gasp, as he finds that sweet spot, high inside
me. “Oh God, yes.”

Cam rocks into me hard. “Ride me,” he
demands, fisting my hair in his hand. He fixes his gaze on me, just
inches away. “Take what you need.”

I find the rhythm, lifting myself and
slamming back down, rocking so that my clit presses against him
with every stroke. God, it’s so good. He fits me, stretches me,
sending pleasure ricocheting through my body. “Master,” I gasp,
already so close to the edge.

“I’m here,” he growls. “Your Master is right
here.”

His lips crash down on mine, possessing me
in a fierce kiss as his cock impales me. His tongue surges deep,
his cock strokes harder. I feel his fingers playing with my ass,
rubbing against me as he pulls me closer to him. He’s everywhere,
consuming me, every part of me. I lose myself in the feel of him,
falling into the sensation until he thrusts again and I come.

He pulls back, his gaze fixed on me as I see
him come undone with me. I feel him shudder inside me, see the look
in his eyes as he goes over the edge. And at that moment, it
finally feels true.

To him, I’m perfect.


SIX: CAM

I carry Isabelle to bed. She falls asleep
almost immediately, but rest doesn’t come so easily for me.

Holding her in my arms like this just
reminds me again how right this feels. This woman is the missing
piece in the puzzle that my life has been. I found her, and now I’m
whole. Complete. What I told her tonight is true. I’ve never felt
anything like this before with any woman.

She is everything to me.

These past few weeks have only proven how
right we are together. All these years with my subs, the other
women I’ve dated, I was so careful to protect myself. Barricade my
emotions away behind this wall of self-protection and distance. But
I don’t have any defenses against Isabelle. She shatters every one
of my limits, pushes me past the edge of my self-control.

I love her.

The knowledge is almost more than I can
stand, because so much is at stake now. If I can’t protect her—

But I can’t think about that now.

I look at her sleeping, and brush some of
her hair aside. She smiles in her sleep, and I wonder if she’s
thinking of me.

I always rejected the idea of love, in a
way. I thought it would make me weak. Less of a man. Less of a Dom.
But loving Isabelle makes me feel stronger than ever. She’s showing
me what it means to be truly responsible for a woman, to hold the
power over her pleasure and pain in my hands: not just her body,
but her heart, too.

It’s humbling how much she trusts me.

This love is sacred. Something precious to
be cherished and protected. At all costs.

I pull her body closer. Cradled in my arms
with her silky hair on my shoulder and my hand on the curve of her
hip, I stay awake, guarding her from nightmares as she dreams.


SEVEN:
ISABELLE

I wake up knowing one thing for sure: I need
to figure out who this mystery witness is, and that means getting
the information from Brent. I don’t know how he’s doing it, but
every instinct says that he’s behind this somehow.

He can’t have me, so now he’s out to destroy
me.

Down the hall, Cam is fixing a perfect
cappuccino. He’s dressed for work, looking panty-meltingly gorgeous
in a suit and tie, and it strikes me again how lucky I am to have
him in my life.

He looks up and smiles at me, but there’s
still worry in his eyes. “I can blow off my meetings, if you want,”
he says. “Stay here with you for the day.”

As much as I love the idea of spending the
day in bed with Cam, I know he has commitments he shouldn’t be
breaking, not on my account. And he’s already helped me so
much.

I shake my head. “I’m OK. At least I know to
keep a low profile now. If I steer clear of the paparazzi and
society bitches, I’ll be fine. Promise. I just wish there was
something I could do,” I add, moving to sit at the kitchen counter.
I reach for a fresh bagel on the platter, and take a frustrated
bite.

Cam drops a kiss on my cheek. “I know it’s
hard to wait around like this, but your court date hasn’t been set
yet. Jake is hunting down information about the case, and our
lawyer is doing everything he can on the legal side, too. You’re in
safe hands, I promise.”

“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?” I
ask. “Maybe if I tried to talk to Brent—”

“No.” Cam cuts me off. His face turns dark.
“You can’t go near him, do you hear me, Isabelle? He’s dangerous
and angry, you don’t know what he’ll do. Better if he thinks he’s
won for now and lets his guard down, so my people can figure out
what he’s up to.”

I reluctantly nod.

“Good girl,” Cam murmurs, kissing me again.
“I’ll be home early tonight. I’ll make you dinner,” he adds,
trailing his hand down my body. He kisses me slowly on my lips,
before taking his briefcase and leaving.

The door closes behind him. I’m all
alone.

My mind races. Cam told me not to speak to
Brent. A direct order. But nobody knows Brent like me: he’s
dangerous, sure, but he’s also arrogant and stupid sometimes. We’ve
been stuck two steps behind the police ever since my arrest, but I
know that if I push him right, Brent couldn’t help but spill the
beans just to lord it over me. His quest for revenge could destroy
my whole life. But I won’t let him.

I can’t wait for everyone to fix this mess
for me. I need to do it for myself.

I feel a stab of guilt. Disobeying an order
from Cam goes against everything in our relationship. But how can I
sit around when they’re going to so much trouble for me?

If I can solve this, if I can get the
information we need, then this will all go away. Cam won’t have to
worry about me like this. I won’t have to hide out, away from the
press and all my former friends. He won’t have to spend all this
time and money on investigators and legal fees.

And I’ll be able to put the past behind me
for good.

Going to Brent now is a risk, but I need to
take it – for all our sakes.

I take a deep breath and find my cell phone.
I speed-dial the front desk at my old apartment building – the
apartment where Brent is still living, rent-free.

“Hello, this is the Dunsmore.”

“Andre, is that you?” I ask, recognizing the
voice of my favorite doorman. “It’s Isabelle Ashcroft.”

He’s silent a moment, and I hold my breath,
hoping he’s still an ally.

“Miss Ashcroft, are you alright? We’ve had
all sorts of people waiting around for you here.” There’s nothing
in his voice but concern, and I exhale with relief.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I say, giving thanks that
nobody knows I’m staying with Cam. I guess all the press and
attention has been on my old building. “Listen, I need a favor. Is
Brent home today?”

“Not right now,” Andre answers. My heart
sinks. “But I believe he’ll be back this afternoon.”

Good. I wanted to speak with him, but since
he’s out of the apartment, a new idea strikes me. “Can you please
have removal men and a locksmith meet me at the apartment? I need
to get some things out of the property.”

“Of course,” Andre agrees quickly. “I’ll
have them come right away.”

I hang up, feeling more determined. First, I
need to get Brent’s things out, and then we’ll have the
conversation that’s been a long time coming.

Cam will understand, I tell myself. He has
to. This is my life Brent is screwing with, and I can’t let him do
it another day.

* * *

I use a back entrance to sneak into the
Dunsmore building, then spend the morning working with the movers
to box up all of Brent’s things in my old apartment. It’s strange
being back here, the place I called home all year, but still never
felt like I belonged.

The décor, the style, it’s all showy and
ultra-feminine, lots of gold and chandeliers and fancy touches I
used to try and mark the space as my own, even with Brent using it
as his personal crash-pad. His stuff is everywhere: expensive
clothes and gadgets discarded like they mean nothing at all.

Not for the first time, I wonder how he can
be so careless. We both came from poor foster homes, we both grew
up with nothing, but instead of treasuring all the privilege the
Ashcrofts gave us, Brent just acts like he’s entitled to whatever
he wants.

I remember, the first Christmas we both were
with the family, I couldn’t believe all the gifts waiting under the
tree, it was like something out of a dream for me. Charles Ashcroft
and his wife had gone all out: toys, dolls, games. I unwrapped
everything so carefully, wanting to savor every moment, but Brent
tore through all his gifts in minutes – and then threw a tantrum
because they hadn’t gotten him an expensive model car he
wanted.

Looking around the room, it’s clear
nothing’s changed.

“That’s the last of it,” Andre says when
Brent’s things are finally boxed up in the hall. “The locks are
changed, too. Here’s the new keys.”

“Thank you,” I tell him, taking the keys.
“You’ve been wonderful, like always.” I see Andre’s smile reach all
the way to his eyes, and he adjusts his cap to hide it.

“Did you want the boxes delivered anywhere,
Miss Ashcroft?”

“Nope. My brother will be along to pick them
up,” I say. I already texted him, telling him we need to talk.

Sure enough, barely five minutes after Andre
leaves, I hear the elevator arrive with a ding! from down the
hall.

I try to steel myself. The thought of seeing
Brent makes me feel sick inside, reminding me of all the years I
was under his control. His manipulation, his tempers. I worshipped
him, but only because I was so desperate and needy for love.

No more.

I hear his footsteps approach the apartment.
They stop outside the door, then comes the sound of his key in the
lock. “Fuck,” I hear Brent’s muffled curse.

Be strong, I remind myself. You
just need clues about the witness.

I get up and go open the door. Brent is
scowling, already red with anger. “What the fuck?” he demands,
pushing past me inside. “Why won’t my key work? And what the hell
is all my stuff doing in the hall?”

“You’re moving out,” I say calmly.

Brent looks around, the truth dawning. “Are
you forgetting something?” He turns back to me with a cruel sneer.
“I know your little secret.”

“And now so does the whole world,” I reply,
folding my arms. “That means you don’t have any leverage over me
anymore.”

Brent’s face falls, and I have to try not to
laugh. “Didn’t think it through, did you? Now that I’m officially
charged with murder, you can’t blackmail me anymore. That means no
apartment, no car payments, and no credit cards. That’s right,” I
add, “I already called them and cut you off.”

I didn’t think I could find a silver lining
to this terrible nightmare, but the look on Brent’s face as he
realizes how screwed he is makes me feel better, just for a
moment.

“You bitch,” he growls. “You won’t be
smiling when you’re rotting in jail.”

“If they get a conviction,” I try my best to
bluff. “But the lawyers say there’s no way that’s going to happen.
They expect to get the charges dropped any day now.”

“You’re dreaming,” Brent smiles, confident
again. “You’re going to prison. They don’t just let you walk for
murder.”

“I didn’t kill him,” I protest, my voice
rising with anger. “I told you all those years ago, it was an
accident. I didn’t know about the fire.”

“That’s not what the witness says,” Brent
smirks again, and there’s something so smug about his voice that my
suspicions are confirmed. He knows something.

“What do you know about it?” I ask.

Brent snorts. “Enough to know you’re not
getting off so easy. You’ll be in jail soon enough. Enjoy those
group showers.”

I swallow back my rage. Brent is mean as
hell, but he’s also arrogant. Maybe I can play to that.

“What do you want from me?” I drop my voice
to a whisper, begging him. “Please, Brent, I don’t understand. Do
you want more money? Because this isn’t the way to get it. If I’m
in prison, all my assets will be frozen or go back to the family
trust!”

“Fuck money.” Brent’s face splits in a
furious scowl. “You want to know what this is about? This is about
you! Leaving me for that Scottish bastard. Thinking you’re so much
better than me.” Brent paces closer, making my heart skip. “You’re
just a common whore, the way you spread your legs for me all these
years, and now you’re doing the same for him. You think I don’t
know what you’re doing with him? I’ve heard all about how Cameron
McCullough likes it, you dirty bitch.”

I’m speechless, but even as I try to
recover, I hate knowing that Brent saw the shock and pain on my
face.

He smiles. “I know what you’re doing with
him, all that kinky shit, so now it’s my turn to make you hurt. I’m
going to destroy you, until you’ve got nothing left in the world. I
want you on your knees, begging me for mercy the way you beg him.
Because he won’t stand by you once you’re a convicted killer.
You’ll be all alone in the world, the way you deserve.”

I stare at him in disbelief. I can’t believe
he has so much hatred boiling inside him. Or that I would have done
anything for him once.

“I can’t believe I ever loved you,” I tell
him, disgusted. “That I never saw you for who you really are.”

He smirks again. “You were easy to
manipulate. Poor little Isabelle, so desperate for my approval. It
was fun, making you run around after me. And then when you turned
legal, well, that was fun, too. My own personal plaything,” he
crows.

I feel sick. “You’re disgusting. I was just
a kid, I trusted you.”

“And I developed that trust until there was
nothing you wouldn’t do.” Brent laughs cruelly.

He’s enjoying this. He loves to see me
suffer. That’s when I realize, I can use his ego against him.

“Please,” I whisper, trying to look
pathetic. “I don’t understand. The fire was an accident. How could
they have a witness?”

“God, you’re so fucking naïve,” Brent leers
at me. “People will say anything for the right price. Ten Gs and
that girl would say anything I want.”

“Which girl?” I demand.

Brent’s face changes. He realizes he’s said
too much. “You’re too late,” he snaps. “You’re not getting out of
this one. And I’m going to enjoy watching you suffer. You’ll wish
you hadn’t crossed me by the time I’m through.”

“Never.” My voice comes out clearly. I find
the strength to stand tall and stare him down. “I don’t care what
you do to me, I’ll never regret breaking free from your toxic
influence. I was just a kid when you got your claws into me, I
didn’t know any better, but I do now. You’re worthless, Brent.
You’ve had all the opportunities in the world and you’ve squandered
all of them. Plotting against Keely, trying to steal the company,”
I tick his crimes off on my fingers, “And now this, your vendetta
against me. I won’t take it anymore. If you think I’ll come begging
to you, you’re wrong,” I vow fiercely. “I have a better life now. I
have friends, and people who love me, and a partner who knows what
it is to be a real man.”

I glare at him, feeling years of pent-up
anger and betrayal come flooding to the surface. “What I have with
Cam is real. He doesn’t have to manipulate or blackmail me to make
me love him. He loves me for my strengths, he doesn’t exploit my
weakness. You’ll never know what it’s like to be loved the way I
love him, because you don’t deserve it. You may have taken my
adolescence from me, but you’re not taking another moment of my
life. We’re going to fight this, and win, and you’ll be left with
nothing. You have no one, Brent,” I add, furious. “No friends, no
family, no money, no one who cares.”

He tries smirking at me again but it looks
forced now, and I recognize a familiar panic in his eyes. He’s
pathetic.

I glare at him, so relieved to finally be
free. “Goodbye, Brent. Now get the hell out of my apartment.”

Brent opens his mouth, but a voice from
behind me cuts him off.

“You heard the lady.”

I turn. “Cam!” I exclaim. He’s standing in
the doorway, and although he’s casually leaning, I can see his body
is ready for a fight.

Brent looks between us. “I don’t need to
bother with you,” he sneers, still trying to save face. “Enjoy
jail.”

“Go. Now.” Cam’s voice is lethal. Brent
quickly storms out.

I gulp for air, shaking. I didn’t realize I
was so tense, but now exhilaration floods my body.

“Isabelle?” Cam strides into the
apartment.

“I can’t believe I just did that,” I gasp.
“After all this time, I finally told him where to go. And I meant
it! It’s over, Cam. It’s all in the past now.”

He doesn’t smile. With a sinking feeling, I
realize what I’ve done: disobeyed him. And to speak to Brent, which
could endanger me and my case even more. “I’m sorry,” I blurt
quickly. “I know you ordered me not to talk to him, but I had to
try.”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Cam says, but
his face softens. “Did you mean what you just said to him?”

“About how crazy in love with you I am?” I
meet his eyes and nod. “Every word.”

Cam grins, even though I can tell he’s still
mad at me, too. “I’d proud of you, Isabelle,” he says, pulling me
into his arms. “I know it took a lot of courage to stand up to him
like that. But why didn’t you tell me? I could have been here for
you.”

“I needed to come alone,” I explain,
relieved. “Brent loves to show off. I knew that if I pushed him, I
could get him to reveal what he’s doing behind all of this.”

“And?” Cam asks.

“And, I think I figured it out.” I look at
him, my excitement building. “He said it was a girl, the witness
he’s paying off to lie about what happened.”

Cam pulls out his phone. “I’ll tell Jake.
Maybe that will narrow it down.”

“You don’t need to call him, I already know
who it is. Britney, my foster sister. She was the only other one
who could have been at the house that day. She’s the one who’s
lying, she has to be.”


EIGHT: CAM

After Isabelle figures out that Brent is
paying her former foster-sister to claim she killed Clayton on
purpose, we have to move fast. I get Jake to dig out everything he
can on this supposed witness; he tracks her to an address in
Florida, not far from where Isabelle grew up.

“Petty theft, some drug charges, looks like
she’s not exactly a model citizen,” Jake says on our conference
call. I have the phone on speaker so Isabelle can hear, too.

“Doesn’t that help us?” she asks. “I mean,
in court.”

Grant clears his throat, then speaks up on
the other end of the line. “Maybe. But relying on a witnesses’
character is never a sure thing. After all, the prosecution will be
trying to paint you as a bad person, too. They’ll use photos of you
partying, all kinds of things to show you’re of poor moral
character.”

“Which is why it’s important to get to this
Britney and convince her to stop lying,” I decide. “We take off in
a few minutes, I’ll call you once we land.”

I hang up and turn to Isabelle, sitting
beside me in the cabin of the private company plane. It’s
luxurious, with leather seats and a hostess on call to bring
anything we want, but Isabelle looks terrified.

“Are you scared of flying?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I’m scared of what
happens when we land.”

I pull her closer, squeezing her hand as the
pilot revs up the engine and we taxi down the private airstrip. We
take off smoothly, and soon, the small plane is cruising above the
country.

“Score one for the Ashcroft fortune,”
Isabelle cracks, trying to smile. The hostess comes back to take
our orders.

“Can I get you anything?”

Isabelle shakes her head.

“You haven’t eaten all day, and we need to
keep you in fighting shape,” I remind her. “We’ll take some fruit,
and a couple of club sandwiches, thank you,” I request from the
hostess. She moves back to the cabin to prepare our food.

Isabelle stares out of the window, anxiously
twisting her bracelet around. I hate that she’s stuck in this
nightmare, even though I’m doing everything I can to get her out.
She’s so brave, facing down Brent and getting the information about
the witness, but seeing her here, none of that strength is
apparent: she looks like a scared child.

I don’t understand it. And then it hits me.
She’s going home.

“You haven’t been back since Ashcroft
adopted you?” I ask, concerned.

“No.” Isabelle swallows. “He offered… said
we could try and find my mom, if I wanted, or relatives. You know,
have a sense of my past. But I didn’t want to. The day I left, I
swore I’d never go back.”

She blinks back tears, setting her jaw and
forcing her gaze out the window. .

I feel a surge of protectiveness. “It’s not
for long,” I reassure her. “I arranged an interview with the local
police, so the judge is bending your rules on bail and letting you
out of the state to answer their questions. Hopefully, we can get
everything we need on Britney and be home before tomorrow
night.”

Isabelle nods, but I can tell she doesn’t
believe me. I can’t imagine what she must be feeling right now,
going back to the place that caused her so much pain and fear.

I pull her into my lap and cradle her,
resting her head against my chest. “You’re not the same girl you
were when you lived here,” I remind her. “You’ve built a whole new
life.”

“And look what’s happened: it’s all come
crashing down,” Isabelle counters. “I’ve been running so long, I
don’t think I’ll ever be able to leave my past behind. I’m right
back where I started.”

“No,” I correct her. “You’re older, and
braver, and stronger than before. And you have me with you this
time. I won’t let anything hurt you,” I promise. “We’ll face your
old ghosts. Together.”

* * *

When the plane lands, I have a rental car
meet us. Using GPS to guide us to the small town fifty miles
outside Gainesville where all this began. Isabelle stares out the
window at the scenery as it passes. Again, I marvel at her bravery
– and beauty.

Anyone else, and I’d still be furious at her
defying my direct order, but I’m realizing that our sub/Dom
relationship isn’t so black and white anymore. I respect Isabelle’s
choices, and when she took the risk to face Brent on her own, I
know she was doing it for the both of us: so we could move on to
the next chapter in her life.

“We can check in at the county sheriff’s
office later,” I tell her, turning off the highway. “They’re the
ones who had original jurisdiction in the case. They ruled it an
accident back then, but they need to interview you for the fresh
charges.”

“Will you stay with me?” Isabelle asks.

I give her a nod. “Of course.”

As if wild animals could drag me from her
side.

As we drive, the landscape outside the
windows gets more rural. Wide-open woods and swampland, with small,
run-down homes and trailers set back from the road. It’s hard to
imagine Isabelle growing up here: the woman I first met with
Ashcroft was always so polished and perfect, she acted like she’d
been born with a silver spoon in her mouth and designer heels on
her feet. But it was all just an act.

“It reminds me of where I grew up,” I tell
her. Isabelle looks over, surprised.

“In Scotland?”

I nod. “It was a poor area too. Rural, in
the Highlands. But beautiful. Coal mining and ship-building were
the main trades for jobs, and when those dried up twenty, thirty
years ago, a lot of people sank into unemployment and never got
out. I was lucky,” I add, “My parents worked hard, dad retrained
with computers. It was a modest living, but it was something.”

“But you still left,” Isabelle says.

“I wanted more,” I reply simply. “I felt
trapped, stifled by the lack of opportunity. I had big dreams, I
wanted it all.”

“And you made it,” Isabelle says, admiration
in her voice. “You worked for everything you have now. Not like
me.”

“Don’t say that,” I scold her gently. “We
were both fortunate. Ashcroft chose us both, for whatever reason.
He saw something in us, I guess. But what you did after that, it’s
all you.”

“I haven’t done anything,” Isabelle’s voice
twists. “Unless you count shopping and lunches.”

“And fund-raising, and all your charity
work,” I remind her. “You do a lot more than most women in your
situation.”

“Maybe. But being back here, seeing
everything I left behind, it makes me feel like it’s not enough.”
Isabelle exhales. “I mean, what if Ashcroft hadn’t adopted me?
Would I have wound up like Britney? Like my mother?”

“I don’t believe that for a second,” I tell
her honestly. “Don’t let all these old memories drag you back.
We’re here for a reason, don’t lose sight of that.”

Isabelle gives me a small nod.

“We’re almost there.” I turn down another
back road, the car bumping on the uneven track. I wonder if we’ve
taken a wrong turn, but the address Jake found is right here: a
small, single-level house that’s seen better days. The porch screen
is torn, and the railing hangs off the edge.

“I guess we know why she took Brent’s
money,” I remark.

“And what she’s spending it on.” Isabelle
nods toward a new satellite dish on the roof, and a new-looking car
in the drive.

We get out. “Are you ready?” I ask.

Isabelle gives a determined nod. “She was a
sweet kid. I’m sure if I just talk to her, explain what her lies
mean for me, she’ll take them back. She’s probably in way over her
head. You know how Brent can be.”

We climb the front step and I knock on the
door. But when Britney comes to open it, there’s no sign of the
sweet kid Isabelle’s been talking about.

“What?” Britney demands, pushing the screen
door open. She’s wearing cutoffs and a tank top, revealing an ugly
tattoo. Her hair is bleached and ratty, and her face is tired,
looking far older than her years.

“Britney?” Isabelle sounds shocked. “It’s
me. Izzie Johnson.”

Britney looks freaked. She tries to slam the
door, but I stick my foot in the way and elbow it open. “Not so
fast,” I tell her.

“I just need to talk to you,” Isabelle begs.
“Please, it’ll only take a minute.”

Britney’s eyes dart between us. “Fine,” she
says, standing back from the door. “But only for a minute. I got to
go.”

“Thank you.” Isabelle sounds grateful. She
heads inside and I follow, looking carefully around. It’s a
run-down room with peeling wallpaper, but I can see a stack of
shopping bags and delivery boxes in the next room.

I make sure Britney is looking the other
way, then I take out my phone and set it to ‘record.’

“It’s good to see you,” Isabelle says. She
smiles at the girl. “How have you been?”

Britney doesn’t offer us anything to drink.
She sits heavily on the couch and folds her arms, defensive.

“What do you think?” Britney scowls back.
“Not everyone got taken off to some fancy big-city house to live
with a perfect family.”

Isabelle’s face falls. “I’m sorry,” she
whispers, even though she has nothing to apologize for.

I look at Britney and see the bitterness in
her eyes. I can already tell, she’s the kind of person to blame
everyone but herself for her lot in life. So instead of trying to
make things better for herself, she’s tearing down Isabelle
instead.

“We heard you’ve been talking to the
police,” I speak up, trying to hide my anger.

Britney doesn’t look ashamed. “Maybe.” She
gives a sullen shrug. “What’s it to you?”

“Your lies concern me very much.” I glare.
“You’re saying that Isabelle killed your foster father on purpose.
Why would you do that?”

“It’s what happened. And you can’t say
otherwise,” Britney smirks. “Those prosecutors in New York say
you’re in real trouble now, Iz. Not so perfect anymore.”

I squeeze Isabelle’s hand.

“I don’t understand,” she says to Britney.
“Why would you lie like that? Do you understand what they’re going
to do to me? I could spend my life in jail!”

“Yeah, well I have to spend my life here,”
Britney scowls. “You think I haven’t seen you, all these years? In
all the magazines, having the time of your life. What makes you so
special?” she demands. “Why should you get to live the high life
while we’re all stuck back here?”

“I can’t answer that,” Isabelle sounds
wretched. “But lying now? Britney, please. You weren’t even home
that day. Don’t you remember? You were at school.”

“I never made it to school,” Britney says
flatly. “I cut. So I could have been anywhere that day. Including
at home.”

“You know I didn’t kill anyone,” Isabelle
whispers. “It’s a lie. Please. Don’t do this.”

I hate watching her beg like this, but
Britney is unmoved.

“I’m telling the truth.” She smirks. “Crisis
of conscience, like. I’m doing my job as a good citizen, speaking
up now so you don’t get off free.”

“Who told you to say that?” I demand, my
temper fraying just listening to her foul lies. “You sound like
you’re reading lines from a script.”

“Nobody told me.” Britney looks nervous.
“It’s the truth.”

“It’s a pack of lies,” I declare. I get up,
looming over her.

“I don’t have to listen to this.” Britney
has the good sense to look scared now. “You need to leave.”

“Please, Britney,” Isabelle begs her. “Don’t
do this to me. I always looked out for you, I tried to protect you
from Clayton, so he wouldn’t go after you. Please, you can’t lie
like this. I need you to tell the truth.”

“And what about what I needed?” Britney
shoots back, her face twisted with bitterness. “Do you know what
happened after that fire? I got bounced back into the system. One
home after another, for years, while you got to have a real family.
Money, and nice clothes, and everything you wanted. Why should you
get to live the good life, huh? It’s my turn to get ahead
now. You’ve had your turn. I got good money for making that
statement, and Brent says there’s another fifty K coming once you
get locked up.”

Isabelle gasps. “So he did pay you?”

Britney sneers. “So what if he did? Who’s
going to believe you, killer?”

Isabelle clings to me, tears in her eyes.
“Please,” she whispers. “Let’s go.”

“Not so fast,” I say, turning back to
Britney. “Nobody will believe Isabelle,” I say, bringing my phone
out from behind my back. “But they will believe you.”

I hit a couple of buttons, and replay
Britney’s words.

“I got good money for making that
statement, and Brent says there’s another fifty K coming once you
get locked up.”

Isabelle gasps. “You recorded it?” she
blinks at me.

“Every word.” I smile.

Britney panics. “You can’t—”

“I will,” I growl. “Perjury, obstructing the
course of justice, wasting police time. You want to talk about
prison sentences, you’re looking at one right now.”

Britney gulps, her eyes darting around
again. “Wait. Please.”

“Give me one good reason why I should cut
you a break?” I roar, furious. “You don’t even know how much hurt
you’ve caused, the life you could have ruined.”

This girl would have taken Isabelle from me.
My Isabelle.

“I should call the police right now!” I
yell. Then I feel a hand on my arm.

“Don’t,” Isabelle says, sounding calm. She
looks at Britney with sympathy in her eyes. “We won’t call the
police,” she says, “On one condition. You call them first, and
withdraw your statement. Tell them you were mistaken, that you
weren’t there, and you don’t remember anything. Tell them the
truth, the real truth this time,” she says. “And we’ll leave right
now and never come back.”

Britney nods eagerly. “Whatever you want.
I’m sorry, I’m really sorry.”

Isabelle doesn’t blink. “I’m sorry too,
Britney. But you can’t blame me for everything that’s wrong in your
life. We were just kids back then, but you’re not a kid
anymore.”

She turns around and walks out the door.

I pause a moment longer. “She may be in a
forgiving mood, but I’m not so emotional,” I warn Britney. “I’m
keeping this recording. You pull anything like this again, and I’ll
be on the phone to your Sheriff. Then you can see what it’s like on
the inside of a prison cell.”

I storm out, but when I reach the car, I
find Isabelle sobbing, silent tears streaming down her face.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart in my
throat.

“Nothing,” she chokes out. “I’m just so
relieved.” She lifts her face, and I can see her smiling through
the tears. “It’s over. It’s all over now.”

“I made you a promise, didn’t I?” I smile,
hugging her close. “We can go home now.”

“Yes.” Isabelle nods. “It’s time to go
home.”


NINE:
ISABELLE

The scene outside the car windows blurs with
my tears of relief.

It’s over. I can’t believe it, my nightmare
is finally done. The burden of the secrets I’ve been carrying for
years melts away with every mile. I feel lighter, steadier.

Free.

Cam reaches over and squeezes my hand.
“Ready to get back to New York?” he asks.

“So ready.”

I turn to look at him. The strong jaw, those
dark eyes. Happiness washes over me, I’m so thankful to have him in
my life.

“You never doubted me,” I realize. “Even
when the police were saying those terrible things. You’ve never
judged me either, for what happened with Brent…”

“You don’t deserve any judgment.” Cam brings
my hand to his lips and presses a kiss on my palm. “You amaze me,
Isabelle, every day. You’ve made it through such hardship and
struggle. You’ve been strong enough to survive, and now, I swear, I
won’t let anything ever hurt you again.”

“I couldn’t have made it without you,” I say
softly. “You were the one who gave me the strength to leave Brent,
to finally break free from him. You’re the thought that kept me
going when I was locked up in jail. It’s all because of you. When I
think what might have happened if you hadn’t rescued me that night
in the club…”

I trail off. The thought is too terrible to
imagine. Would I still be under Brent’s cruel power, faking my way
through empty, shallow days spent trying to impress all those
society ‘friends’ with their luncheons and days at the club?

Would I still be going to sleep at night,
feeling all alone in the world, wishing for something real,
something that I didn’t even know how to put into words? I would
never know the intense pleasure and incredible release that comes
from being in Cam’s arms. Knowing him like I do, sharing myself
with him, completely.

No limits. No rules.

Just love.

I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life
with him.

“Wait,” I say suddenly. “Can we make a stop
first, before the airport?”

“Of course.” Cam looks over. “Where would
you like to go?”

“It’s not far from here. Back towards
town.”

I direct him down the old winding highways,
feeling the tension grow in my chest the closer we get. The
buildings get more and more familiar, until finally, we turn down
the street to the trailer park where I grew up.

Broken-down trailers line the lot, with old
cars and messy yards. A couple of kids run around and women look
suspiciously at the fancy car as we slowly drive past.

“Here,” I say, reaching the end of a row.
“Stop here.”

Cam shuts off the engine.

“This is where I’m from,” I say quietly.
“This is where I lived when I was little.”

I check his face for judgment, but of
course, there is none, only understanding.

I get out of the car. The lot where my mom’s
trailer sat is empty now, overgrown with weeds and brambles.

Cam stands behind me. He slips his arms
around my waist, and I lean back against his solid chest.

“Do you remember much?” he asks.

“Some.” I stare at the patch of grass. “My
memories are blurry, more flashes than anything concrete. The walls
were so thin at night, I could hear people fighting in the next
trailer, and the sirens whenever the cops came to break up a fight.
And my mom,” I add quietly. “I remember her, what she used to look
like, at least. She would let me play with her costume jewelry. And
when there were thunderstorms, we’d curl up together under the
covers in bed, and she’d tell me stories, about a princess who
lived in a beautiful house, with a white picket fence, and roses in
the yard.”

I feel tears come again, but they’re not
tears of sadness, just relief. “She tried,” I tell Cam, resting my
cheek against him. “She tried to be my mom, but she didn’t have any
help, and the drugs… She just wasn’t strong enough.”

He strokes my hair. “She loved you, I’m sure
of it.”

I nod. A strange peace is settling over me.
Coming here, facing my past, I think it’s what I’ve needed to
finally feel free.

Looking around, I don’t feel ashamed
anymore, just blessed that my life has taken me so far from this
desperate, scared beginning.

I can’t let this chapter in my life define
me anymore. I can finally lay these ghosts to rest.

“Let’s go.” I tell him. “I’m ready to move
on.”

* * *

We drive back to the airfield, and board the
waiting plane. Cam gets a phone call just before take-off.

“Yes… Are you sure? Good.”

He hangs up and turns back to me. “That was
the Sheriff. Britney called and recanted her statement. They’re
dropping all charges and closing the case.”

I gasp. “It’s really over?”

“Ancient history now.” But Cam doesn’t look
happy.

“What’s wrong?”

“Brent.” He scowls. “I can’t believe he’ll
get away with this.”

“He won’t.” I say confidently. “But right
now, let’s celebrate.”

“You know what else this plane has?” Cam
asks, his gaze turning dark and lustful.

My stomach twists with excitement.
“What?”

“A bedroom.”

Cam takes another casual sip of champagne.
My pulse is kicking hard. His eyes rake over me. “Unbuckle your
seatbelt, go to the back of the plane, and take off all your
clothes.” His voice is commanding, so freaking hot.

I fumble with my belt, eager to obey.

“And Isabelle?” Cam stops me. A dirty smile
quirks on his lips. “Start without me.”

I hurry toward the back of the cabin, almost
bumping into the hostess. “Sorry,” I mumble. “Just going to… take a
nap.”

I’m sure she knows exactly what we’re about
to do, but I don’t let it stop me. I quickly step into the small
bedroom and close the door behind me. My heart races in
anticipation.

It’s a small room, barely big enough for a
bed, but it’s luxuriously appointed with glossy wood paneling and
the finest linens. I strip off my clothes and climb onto the bed.
Already, my body aches for Cam’s touch. It’s been too long since he
was inside me, but even if he’d fucked me ten minutes ago, I would
still crave him like this.

I could never get enough of him.

Start without me.

His sexy words echo in my mind. I lay back,
totally naked, and slowly trace my hands over my body. I’ve spent
the past twenty-four hours caught up in anxious thoughts and fears,
my brain working overtime. Now, it’s amazing to just let that all
dissolve, and focus on nothing but my body.

How good it feels under my hands. How much
better it will feel under his.

The door opens. I stroke down my belly,
knowing the effect it will have on Cam. With a low groan, he steps
inside and closes the door behind him. Then he leans back against
the wall, still staring hotly at my naked body.

I stretch for him, displaying myself.
Arching my back and letting my thighs drop open.

“Don’t stop,” he orders me. “Keep
going.”

I catch my breath, then start to touch
myself again, more intimate this time. I cup my breasts, gently
squeezing my nipples into stiff peaks.

Cam makes a growl of approval.

“More,” he commands.

I move my hands lower, skimming past my
belly and down to my pussy. I slowly circle my clit with one
finger, moaning aloud as the pleasure ripples sweetly through me.
Thank God the engines are roaring, because it’s about to get a lot
louder in here.

Cam clenches his jaw, and quickly strips off
his shirt and tie.

“How does it feel?” he asks, his voice
ragged.

“So good,” I murmur, sinking my finger
inside me. “Oh,” I moan. “I’m so wet. Cam…”

Cam yanks his pants and underwear off, and
then he’s naked. His cock juts proudly, thick and ready.

I moan again, moving my fingers deeper
inside, but imagining it’s him, splitting me wide open.

Cam kneels on the bed, straddling me. “Come
here,” he growls. “Suck me, now.”

I sit up, eager to obey. I lick my tongue
over the head of him, tasting salt and precum. I moan in
appreciation, then move my hands to cup his ass.

“No.” Cam stops me. “Don’t stop touching
yourself. I want to feel those juicy lips take every inch of me as
you rub that sweet little clit.”

Wetness pools around my fingers. Fuck, I’m
already so turned on I can’t think straight.

I move my hand back between my legs, keeping
up the pressure on my clit as Cam thrusts his cock towards my
mouth. I open wide, licking down the length of his shaft and back
before finally taking him deep, all the way to the back of my
throat.

“Fuck,” Cam curses with a groan. He fists my
hair in one hand, controlling my motion as he pulls back, and then
sinks between my lips again, harder. Deeper.

Yes.

I moan in pleasure, sucking eagerly, licking
around the head as he pulls back and thrusts again. He yanks on my
hair, totally controlling the pace and speed, increasing his tempo
as he fucks my mouth in long, delicious strokes.

Oh God, I can’t get enough.

I whimper against him, sucking hungrily. I
love the taste of him, the scent, the overwhelming demands of his
cock as he plunges into me, taking mercilessly but leaving me
begging for more with every stroke. I lose track of everything
except his pleasure, surrendering totally to his command.

“I told you to touch yourself,” Cam growls.
Suddenly, his hand joins mine between my legs, stroking with me,
faster and harder. Oh God, now I’m so close to the edge, his thick
fingers pressing between mine, deep inside me. He rubs my clit with
his thumb, finger-fucking me in time with his thrusts, so that I’m
totally lost to the wild frenzy of his cock and fingers and deep
domination.

The pressure builds inside me, so fast I
can’t hold back. Cam curls his fingers up high and shoves his cock
deep down my throat, and then I’m coming, my cries muffled by his
thick shaft. I’m still gasping in the throes of my climax when Cam
suddenly pulls out and pushes me back on the bed.

He grabs my ankles in each hand and lifts
them up around his neck, folding me back so my clenching pussy is
totally exposed and open to him. In one swift thrust, he spears his
cock inside me.

“Oh!”

I moan from the incredible sensation, fuck,
so thick, so deep. He thrusts hard, riding my orgasm, pushing me to
an unbelievable intensity. I arch against him, it feels too good,
and Cam doesn’t stop. He pins me down with his strong body,
pounding into me again until my cries of pleasure are mingled with
his fierce animal grunts. I grab his ass now, pulling him into me,
forcing him even deeper. I’m beyond everything I’ve felt before,
and from the wild look in Cam’s eyes, he’s right here with me. He
withdraws almost all the way, and then slams into me in a deep
thrust I feel all the way through my body.

“Yes!” I cry. “Cam! Oh my God!”

He thrusts again, rubbing deep inside me,
filling me up with his thick, demanding cock.

“Come for me!” he orders, with another
savage thrust that fills me completely and sets my blood on fire.
“Come right now!”

I have no choice but to obey. I come again,
sobbing with pleasure, and then Cam surges into me again, spurting
deep inside of me as his body convulses and we ride out our epic
climaxes together, our eyes locked.

We lay there, panting for breath. Suddenly,
the intercom sounds. “We’ll shortly be making out descent into New
York City. Please return to your seats and prepare for
landing.”

I giggle. “You think we should get dressed
first?”

Cam chuckles. “Only for now. I promise you,
once I get you home, you’re not leaving my bed for days. Weeks.
Months!”

“That sounds just fine to me.” I smile,
blissful. A hot man, great sex, and total freedom? Sign me up.

My future starts right now.


TEN: CAM

It’s late by the time we arrive back in the
city. Isabelle looks sleepy, but I have one last surprise for her
in store.

“Where are we?” she yawns, looking around as
the car comes to a stop. “Are we home yet?”

“Not just yet. First, I thought we’d stop
for some dinner,” I tell her.

“Can’t we order in?” She slides a hand up my
thigh with a tousled, sexy smile. “Clothing optional.”

Any other time, I would have her tied to the
bed with chocolate smeared over her pert breasts, but I know that
after everything she’s been through, Isabelle needs to know her new
life is starting now.

I want to show her how loved she is, and I
won’t do it alone.

“I promise, I’ll make it worth your while
later,” I tell her, already thinking of all the things I’m going to
do. “Starting with a few new toys I picked up…”

Isabelle’s eyes brighten with excitement. I
love how she responds to me: not just my body, but my words, too.
Seeing desire written all over her face is the biggest turn on in
the world, and I have to pause to adjust my pants before I follow
her out of the car.

“The Gramercy Tavern,” she claps her hands
together, looking more awake when she realizes where we are. “My
favorite.” Then her face falls. “But Cam… People still think…
Shouldn’t I stay home, just until news that the charges have been
dropped spreads, and people don’t look at me like I’m a
murderer?”

“You’re not waiting a single moment longer
to live your life,” I tell her. I take her hand, and lead her
inside. “We’re going to show everyone that their gossip and lies
can’t hurt you anymore. I’m here for you,” I add, as every head
turns to watch us walk in. I squeeze her hand. “And your friends
are, too.”

“My friends?” Isabelle repeats. Then she
sees the table across the room and gasps.

“Surprise!” Keely exclaims, moving to greet
us. “Well, second time’s a charm,” she grins. She kisses Isabelle
warmly on both cheeks. “Since your birthday got cut short, we
thought we’d celebrate twice over. After all, you have plenty of
good news now that the charges have been dropped!”

Isabelle turns to me, laughing. “How did you
have time to call them?” she asks, as we move through the crowd to
the table.

“I found a moment, while you were occupying
yourself on the flight.” I wink, and she blushes.

At the table, Keely and Vaughn, Justine and
Ash, and Olivia are all gathered. Isabelle looks overwhelmed as she
hugs them all in turn.

“Let’s get some champagne,” Ash announces.
“To toast your freedom.”

Justine shudders. “I can’t imagine being
locked up like that. I don’t know what I’d do.”

“Let’s not talk about it,” I say quickly,
worried.

But Isabelle just smiles. “It’s OK. I made
it through, that’s the important thing. And now I have the rest of
my life to enjoy.”

We all get champagne and appetizers, and
soon everyone’s having a great time. I love to see Isabelle like
this: her face lit up with happiness as she chats with the other
women. I remember the snooty ice queen I first met, so used to
locking all her feelings inside. Now, there’s nothing detached
about her. Her emotions are written all over her face. She looks
joyful and free.

“To Isabelle,” I raise my glass in a toast.
“And the future.”

“To Isabelle,” everyone choruses.

She beams. “And I want to toast you guys,
too. Your friendship means everything to me. You all stepped up to
help me through this in different ways. You finding the lawyer,
Justine, and you giving me advice and support,” she says, nodding
to Olivia and Keely. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Her eyes meet mine. ‘Thank you’ she mouths
silently, and I know her gratitude is to me too.

But I’m the lucky one. This woman has opened
my heart, and my life. She wasn’t the only one who was closed off.
Before her, I was so focused on keeping total control in my life
that I sacrificed the discovery of new relationships. I thought my
life at the Underground was something to keep hidden, not to
celebrate.

I didn’t think I could ever find someone who
would satisfy my need for domination—and give me the respect and
love of a real partner, too.

But Isabelle is different. She’s opened my
eyes to a pleasure that doesn’t have to be kept locked away in a
secret room. She fulfills my every desire, and shows me so much
more, too. She’s everything to me.

I clear my throat, about to say something,
when a hush falls over the table.

“Well, well, well.” A familiar sneering
voice comes from behind me. “Look who’s enjoying her final moments
of freedom.”

Brent.

I see red.

For weeks now, I’ve been holding back my
anger, not wanting to make things worse for Isabelle. He has a
power over her, a reason to keep my rage in check. But no more.

In one motion, I push back my chair, spin
around, and smash him across the jaw in a hard left hook.

Another diner shrieks.

I stalk toward him and drag him up. Brent
howls in pain, blood dribbling from the corner of his mouth.

I want to wipe that cruel smirk off his face
forever, and make sure he can never harm Isabelle again. I’ve never
hated anyone like this. I feel rage pumping through me, drowning
out the yells and noise – everything except one voice.

Hers.

“Cam.”

It cuts through my fury, the soft sound of
her voice.

“Cam, that’s enough.”

I reel back, panting. Brent slumps to the
floor in a mess. He splutters, spitting out a mouthful of
blood.

Rage still burns in me. No amount of pain
could ever be enough for the damage he’s tried to do.

Isabelle steps around me, and slowly
approaches Brent’s pathetic body. “Listen to me very carefully,”
she begins, her voice clear and calm. The whole restaurant is
hushed, watching us all, but Isabelle doesn’t cringe or flinch away
from the attention. She stands over him, tall and regal.

Beautiful.

“You’re finished, Brent. Done. You have no
money, no trust fund, and no friends in this town anymore. I
stopped Cam today, but only because you’re not worth the trouble of
an assault charge. If you ever so much as look at me again, I won’t
hold him back. We will end you.”

Isabelle towers over him, her words icy
clear.

“Don’t ever set foot near me again. If you
see me on the street, walk the other way. In fact, get the hell out
of New York, and don’t ever come back.”

“Agreed.” Keely joins her. “You’re an insult
to the Ashcroft name, Brent. You’re done at the company, and I’ll
make it known that anyone who does business with you in any way
won’t have a home at Ashcroft Industries anymore.”

“And don’t even think about going into
business elsewhere,” Ash adds, moving to stand with them. “My
contacts span the globe. You’re so fucking finished.”

“And just in case you don’t get it,” Vaughn
adds, stooping to grasp Brent’s bloody collar. “I know people. The
kind of people who can make you disappear for good.
Understand?”

Brent looks between us. “You’re all crazy,”
he says.

Isabelle laughs. “They’re my family,” she
corrects him. “Now get the hell out. You’re ruining my party.”

I give him a look. Brent scrambles to his
feet. “I’ll press charges,” he stutters at me.

“For what?” I spread my hands. “You
tripped.”

“He’s right,” Justine agrees. “You took a
nasty tumble. Hit your face on the way down. Several times. We all
saw it.”

With a final curse, Brent slinks off. The
whole restaurant breaks into applause.

Isabelle throws her arms around me. “Is it
terrible that I found that really sexy?” she whispers in my
ear.

“Not at all,” I tell her. “I’d do it again
in a heartbeat, to anyone who ever hurts you.”

She smiles. “Good to know. But I think we’ve
seen the last of my problems. I’m looking forward to a stress-free,
quiet life from now on.”

“I’ll drink to that!” Olivia laughs, raising
her glass.

So what’s ahead for you now?” Justine asks,
when the waiters have cleared the mess away, and we’re all settled
back at the table to eat.

Isabelle yawns. “Sleep, for starters.” She
laughs. “No, I was thinking about making an appointment with the
Ashcroft Trust next week. I realized that we have all kinds of
charitable projects running, so I thought maybe we could set
something up to help kids from my background. Programs for foster
children, kids in care homes. Something to give them opportunities
and support. If that’s OK,” she adds, looking to Keely.

“Of course, that sounds like a great idea,”
she exclaims.

I squeeze Isabelle’s shoulder, proud.

“Why don’t we get together for lunch
tomorrow?” Keely suggests. “I can dig out some of the paperwork so
we know what we’re dealing with.”

“Not tomorrow,” I interrupt. “I have plans
for us.”

“Sure you do,” Keely smirks.

“Not that,” I chuckle, even though it’s on
the agenda too. “I have a surprise planned.”

“Another one?” Isabelle looks confused.
“You’re already spoiling me.”

“It’s only what you deserve,” I reply,
looking around for the waiter. “Now, how about we get dessert to
go, before you fall asleep right here at the table?”

“Sorry,” Isabelle says. “It’s been a long
day.”

“Don’t worry,” I stroke her hand. “We have
plenty of time.”

Tomorrow. And all our tomorrows, if my plan
goes right. Because coming so close to losing her has made me
realize the one simple fact: I need Isabelle in my life
permanently.

And I always get what I want.


ELEVEN:
ISABELLE

I sleep like a rock, so exhausted from our
day. I can’t believe Cam planned that surprise dinner with everyone
– and finally getting rid of Brent, too, was the cherry on top. Now
that I know nothing can stand in my way, it’s an incredible
feeling.

I could lounge in bed forever, but Cam fixes
us breakfast and hustles us out the door into his Jag.

“Where are we going now?” I ask, curious.
“It’s not like you to turn down a morning in bed,” I add.

Cam chuckles. “You’ll see. And believe me,
I’ll be taking a raincheck on that lie-in.” He drapes an arm over
my shoulder, looking relaxed as he drives us out of the city.

I examine his hand. “You’re a little
bruised,” I say, tenderly cradling it.

“You should see the other guy.”

Watching Brent finally get what he deserves
was a relief, and even though I don’t usually agree with violence,
it was amazing to feel so protected. All Cam’s power and focus
channeled into teaching Brent a lesson. For me.

Knowing that he’ll be too afraid to come
after me again is a blessed feeling.

It’s a beautiful day, and soon we’re
speeding through the countryside in lush Connecticut. Cam turns off
the freeway, driving through a quaint, upscale town, the kind of
place with a picture-perfect Main Street, and little local
stores.

“It’s so pretty,” I remark, happily drinking
in the sunshine. There are kids playing in the town square, and
everything about this place is safe and warm. “I can’t believe it’s
so close to the city, but it feels like another world.”

Cam smiles a secret smile, turning down a
street lined with big old oak trees. The houses here are amazing:
old mini-mansions, with character and cute details. He pulls up in
a driveway at the end of the street.

“What is this place?” I ask, getting out and
looking up at the house. It’s a big old Victorian-style house, with
white shutters and a red tile roof. There are roses growing around
the door, and wide front porch with a rocking chair, looking out on
the neat front lawn that’s edged with a white picket fence.

“Home,” Cam replies.

My heart stops.

“What do you mean?” I whisper, turning. He
stands beside me, his eyes full of emotion.

“It’s our home,” he says. “Just like the one
you always wanted. A place for us to live, and raise a family of
our own one day.”

Then, like something out of a dream, he gets
down on one knee, right there in the front yard. Cam pulls a ring
box from his pocket, and opens it to reveal a perfect diamond ring.
He takes a breath.

“I’m never letting you go again, Isabelle,
not as long as we both live. You’re everything to me. I love you
more than anything, more than life itself. You’ve shown me the kind
of joy I never thought possible. You accept everything I am,
without question. Without limits.” Cam looks choked up, but he
keeps talking. “Be my wife, Isabelle. Let me show you a lifetime of
love, and pleasure. Whatever you want, it’s yours, you just have to
say yes.”

My heart pounds. I feel so happy, I could
float away right now. I nod, unable to find the words, until
finally, I manage to speak.

“Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you!”

Cam slides the ring onto my finger, and then
sweeps me into his arms. “Say it again,” he demands, his eyes
flashing with hot possessive passion.

“Yes.” I grin, loving the way this ring looks on my
finger. It’s a promise. A mark of ownership. “Yes,
Master.”

THE END
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